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ENGINEERS’ WORK ON development programmes and
projects has an important gender dimension, both in terms
of the product of their work (e.g. basic infrastructure and
services which are to be used by men, women and children)
and the process (teams of male and female staff interacting
with men and women in the community and other
stakeholders). House (1998) describes how these issues are
ignored in engineers’ professional training and concludes
that engineers working in development should receive
focused training on gender and other social issues.

This perspective led to a Knowledge and Research project
on mainstreaming gender in water projects with the specific
target group of water sector engineers and managers, being
undertaken by WEDC, Loughborough University, UK with
collaborators in South Africa and India.

The main output of the project will be a Practical Guide
on Gender for Engineers and Managers in the Water
Sector. This guide will assist engineers, planners and man-
agers to consider the needs and demands of both women
and men in peri-urban and rural water supply, sanitation
and irrigation projects and provide practical suggestions
for implementing gender sensitive projects. It is intended
that technical personnel from government, consultant or-
ganisations, external agencies and NGOs working in pur-
suit of sustainable development will benefit from using the
guide.

Smout and Parry-Jones (1999) described the basis of the
project and the preparation of the Draft Practical Guide.
This paper describes the feedback we have received on this
draft and the difficult process of deciding on a suitable
approach to disseminate gender mainstreaming ideas to the
target audience.

The project will only be successful if the intended target-
audience values the outputs and wants to use them. An
integral part of the process is the facilitation of field based
consultation designed to gain valuable feedback so that the
final research products are meaningful, accessible and
appropriate to the end-user.
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The Draft Practical Guide was prepared in 1999, compris-
ing five chapters as follows:

• Chapter 1 provides an introduction and a quick refer-
ence to the guide;

• Chapter 2 explains in engineer-friendly language the
meaning and importance of mainstreaming gender in
water engineering and management and addresses com-

mon concerns and objections that technical personnel
may have to the approach;

• Chapter 3 uses the project cycle to provide guidance on
mainstreaming gender in everyday engineering tasks for
water and sanitation projects;

• Chapter 4 summarises sector-specific issues for differ-
ent types of project (e.g. hygiene promotion, irrigation,
emergencies);

• Chapter 5 discusses capacity building measures to
reinforce gender sensitive approaches in organisations.
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Two water engineers working on the research project
presented papers at an international conference on
Mainstreaming Gender in Policy and Planning (Parry-
Jones et al, 1999) and at the 25th WEDC Conference
(Smout and Parry-Jones, 1999). Both papers aroused con-
siderable discussion, in particular on the inclusion of
pragmatic arguments that taking account of gender
improves project performance, rather than concentrating
on rights and correcting inequity.

The project team’s response has been that both the
pragmatic arguments and the rights approach are valid,
and should be included in the Practical Guide. The prag-
matic arguments have the advantage that they relate di-
rectly to engineers’ and project managers’ prime responsi-
bilities and objectives.
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A Review Group of water engineers, project managers and
gender specialists with experience in multilateral and bilat-
eral agencies, NGOs, and southern governments com-
mented in mid-1999 on the detailed contents list and the
draft of chapters 1 to 3.  The review group comprised both
women and men, from northern and southern countries.

There was general agreement with the proposed structure
of the Guide, but some detailed comments on readability.
Most reviewers thought that the large number of case
studies broke up the text and made the Guide too long.

The Guide was redrafted in the light of these comments,
in particular the chapter on mainstreaming gender was
shortened and refocused to summarise the basis and prin-
ciples of gender mainstreaming from an engineer’s point of
view.

In the light of the Review Group comments and WEDC
research on dissemination strategies (Saywell and Cotton,
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1999) it was also decided to package the material into
focused outputs for specific target audiences, including a
separate Summary Booklet for senior staff and a separate
volume of Case Studies. The proposed outputs are summa-
rised in Table 1.
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In May 2000 two workshops were conducted in South
Africa with the aim of pre-testing the concepts advocated
in the draft guidelines and in particular the revised material
in Chapter 2 – Mainstreaming Gender in Water Projects, an
Engineer’s Overview. Although engineers were invited to
the workshops, their response was to pass the invitation to
social development colleagues, presumably because the
engineers thought that gender was not engineers’ business.
From this we concluded that we would get a larger target
group audience by presentations at events which engineers
routinely attend, rather than special events.

