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Drought had affected all those living in drought affected areas, however, the impact of drought situation
on women was severe due to their socio – cultural and economic positioning within the family and
the community. Women had to work harder for livelihood due to male unemployment in agriculture
sector and their migration to other cities in search of work. Dindigul district in Tamil Nadu State has
been facing the problem of drought since 80’s. It is also one of the drought prone districts of the State.
The poorer households dependent on agriculture and allied activities for survival were vulnerable.
The household income, asset holdings etc. had dropped significantly while indebtedness, proportion
of households below poverty line had shot up to 54 per cent in drought period. The level of food deficit
had also moved up from once a month to thrice a week. The number of female headed households had
risen significantly. Distress sale of land, livestock and other assets; large scale family migration ;
participation of children particularly girls in paid and unpaid works were important coping strategies
of the households in drought hit villages. The initiatives by women viz. formation of SHGs and
diversification of products by the micro enterprises of SHGs need to be appreciated. While the drinking
water needs of the urban residents were attended on a war footing basis, such concerted efforts were
found lacking in the case of drinking water requirements of rural households. Inclusion of women is
important in water resource management. It is hoped that NREGA scheme may to a great extent
solve the problem of water scarcity in rural areas and simultaneously ensure wage employment for
the unskilled rural workers.

Introduction

Drought is a normal and natural hazard of climate that occurs in many places of
the world. The main cause of drought is lack of rain over a long period of time, such
as a few weeks, a season or a year. No doubt, drought affects all, however its
impact on women is adverse due to their socio, cultural and economic position
within the family and the community. The gender division of labour in a number of
societies assigns the responsibility of fetching water to women. Water is viewed as a
women’s issue.

Water is critical to the livelihoods and well-being of the world’s population but
millions suffer from lack of access to clean water, inadequate water for food production
and the effects of pollution and environmental change. About 1.1 billion people in the
world, in other words one sixth of the world population do not have access to potable
water www.whrnet.org/does/issue-water.html.
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India is endowed with vast water and land resources. The geographical area of
India is about 329 million hectare with a wide range of physiographical and climatic
variations. India has an excellent network of river systems, which have been categorized
into 20 major river basins. There are 12 major river basins that are Inter-State in nature.
The National Water Policy (2002) gives overriding priority to drinking water over
other uses.

The problem of drought in India does not receive as much attention as cyclone or
floods; because it is less dramatic and slow, even though they have fairly and repeatedly
played havoc with the land and its people. In Andhra Pradesh, 80,000 suicides have
been recorded every year, out of which 10,000 are farmers (Kumar and Rani, 2006: 88).
The country is experiencing drought atleast once in three years (Karanath: 1991).
Droughts cause misery to both human and livestock population, accelerate degradation
of natural resources and put a heavy pressure on government’s resources through
relief measures. Widespread crop failures leading to acute shortage of food and fodder
adversely affecting human and livestock health and nutrition, scarcity of drinking
water accentuated by deteriorating ground water quality and declining water
tables leading to large scale migration are the major manifestation of droughts
(www.wg-crop.icidonline.org/32doc.).

 This study is about the effects of drought on women and their families and also
the coping strategies adopted by them to overcome the crisis with reference to Tamil
Nadu State in India. It will first make a macro analysis of the impact of drought on
women in Tamil Nadu with regard to employment, and access to drinking water. It
will also focus on a micro level assessment of the effect of drought on women in Dindigul
district of Tamil Nadu State.

Methodology

The study utilizes both quantitative and qualitative research methods to explore
the impact of drought on women at macro (Tamil Nadu State) and micro levels
(Dindigul district). Dindigul district was chosen as it is one among the four drought
prone districts in Tamil Nadu. Primary data was collected from about 200 women
respondents, selected purposively from the drought hit villages of Dindigul district
such as Panchampatti, Chinalapatti, Kamalapuram, Alampatti, Sakainaiyakanur,
Kallikampatti and Pithalaipatti during 2003. Further information were gathered
through informal discussions with village elders, government officials and NGOs in
the district.

Period of Study

This study examines the effects of drought experienced by the State and one of its
drought prone district viz. Dindigul during 2000 and 2002. The impact is measured
through a comparison of the situation in normal times (before drought) and drought
period. Before drought refers to the period 1998–2000 and drought period refers to the
period 2000–2002.
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Limitations

As per the availability, secondary data are presented in this study. Data on household
income, employment, earnings, debt etc. before drought period are subject to the recall
bias of the women respondents who were largely illiterate.

Monsoons in Tamil Nadu

Tamil Nadu specifically has a geographical area of 130069 sq. km divided into 17 river
basins. Tamil Nadu has a population of about 62 million. The climate of Tamil Nadu is
basically tropical. Due to its proximity to sea, extremes in summer and winter are not
experienced. The mean annual rainfall of Tamil Nadu is 977 mm. Out of this nearly 48
per cent is received during the Northeast monsoon (October–December), 32 per cent
during Southwest monsoon (June–September) and the remaining 20 per cent during
the summer and winter months. Table 1 shows the rainfall details of the State during
the period 1985 to 2002, for both the Southwest and the Northeast monsoons. According
to the definitions of Indian Meteorological Department, a moderate meteorological
drought occurs when the rainfall is 26 to 50 per cent below normal. On this basis,
while the Southwest monsoon was deficient in three out of 18 years, the Northeast
monsoon was deficient in five out of 18 years. In other words the drought years in
Tamil Nadu since 1985 are:

- 1986; 1988

- 1994; 1995; 1999

- 2000; 2002

The drought in 2000-2002 was the consequence of the failure of the North-East and
South-West monsoon over Tamil Nadu. The Tamil Nadu Government had declared
all districts in the State barring Chennai as drought hit areas.

