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This paper traces the effort over the past few years by activists in the western India 
state of Gujarat to implement Vision 21 and the Iguacu Action Plan. The early 
involvement of these groups in the drafting of the Vision has inspired a high degree of 
commitment to its realization in a region affected by  drought, salinity, and disasters 
that have been both natural and man-made. Migration adds to this misery, as well as 
to an urban crisis. As elsewhere, women and children suffer most. The authorities in 
Gujarat have been the first in India to establish an institutional framework for greater 
community involvement in watsan planning and implementation, calling for more 
effective collaboration between stakeholders to address the scale of Gujarat’s watsan 
challenge. The paper traces some important experiences in innovation, and in facing 
inevitable resistance to change. Gujarat’s experience vindicates the principles of 
vision 21, with its emphasis on genuine community-led planning and management as 
well as on pro-poor gender sensitive approaches. The paper also underlines problems 
and barriers which await resolution, and achievements which offer hope not only in 
India but wherever stakeholders joint hands in the sprit of the Council’s Vision and 
Plan. 
 
The contents of this paper will be supplemented by the outcome of the Dakar 
deliberations, and circulated to communities and institutions who form the Pravah 
network of watsan NGOs in Gujarat. This will assist reflection on the implementation 
of Vision 21 and the Igaucu Action Plan in the light of latest experience worldwide 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover page : Water security : A massive rainwater harvesting effort in lined pond through 
women’s action in drought and salinity affected Bhal area. 
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Challenges of the decentralization  
Initially, the State Government envisaged providing 
water through a pipeline network. Later, in response 
to continuous pressure from NGOs and  
communities, it was decided to develop local 
sources. For this,  contractors were hired, but they 
did not deliver quality work, Thus conflicts arose 
between contractors, government engineers and the 
Village Water Committee (VWC) members. Cluster 
level meetings, repeated deliberations and individual 
meetings of VWC members resolved to form a 
federation of VWCs. The federation demanded that 
the work be assigned to the VWCs. A signed 
resolution was sent to officials at  district and state 
levels. As a pilot, one  VWC was helped to manage 
construction of their village watsan system. The 
VWC was trained to open and operate a bank 
account, to purchase material, make payments and 
to maintain accounts. Vendor lists for material and 
technical competency were obtained, Vendors 
began pouring in. Material  rates were analyzed and 
a comparative rate-sheet was developed. The VWC 
submitted its plans to the Government, but it never 
came through. Then the members of the VWC 
approached the vendors independently and 
purchased the materials. Attempts were also made   
to break this consortium by bribing  VWC members 
so that  companies could get their market price yet 
deliver poor quality materials. But the group held 
firm. Lesson: within the concept of community 
management, merely giving away the responsibility 
to VWCs is not enough. They need continuous 
motivation, problem-solving approaches and 
exposure to  innovations. 



Sanitation – Driving whose demand? 
Rudiben and Baluben, women leaders from villages in 
Gujarat’s Bhavnagar district, are advocating systems of 
sanitation that respond to what women really want and are 
actually willing to pay for. They demand widening the 
restricted option of “low-cost toilets” now on offer through 
government programmes. The women have found that where 
drinking water access has been assured and awareness created 
of hygiene and sanitation, a strong demand has emerged for 
better latrines--latrines that provide the added advantages of 
privacy and safety, as well as of appeal. These factors are not 
addressed in the Government’s single low-cost option which is 
directed primarily at those below the poverty line. Baluben, 
Rudiben and others point out that many families can afford 
and need privacy and safety (not just from molestation but also 
from snake, scorpion and insect bites). They demand 
alternatives that are longer lasting and more appealing. The 
problem for them is the absence of micro-finance systems 
which can enable families to access loans, which they are 
willing to supplement with family funds. Indeed, they believe 
that loan schemes (with the requirement to repay) can act as a 
powerful incentive to savings, diverting resources away from 
wasteful consumption to meeting more essential health 
requirements. Utthan is one NGO working with these families, 
helping organize saving-and loan schemes that can encourage 
alternate designs suited to a variety of incomes and capacities 
to pay. Government channels have been approached to expand 
latrine options beyond the ‘subsidy’ models aimed at the very 
poor. Even within this constituency, there is a demand for 
moving on to better alternatives. The lesson: here is a demand 
for moving on to beyond options that have limited relevance. 
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Local water resources : foundation of sustainability  
 