The consultation workshops themselves were largely
attended by social development staff and showed that
gender mainstreaming is a difficult concept to get over, not
just to engineers but also to social development staff
working at project and field level.
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In August 2000 the consultation exercise was also con-
ducted in India. This account is based on the report of the
consultation exercise by Coates and Archana (2000). The
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process in India differed slightly to that of South Africa in
order to focus on the specific perspective of Indian water
sector engineers.

The participants were drawn from the Maharashtra
Jeevan Pradhikaran (MJP), formally the Maharashtra Water
and Sewerage Board, that is responsible for the design and
construction of significant rural water supply schemes
prior to hand over to municipal or district councils.

The participants comprised 15 male and female engi-
neers at various levels of project involvement and manage-
ment from different State and district locations. The male
engineers were in the majority and had considerably more
field exposure than their mainly office based female coun-
terparts. During the consultation exercise this fact served to
demonstrate that with respect to gender and professional
opportunities for female engineers, gender equity is as
much an issue within the institution as it is in the field.

Many MJP engineers and staff have some gender aware-
ness yet they rarely have dedicated time to reflect on the
issues so that practical action can result in better water
supplies for communities. The consultation exercise gave
MJP participants the opportunity to deliberate on some of
the practical aspects of gender mainstreaming in water
projects.

Rather than a workshop the exercise was conceived as a
semi-structured discussion where sector professionals could
openly express their views about gender in such a way that
would prove useful to the research and the participants.
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The session took the form of the presentation of a number
of questions to plenary based on a pre-determined session
outline. A facilitator guided the discussion that each question
prompted and based on the feedback asked the next
question.  Questions from the participants were also used
to steer the discussion. The ideas, opinions and experiences
were captured on flip chart paper and then used as the basis
for group based tasks and feedback. The responses to three
of the questions are shown in boxes 1 to 3.

Local case studies presented by participants were used to
highlight the issues and further develop ideas.

Box 2 shows that the engineers did not understand the
concept of mainstreaming as it is meant: bringing gender
into the mainstream of development programme and project
work rather than treating it as a marginal add on.

Box 3 includes some interesting points. Disappointingly
however these engineers did not respond positively to the
revised Chapter 2 on Mainstreaming Gender in Water
Projects, an Engineer’s Overview. Despite the substantial
engineer’s input which had gone into revising it, they did
not like the perceived jargon and they were not really
interested in the arguments and principles. Individuals
were asked separately about the chapter, and some of these
comments are listed in Box 4.
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After changing employment from WEDC to a major inter-
national relief agency, a previous project researcher at-
tempted to raise discussion of the issues at a water and
sanitation workshop of the agency, but found there was
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little interest (Parry-Jones, personal communication).
She concluded that a lot of preparatory work is needed
to create demand for material on gender mainstreaming.
Discussing the project with both UK and international
engineers studying at WEDC we found a mixed reac-
tion, some were interested, others switched off at the
mention of gender, others argued that the topic was
being given too much attention.
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We went back to the knowledge and research project
documents to decide how to proceed. The project
entitled Practical Guide to Mainstreaming Gender in
Water Projects has the following Purpose: Tools and
training materials are used by engineers and managers
to incorporate gender issues in their work on water
supply and sanitation and other infrastructural works
in peri-urban, rural and emergency situations.

In the light of this, the project needs to be primarily
concerned with developing tools and training materials
which engineers accept and try to use in their work. It
also would be desirable for them to understand the
underlying principles of gender mainstreaming, so they
could apply these in circumstances not covered by the
tools, but this is not essential.

The project was conceived and is being undertaken
from a rights-based approach to gender, but this does
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not mean that we need to emphasise this approach in the
Practical Guide. Language which the target group regards
as preaching or patronising or mystifying jargon is likely to
discourage them from reading and using the Guide.

