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 ■ Women play a central role in domestic and care work 
in rural areas. Hence, in conditions of water insecu-
rity, they are primarily responsible for accessing and 
managing water within their households. 

 ■ Water insecurity leads to increased domestic and 
care work burdens, which impact women’s physical 
and mental health, nutrition, and paid and commu-
nity work.

 ■ Women contribute valuable knowledge that must 
be integrated into climate change adaptation strate-
gies, offering an opportunity to transform traditional 
gender roles in water management.

Due to the megadrought affecting the country since 
2010, most basins between Coquimbo and Maule have 
experienced high levels of water stress (Álvarez-Garreton 
et al., 2023). This situation has been exacerbated by the 
excessive use of water for productive purposes and a 
regulatory and governance framework that does not 
favor integrated basin-scale management, promotes 
privatization, and lacks state-led planning and protection 
tools (Billi et al., 2021). This hinders the satisfaction of 
the needs of rural communities, which are the most 
affected by water scarcity (Fragkou et al., 2022). 46% of 
the rural population depends on community or individual 
management systems to obtain water, using groundwater 
and surface water sources or resorting to water trucks 
when these are depleted (Álvarez et al., 2023). In this 
context, the challenge of advancing towards water security 
in the territories becomes increasingly complex.

Water security is understood as “the capacity of a territory 
to ensure equitable access - in quality and quantity - to 
resilient water services that enable the sustainable human 
and economic development of its population” (Urquiza 
& Billi, 2020). Within this framework, it becomes relevant 
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to analyze water security from a gender perspective, 
considering that in territories affected by the scarcity 
of drinking water, women and girls are the main group 
responsible for finding solutions to access and manage 
water within their households (WWAP, 2019). This 
relates to their historical role in domestic and care tasks 
that depend on water, such as childcare, caring for 
the sick or elderly, feeding, and hygiene. Furthermore, 
vulnerability varies according to inequities linked to 
gender, ethnicity, low income, and other patterns of 
inequality (IPCC, 2023). On the other hand, women tend 
to express deeper concerns about addressing climate 
change and a greater perception of responsibility for 
the cause and seeking solutions (Centro de Ciencia del 
Clima y la Resiliencia CR2 and StatKnows, 2019).

What happens in women’s daily lives when water is 
insufficient to meet the most basic needs? How do 
they develop strategies to address these problems? 
The book “Guardianas del agua: (in)seguridad hídrica 
en la vida cotidiana de las mujeres” (Guardians of 
Water: (In)Security in the Daily Life of Women) explores 
this reality in rural central Chile, through 31 interviews 
with women1 who lack safe water in 16 municipalities 
of the country, between the regions of Coquimbo and 
Maule. This document aims to present the main results 
of this research and establish policy recommendations 
for inclusive, sustainable, and gender-responsive 
integrated water management.

Main Problems in Domestic Water 
Management in the Context of Water 
Insecurity

Various daily problems that affect domestic water 
management were identified, demonstrating conditions 
of water insecurity in households that lack sufficient 
water in terms of quantity, quality, affordability, 
or acceptability. This situation is exacerbated in 
households with fewer resources. The main problems 
identified are:

1 The sample included women aged 26 to 98, from various professions 
and occupations. Each participant was interviewed individually and, later, 
a process of transcription, editing and validation of their life stories was 
carried out in collaboration with them, following an informed consent 
protocol. In addition, a content analysis was used to identify the main 
challenges in domestic water management, the strategies and practices 
adopted by women to address them, as well as the impacts of water 
insecurity on their daily life.

1. Pressure: Insufficient water pressure is related to low 
water availability in supply networks and poor water 
infrastructure. It occurs when pipes leak, or the flow 
rate is not high enough to achieve optimal pressure.

2. Water Cuts: Water cuts occur when household 
supply is restricted, affecting the continuity of use. They 
can occur at certain time intervals, for days or weeks. 
These cuts can be scheduled by Rural Sanitary Services 
(SSR) or unplanned.

3. Water Quality and Reliability of the Source: 
Distrust in water quality is associated with supply from 
water trucks or the impacts of landfills, mining tailings, 
pesticides, or certain contamination events on water 
sources. Distrust is present in some of the following 
cases: 1) Greenish coloration due to untreated organic 
material (moss, larvae, or worms), 2) turbidity due to 
the entry of sediments into the pipes or tanks, or 3) 
brackish or excessive chlorine taste, among others.

4. Economic Costs: Refers to the economic expenditure 
that families incur to buy drinking water or to improve 
household infrastructure to obtain it. The additional 
expenses that households must make include:  
1) Purchasing bottled water for direct consumption,  
2) purchasing new domestic water infrastructure, such 
as tanks, pipes, and pumps, plus the associated costs of 
their repairs, maintenance, and cleaning, 3) deepening 
wells, and 4) renting water trucks to distribute water at 
the neighborhood level.

