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Affected by a shortage of drinking water, women of Mala Water Supply
Scheme and the Keral Water Authority began a unique experiment

The Water resources issues in Mala
The situation in Mala is

typical for the development in
many countries. Kerala is in
itself not short of freshwater.
Rainfall is high and during the
monsoon season, which lasts
from May to September,
provides not only water for
agriculture but also for
drinking and other domestic
uses. Almost every rural
household has its own well.
Human action has reduced the
availability of rainwater for
the state's freshwater needs.
In the past the rain could
infiltrate the soil in the
extensive areas with dense
natural vegetation and in the
wet rice fields. Now, dry crops
have replaced the rice and the
vegetation has been cut down
to make place for human
habitation. Many of the men

work in the Gulf states. The
families invest the earnings in
high quality housing. The
result is a great expanse of
built-up areas and an
extensive network of tarmac
roads and surface drainage.
All along the narrow coastal
strip where most of the
population lives much of the
rainwater now flows directly
into the sea. Because sweet
ground water tables have
declined salty water intruded
further inland.

In consequence today's
wells are salty and fall dry
during three months of the
year. Taps provided by Kerala
Water authority, both public
and private, is the only source
of drinking water for the
people in the mala scheme
area. And Mala is one of the

CHARACTERISTICS OF MALA SCHEME

Year of Completion
Location
Type

Size

Supply Capacity
Financed by
Technical Agency
Social Agency

1990
Thrissur District
Comprehensive piped water supply with
electrical pumping
serves six communities with a total
population of 1.5 million
19 MLD
Govt. of Kerala and the Netherlands
KWA and TLO
Socio-Economic units Foundation

Imoimci; mooting of tne stree: Dosed water management group

over one thousand rural water
supplies on which families
have become dependent in this
populous state. Despite the
decline of fresh water the
source of the Mala scheme
would still be adequate to
serve the needs of all its users.
However, excessive water use
in the lower lying areas and
shortage of staff to fine-tune
the water distribution mean
that the available water does
not reach the elevated places.
On days there is water this
comes at unpredictable hours
and lasts for an unpredictable
period, sometimes not longer
than one hour.

Worldwide, the demands
on freshwater are growing.
This precious resource is
unequally divided both
between and within countries.
Every year there are more

areas with a seasonal shortage
of freshwater for domestic or
productive use. The result is a
growing competition for
water between the water sub-
sectors as well as the users.
Fair allocation and good
management of the resource
are thus more and more
crucial. Faced with serious
shortages of drinking water in
summer and determined to
address this through better
management of the available
water, the women of
Vellangalore, one of the most
affected communities in the
Mala piped drinking water
supply scheme and the
engineers of the Kerala Water
Authority joined hands in a
unique experiment to address
the water resources issues in
this hilly area.



Women's informal water management
A participatory learning assessment

of Still! KWA, the World Bank Water and
Sanitation Program and the IRC
International Water and Sanitation
Centre revealed that the problems affect
especially the women in poor families
who use public taps. Better-off
households have private taps and have
build storage reservoirs attached to their
connection. In this way they can leave
the taps open for the times that water
comes. Poor women do not have this
possibility. They must wait till water
comes on in the public taps. This makes
it hard for them to manage their time and
other work. To cope, these women have
set up an informal street based water
management system. For tliis system
they fix the self-closing taps in an open
position. When the water comes on it
flows into a metal water pot underneath
it. The woman living nearest listens for
the sound of the falling water (if she lives
within earshot) or looks out for it. (if she
lives within sight) or otherwise regularly
checks upon the start of the water flow.
She then warns her fellow women that
water has come so that all can fill their
pots. Each family is allowed to fill two
pots for drinking purposes. If water is
still flowing therafter, more pots may be
filled.

The system avoids having tf) post
young children-often girls-near the tap

to warn mothers when the water comes
on, as is often done in other areas. In
Mala, the informal water management is
working, but it is highly inconvenient. It
makes people reluctant to pay for water
and is one of the factors in the low cost-
recovery for the water supply. Poor service
and poor payment have become mutually
reinforcing in a vicious circle.