A parallel may be drawn here to social marketing tech-
niques used to create demand for sanitation and hygiene. A
funding agency may wish to encourage sanitation and
hygiene for health reasons, but the most effective way to do
this may be to emphasise other benefits which the target
group values, such as privacy and attractiveness.
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The consultations showed that engineers and project man-
agers are easily put off by the terms “gender” and “gender
mainstreaming”. This is not simply explained by sexist
attitudes and hostility to the concepts, though this is clearly
a factor in some cases. There is a wider resistance to the
language itself which means that many engineers do not
relate to the terms, and just switch off. There is also
widespread misunderstanding of what the terms mean -
“gender” does not easily translate into local languages, and
“mainstreaming” is an unfamiliar word.

For our project, the challenge is to follow a gender
mainstreaming approach, but in such a way that we attract
and retain engineers’ interest. We have decided that our
initial approach will not succeed in meeting the project
purpose. In starting with detailed explanation of the terms
and principles of gender mainstreaming we are likely to lose
engineers’ interest before they reach the material on the
application of these principles at each stage of the project
cycle and in various types of project.

Therefore we are currently revising the Practical Guide
with a much shortened introductory section on the princi-
ples and minimum use of jargon, with the details put in an
Appendix for interested readers. The reader will then reach
the practical applications early in the Guide.

We are aware of the pitfall of only considering practical
gender needs, which facilitate existing gender roles (e.g.
enabling women to do their work better), rather than
strategic gender needs which change existing gender roles
(e.g. raising women’s status and power). We need to ensure
we consider both practical and strategic needs.

Meeting strategic gender needs is more difficult than
practical needs and takes longer to achieve because they
challenge unequal gender relations. It also involves over-
coming a male bias which is implicit in much development
practice. This bias may be a result of conscious prejudice
and discrimination. However, often it is ‘embedded in
unconscious perceptions and habits, the result of oversight,
faulty assumptions, a failure to ask questions’ (Elson, 1995,
p7).

However practical and strategic needs are closely interre-
lated and consideration of practical needs can facilitate
consideration of strategic needs.

To take some examples from water, sanitation and
hygiene:

• the drudgery of women’s roles can be reduced by
bringing water closer to the village and by improving
hygiene practices which reduce illness of the family etc.

• women’s comfort, health, privacy and security can be
improved by convenient sanitation at their home and
work

• girls (especially teenage girls) need adequate sanitation
provision at school.

In each of these cases, the practical improvements would
also make a significant contribution to raising women’s
power in their situation, and put them in a better position
to seek strategic gains, e.g. through training or employ-
ment. School sanitation in particular has a major effect on
the enrollment and attendance of teenage girls, which in
turn has a major impact on their future status and employ-
ment opportunities. Research has shown that education for
girls is the single most effective way of reducing poverty.
Women with even a few years of basic education have
smaller, healthier families; are more likely to be able to
work their way out of poverty; and are more likely to send
their own daughters and sons to school. (DFID, 2000)
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Raising gender issues with engineers is a difficult topic. In
these circumstances written material, such as the Practical
Guide on Gender for Engineers and Managers in the Water
Sector needs to be written in such a way that the target
group will respond to them. The following approach is now
being followed:

• trying to ensure that an engineer or manager picking up
the Guide gets a first impression that it is useful and
therefore worth looking through

• maintaining interest as the engineer reads through the
Guide, by introducing practical applications early on
and highlighting pragmatic arguments for the proposed
approach

• using language that engineers can relate to and which
does not put them off as preaching, patronising or
jargon

• leading on from practical to strategic issues
• ensuring that the Guide does properly represent a

gender mainstreaming approach, even if it does not use
the same terminology.

Training material, which is intended to be used in an
interactive way with a facilitator, can be more challenging
than written material which needs to attract and retain the
reader.
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This paper is an interim output from a research project
funded by the UK Department for International
Development (DFID) for the benefit of developing countries.
The views expressed are not necessarily those of DFID.
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