In 1997-98, the Government of Gujarat with Dutch assistance launched a pilot watsan programme in the 
Bhavnagar region. This “Ghogha” This experiment has challenged many years of top-down, engineering 
approaches, seeking to replace these community agendas and preferences. Developing local water resources 
is most often at the top of people’s agendas, with piped-water transfers as a supplement where necessary. 
Yet past engineering attitudes are hard to change. In some villages, women’s groups and empowered 
committees have struggled for over three years to shift official plans, from bulk water supplies through 
long-distance pipelines, toward developing local resources through local effort. Once WASMO agreed to 
these demands, a new problem arose. Implementation would need to be assigned to contractors, but at rates 
predetermined by older arrangements. These rates did not match current market  realities. Local water 
committees and women insisted on making payments against actual bills or on volumetric calculations of 
work done. But this was not acceptable to WASMO. Once management and oversight responsibility move 
to the community, there was thus the new risk of financial loss for water committees that insisted on quality 
standards. Issues of cost/price calculations, quality control, delay and corruption now began to sow conflict 
in the relationship between village groups, contractors and WASMO. NGOs were then invited to take 
responsibility for book-keeping and certification. This in turn threatened established relationships between 
NGOs and the communities which they serve. While these challenges are now under review, an important 
lesson emerges: decentralization require new norms of accountability (including those of finance) along 
with the articulation of new roles and responsibilities within stakeholder groups. 
 experiment attempts strategies that actively involve communities in watsan planning and implementation. 
An independent Water and Sanitation Management Organization (WASMO) was established to innovate 
and implement genuine community participation and management. 
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Accountability/sustainability : finding checks and balance  
Devolution of planning and implementation power to structures of village self-governance has been a major 
development in Indian democracy. These village institutions new have constitutional sanction and can  access 
funds direct from federal authorities. Under the innovative “Ghogha” watsan programme (see above) a strong 
women’s group has emerged in Nesvad village in the coastal district of Bhavnagar. A water committee has been 
formed, its member selected by the village general body (or Gram Sabha), and including elected members of the 
Panchayat (the basic unit of village self-governance). In Nesvad, women have played a major role in supporting 
the local water committee and Panchayat. These bodies have reflected women’s insistence on building local 
resources over pipeline supplies. As part of its watsan programme, the entire village agreed to contribute 100% 
of O&M costs, including maintenance of bathing spaces for women, cattle troughs and wastewater disposal 
systems. Everything ran smoothly until some families defaulted. Pressure on them threatened politically 
sensitive relationships. The water committee soon came under pressure from other households. When technical 
problems led to a systems breakdown, the water committee took a back seat. Water stoppages affected the entire 
community. The women now called a meeting of the Panchayat, the water committee as well as of the Gram 
Sabha. They announced that they will support water committee efforts at maintaining supplies to all who are 
willing to pay. If the committee was unwilling to take this  responsibility, the women themselves would take 
charge! The water committee acted promptly to save face, while the Panchayat set out ground rules that were 
approved by the Gram Sabha. The lesson: put women in charge! And establish institutional checks and balances 
that can help ensure accountability. 
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A plastic-lined surface water storage system, built by community effort in the water-
scarce and saline region of Bhavnagar(Gujarat). Women’s groups have led this effort, 
which also includes massive earthwork. Their demonstration have helped ensure that 
never again can anyone in Gujarat doubt community capacities, even in regions so 
severely affected and deprived. 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community demonstration 
of fluoride-free water 
through massive recharging 
of rainwater in the  fluoride 
affected Patan district of 
Gujarat 
 



 
 

A young citizen of 
Limkheda village 
proudly displays the 
latrine and washing 
facility built with 
support from its 
community saving and 
loan scheme. Official 
latrine construction 
supports are limited to a 
so-called low-cost 
option that cannot 
include privacy and 
safety factors now 
demanded by man. 
Members of the local 
Pani Smiti (water 
committee) clean up 
around new sanitation 
blocks for the village 
school. There are 
separate latrines for 
boys and girls, each 
with its own water tank 
to help ensure 
cleanliness. 



 

 
In tribal villages of the Panchmahal region, roof rainwater harvesting systems provide 
year round water security. This technology is now a social movement that demands 
urgent attention and priority. 
 
 