An experiment in Joint
problem solving

The joint analysis of the situation,
during the UNDP-World Bank sponsored
study on "Participation, Gender and
Demand Responsiveness - making the
links with impact of Sustainability of
Water Supply and Sanitation
Investments", has brought about a one-
year experimental project. The experiment
addresses the water shortage through a
partnership between the women, the local
Community Council and the Kerala Water
Authority (KWA). The Technical Liaison
Officer (TLO) and the Socio Economic
Unit foundation (SEUF) provide inputs.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Department of Women and Development
of the Netherlands gave financial
support The process and first results are
now presented as a case study at the
Second World Water Conference;

Water resources problems chosen to be addressed :

• Excess use of water including for un intended purposes such as irrigation; Spillage/
wastage of water at Public taps. People with private connections (upper class) storing

# water in reservoirs and using it affluently with out consideration for others
• Leakage in the distribution pipelines. Unpredictability in the service and delays in

opertion and maintenance.
• Drying upot 80 % of the open wells.
• Unequal distribution resulting in a reduced flow of water to the elevated areas.
• Queuing and long waits at tap points.
• Quarrels and fights at stand posts leading to tension bettween families.
• Drudgery in fetching water from distant sources involving steep climbs.
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The implementation process started with the mapping of the
specific problems the women wanted to address. Each neighbourhood
chose their own water convener. Ninety percent of them are women;
The conveners organised several neighbourhood meetings. They were
assisted by a team of one female and one male community member,
who had got training on the use of participatory tools. Some separate
meetings took place with the men to discuss women's work in water,
analyse their own water use practices and on the men's support to the
initiative. Participatory water resources mappings raised the insight
and awareness of women and men. They revealed that of the 78
Neighbourhoods so had a water surplus and 28 a water shortage,
neighbourhoods in Kerala consists of c 50 households each. The total
population of the community was 33,000 inhabitants in almost 9000
households (1991 census).

Mapping and roleplays helped those in the lower areas
understand how overconsumption and wastage in their areas affected
water availability in the higher parts. The meetings culminated in a
large planning meeting at community level with all stakeholders:
women and men representing the neighbourhoods, adults as well as
young women and men, the council president and council members,
engineers from the KWA and TLO office and the social staff from
SEUF

At the meeting three programmes were decided on: saving water,
recharging ground water by digging rainwater harvesting pits near
wells and better distribution and management of the available water
resources. In the subsequent months each group undertook their own
actions. Led by the project team, Ms. Chandrika, Councillor of
Vellangalore and Ms. Thresiamma Mathew, head of the Gender Unit of
SEUE the women water convenors met with the scheme engineers and
operator and made several agreements:

A scheduled supply: a fixed calendar and daily schedule for water
delivery.

Better communications: At interruptions and breakdowns the operator-
telephones to the panchayat office to inform the community of the
reason and probable duration. Neighbourhoods are either warned
or turn to the council for information.

Earlier start: after an overnight interruption the operator starts the)
supply at 1 am. to ensure that the tank is filled by the time
distribution starts.



To better demand and

supply and fine tune the

distribution the engineers

from the KWA and

neighbourhood members

jointly undertook a water

needs survey and water flow

study. The water needs study

took three days and was done

in a sample throughout the

Panchayat. The water flow

study was done at every public

tap (368) and at 16 selected

taps during alternate months.

Based on the outcomes the

KWA shifted regulatory valves

to the required places.

The conveners in their turn

stimulated the curbing of over

consumption and prompt

tariff payments. They also

achieved that sixteen public

standposts that did not serve a

specific group of families could

be plugged up. Mapping of

private connections showed

that no illegal connection had

been installed. A Panchayat-

organised three-day

campaign to dig rainwater

collection pits for recharging

the wells resulted in some 3000

pits dug in private land.

Digging was done by women

and men. A Small amount was

paid from the Council's

resources for each completed

pit to compensate for the work.

The impact of digging such

pits is visible from from the

level of water in the wells

nearby.

Equi - distribution of water practised by the community

ACHIEVEMENTS
AFTER ONEYEAR

At the end of the first cycle
the following achievements
have been reached:

• A more regular supply, longer
hours and sufficient quantity
and quality

• Better relations between the
KWA and the villagers.

• Purchase of a standby generator
with contributions from the six
panchayats

• A separate line scheduled to a
Muslim area of 4000 families.

• Women will be trained in
plumbing, meter repair and
meter reading.

• Regular volunteers are
remunerated.

• All stake holders learned to
consider the role of women in
the project.

Women's sense of social awareness
tremendously increased and
their self esteem boosted
through the knowledge.