Policy Brief: Rural Women and Water Management: Towards Gender-Responsive Water Security in Chile



3

Strategies and Water Use Practices Carried 
Out by Women

The women surveyed in the research indicate that it 
is impossible to meet individual and family needs in 
water insecurity conditions. To address this situation, 
they implement various strategies that reveal the use 
of different types of water in the same household, each 
destined for specific uses. For example, they usually 
buy bottled water for family consumption and their 
animals. At the same time, irrigation, toilet flushing, and 
household cleaning are often carried out with reused or 
stored water in small tanks.

The research identified 16 practices and strategies, and 
the most common are mentioned below:

Water Use Practices and Strategies 
Carried Out by Women at the Do-
mestic and Community Level

Carrying water in buckets and bott-
les from ravines, rivers, springs, and 
lagoons

Purchasing purified water in jerrycans  
or bottles

Collecting rainwater with raschel  
meshes or tanks or reusing greywater 
from washing machines and sinks

Renting a water truck at the  
neighborhood level

Performing domestic tasks at night,  
at neighbors’ or relatives’ homes

Limiting water for irrigation,  
stopping irrigation, or replacing it  
with drought-adapted species

Water uses

Feeding Irrigating Personal 
hygiene

Toilet 
flushing

Washing  
and  

cleaning
Animals
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Effects of Water Insecurity on the Daily Life 
of Women

Water insecurity has a significant impact on women’s 
daily lives. First, there are muscle pains and skin 
problems due to transporting, storing, and reusing 
water. Furthermore, this responsibility results in them 
experiencing stress, sadness, and anger at not having 
access to safe water for their families and communities. 
Secondly, it limits family farming, making it difficult to 
be self-sufficient in food and reducing the quantity, 
quality, and variety of food consumed. This forces 
them to turn to new markets, increasing economic 
expenses and affecting family income. In addition, local 
enterprises that depend on vegetable gardens and 
trees are negatively impacted.

In addition, there is an increase in community 
collaboration strategies. Women play a leading role 
in activities such as “Water Mingas” (collective work 
parties), where collective solutions are sought in the 
face of a lack of state support. In these processes, 
women acquire technical, administrative, and legal 
knowledge about water management. Nevertheless, 
they face challenges such as a lack of recognition of 
their work and the preference for male opinions in 
decision-making.

Table 1 shows the consequences generated by water 
insecurity in the different areas of women’s daily life:

Domestic and  
Care work

+   Increased workload and time spent on care tasks.

+  Tasks performed at unusual hours (early morning or midnight).

Physical and mental 
health

+   Pains in hands, arms, and back due to water carrying.

+   Stomach problems or skin irritation due to poor water quality.

+   Concern, anger, stress, sadness, anxiety, or frustration.

-   Sleep hours.

Paid work -  Commerce of fruits, vegetables, milk, cheese, sweets, and handicrafts produced  
    by family farming. 

-   Available time for other paid work.

Nutrition -   Quality, quantity, and diversity of fruits and vegetables consumed.

-   Barter of vegetables and fruits at the local level.

Community work +   Neighborhood collaboration and organization for water management. 

+   Technical, administrative, and legal knowledge of water management.
 
+ = Increase   - = Decrease
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Download the book “Guardianas del agua:  
(in)seguridad hídrica en la vida cotidiana  
de las mujeres” (in Spanish).

5

Recommendations

Due to Chile’s territorial diversity, no single strategy 
can be applied standardized. Therefore, it is crucial 
to consider the implementation of measures adapted 
to the different territories to address water gaps with 
an intersectional gender approach. According to the 
research results, the following recommendations for 
public policy are formulated:

1. The State needs to increase its planning and 
protection tools, focusing on improving drinking 
water and sanitation infrastructure in rural 
areas, implementing programs that address 
technological gaps and access to financing for 
SSR, and strengthening watershed protection.

2. Promote training in gender and water 
management in SSR, strengthen the formation 
of gender-focused teams in institutions 
related to water management (General Water 
Directorate, Directorate of Hydraulic Works, 
Superintendency of Sanitary Services, National 
Irrigation Commission, among others), and 
promote interdisciplinary work to address these 
issues comprehensively and systematically.

3. Facilitate the creation of community participation 
spaces to share local knowledge for climate 
change adaptation. Both academia and public 
and private institutions must incorporate this 
knowledge, along with the strategies used by 
women, as they are fundamental to challenging 
entrenched gender roles in water management.

4. It is essential to recognize the diversity within 
a group of women when addressing their 
experiences related to water management, so 
it is recommended to adopt an intersectional 
approach in these analyses. This framework 
recognizes that experiences of inequality are 
shaped by various factors, such as socioeconomic 
status, age, urban or rural environment, and 
ethnicity, which configure different realities of 
water insecurity.

5. Progress must be made in research and 
collecting gender-disaggregated data to assess 
local water insecurity gaps, prioritizing the most 
vulnerable rural sectors. Strengthening research 
on the impacts of water scarcity on women 
and exploring the consequences for men and 
LGBTTTIQ+ people is crucial.

6. Implementing measures guaranteeing women’s 
effective participation in water management at 
all levels is essential. Evaluating progress toward 
gender equity should not be limited to counting 
the number of women involved. Still, it should 
also address the barriers and inequalities they 
face, such as discrimination, harassment, gender 
division of labor, and difficulties influencing 
decision-making.
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