After a gender training from SEUF the local support

team led discussions on water and gender. Doing the

exercise "A day in your life"- the concrete analysis of a day

of a woman and a man with every activity and the time

taken for it- gave a shock to both, when they saw the

burden women actually carry. Generally housewives are

thought to have a leisurely life. But with this exercise they

could really picture the amount of time they spend on water

collection alone on a day in summer. The project has

brought more gender charges: "Suhara and Kamalamma

who always tried to give men the first chance to speak in

meetings said at a later discussion" You men now wait. Let

the women, say what they think, first we also know things

now". We were thrilled to hear such statements

(Mariamma David, SEUF)
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Mala Comprehensive Water Supply

The Comprehensive Water Supply Scheme (CWSS) to Mala and adjoining Panchayat is a Netherlands
Assists4Project for Rural Water Supply in Thrissur District of Kerala. The Kerala Water Authority
(KWA^s the implementing agency. On the social side support was provided by the NGO, SEU Foundation.
The Technical Liaison Office in Kochj provided technical assistance through the services of retired KWA
engineers.

The Mala scheme covers six Panchayats, namely Mala, Kuzhur, Poyya, Annamanada (part) Puthenchira
and Vellangallore. The ultimate benefited population and the foreseen water demand in the year 2011 are
2.04 lakhs and 11.20 Mid, respectively (Table 1). The water supply scheme is designed for a per capita
demand of 551pcd, including 10% wastage, to serve 90% of the total population. The Chalakudy River is
the sourceW this scheme. Raw water is pumped from this river and is treated in a conventional treatment
plant consti$e|ed at Vynthala, in Kadukutty Panehayat. The water is distributed through a network of
about 397 kms of pipelines, 1488 nos. of street taps and about 3000 house connections. The quantity of
water earmarked for Vellangallore Panchayat is 2-38 Mid for an ultimate population of 43264, to be
reached in 2011. The water supply was constructed from 1984 to 1989 and became operational in 1990
(Partially commisibned. It is not yet fully commissioned as the treatment plant for the scheme is not
constructed.)

Table 1. Mala Comprehensive Water Supply Scheme: Population by sex

Panchayat

Poyya

Kuzhur

Puthenchira

Mala

Annamanada

Vellangallore

Population

20474

18569

19804

32572

26448

32846

Male

10075

8272

9127

16239

12984

15599

Female

10399

10297

10677

16333

13464

17247

The project area is highly undulating so that distribution of water to all parts of the Panchayats has been a
problem all these years. A high degree of technical and managerial skill, clubbed with appropriate social
intervention by way of Peoples Participation is essentially required to maintain a balanced and sustainable
water supply here.
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Map of Mala CWSS showing the 6 Panchayaths

Fig2.
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Socio-economic Conditions

In the scheme area upper class men mainly engage in business, coconut fanning, paddy cultivation and fish

fanning. Women engage in household management. Middle class women and men engage in agriculture,

small businesses and paid jobs. Poor households earn their lives as agricultural labourers, head load workers,

coir workers and coolies for the upper class and the business people. The women in poor households

work in paddy fields, in small cottage industries like mat weaving, coir making, etc, or as servants in the

better-off households. Moie than 40% of fie^lamilies in the project area belong to the category of households

below the poverty line.

The technical achievements of the Mala CWSS programme have been excellent. The scheme has been

constructed well and participation of women along with men in selecting the location of the public standposts

has had a good result that 90% of the families have a water tap within 200 meters of their house.

In spite of this, the families in the uphill areas and in the brackish water areas suffer an acute shortage of

clean and sweet drinking water in the summer months. This period starts in December and lasts till June.

The reason is th^t the distribution of the piped water does not, or very irregularly andunpredictably, reach

these areas. The alternative for the women is then to use household and public wells. However the

relaibility and watef quality of these sources have declined.

Even though piped water is now present, the people of Kerala depend very much on well water During

the monsoon, and soon afterwards the wells-contain enough sweet water for all household needs and even

for agricultural purposes. With the exception of drinking water, for which the taps with treated water are

preferred^ all other water requirements of the households are then met mainly from the wells. In this period

the piped;water supply is more than enough to meet the people's needs. In the six summer months,

however, almost 80% of the population turn to piped water for every water need. In this season most of

the open wells dry out in the whole project area.Drying up of the wells increases due to the deterioted

management of fresh water resources in Kerala. The surface with built-up areas has increased. Roads

have been tarmaced and spffri Water drainage systems have been built. In farms dry crops, such as

coconut trees have replaced wet rice irrigation. Sweet rain water that used to in filtrate the land now

rapiidly drains into the sea. Salt water intrusion has made many domestic wells unsuitable for use as

drinking water. Tliereis then no other alternative than tap water.

Over-consumption of tap wajer in the low lying areas during these months is one reason for the acute

water shortage for people dwelling in the scarcity areas, especially in the hills and where groundwater is

brackish.. The situation is worst in Vellangallore Panchayat, due to the presence of three hilly areas and

three brackish salinity areas ($ee Fig. 3). The total population affected is 6,530 people, out of whom 3320

are females.