Cauvery and Tamil Nadu

The Cauvery ( also spelled as Kaveri) is one of the important rivers of southern
(peninsular) India. Karnataka and Tamil Nadu are the principal States in the Cauvery
basin, but a small part of the basin is in Kerala, and at very end, the Cauvery delta
includes Karaikal which is a part of the Union Territory of Pondicherry. Thus, the
Cauvery is an “inter-State” river in terms of the provisions of the Constitution. The
river is important for its irrigation–canal projects. Deltaic regions in Tamil Nadu is
dependent on river cauvery, for its agriculture. The delta region constitutes the rice
bowl of Tamil Nadu where cultivation of paddy is the main occupation. On an average
paddy is cultivated over an area of 6.4 lakh hectares in this area, giving a production
of nearly 32 lakh tones per year.

Unfortunately the Cauvery water dispute has become a major political issue
between the Government of Tamil Nadu and Karnataka affecting the interest of the
farming community in the delta area. The dispute over the sharing of Cauvery waters
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has a long history going back to the 19th century. Any fair sharing would have to
provide for the legitimate interests of all four parties. Unfortunately, driven by the
forces of party politics, the Government of the two contending States have over the
years generated and fostered strong chauvinistic sentiments among the general public,
which tend to limit their Government’s own negotiating freedom and flexibility. The
dispute has become a major issue in electoral politics ( Ramaswamy, 2003:40).

 The problem of water sharing between the two States has never been resolved
despite multiple measures taken up. Karnataka generally refuses to release water to
Tamil Nadu State on grounds of drought in its own State and limited availability of
water to meet the requirements of its own farmers. In 2001 (June and September)
Karnataka released only 54 per cent of water (73.76 TMC ) out of 137 TMC prescribed
by the Cauvery Tribunal. Again in 2002 January the release was 20 per cent short of
the norms stipulated by the Cauvery Tribunal.

 Without the Cauvery, there is nothing in Delta regions. The only industries were
the sugar factories, entirely linked to agriculture. The majority of them had become
insolvent. Hulling mills in the region were out of work or under-utilised. Drought
had increased the level of rural unemployment in the State, which is estimated as 22

Table 1
Performance of Southwest and Northeast Monsoon Over Tamil Nadu 1985-2002

Southwest monsoon Northeast monsoon

Year Actual Percentage Actual Percentage
(MM) departure (MM) departure

1985 396.8 46 590.6 2
1986 228.1 -16 425.2 -26
1987 254.1 -12 597.0 6
1988 387.6 32 336.8 -38
1989 325.4 11 443.2 -18
1990 273.3 -5 479.3 -12
1991 325.1 13 539.8 -1
1992 253.4 -16 527.2 -6
1993 270.3 -12 849.4 52
1994 190.8 -38 554.7 1
1995 308.7 5 302.9 -46
1996 519.1 78 675.5 20
1997 255.2 -12 855.0 52
1998 337.0 10 618.0 29
1999 205.0 -36 500.0 5
2000 314.9 -3 343.4 -29
2001 265.1 -18 381.7 -21
2002 174.9 -45 395.2 -14

Source: State’s Report (2003) Government of India, Ministry of Agriculture, Department of Agriculture
and Co-operation. Drought-2002:  Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu,  p. 171.
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per cent. The number of mandays lost due to reduction in area cultivated of food
grains was 3025 lakh mandays in 2002-2003. In respect of horticulture crops 47 lakh
mandays of rural employment were lost. Women were the first to lose employment, in
the farm and non-farm sectors (State’s Report, 2003).

Impact on Employment

An analysis of National Sample Survey data for 1999-2000, suggests that the annual
growth rate of employment which was over one per cent in the 1980s and early 1990s,
had dropped to 0.24 per cent, an issue which needs to be addressed immediately. The
fall in female employment is negative (-0.7 per cent) (Refer Table 2). The share of primary
sector in female employment is shrinking over the decades. It had dropped from 73
per cent in 1977-78 to 62.8 per cent in 1999 – 2000. This trend is due to the slow growth
of the agricultural sector. The drop in production may be attributed to dwindling land
and water resources for agriculture.

Table 2
Growth of Employment by Sex

Total Employment Growth Rate (%)

NSS Rounds Male Female Total Male Female Total

1987-88 15.74 10.14 25.87 1.75 0.9 1.49
1993-94 17.37 11.19 28.56 1.65 1.66 1.66
1999-2000 18.26 10.73 28.98 0.83 -0.70 0.24

Source: Tamil Nadu–An Economic Appraisal, 2003-04, Department of Evaluation and Applied Research,
Government of Tamil Nadu.

A significant change that is occurring is the declining trend of casual wage labour
amongst female workers and more so amongst rural female workers during 1999–
2005 (Refer Table 3). The issues will have to be viewed within a broader context of the
nature of agrarian transformation taking place in the State.

Table 3
Distribution of Usually Employed Females in Tamil Nadu by  Status of Employment

Rural Urban

Rounds Self Regular Casual Self Regular Casual
Employed Employed Labour Employed Employed Labour

1999-2000 (55th Round) 38.0 6.9 55.1 39.4 40.7 19.9
2004 -2005 (61st Round) 46.1 6.6 47.0 44.3 41.2 14.5

Source: NSS 55th and 61st  Rounds.

 The share of agriculture in the State had declined from 24.57 per cent of the State
Gross Domestic Product (SGDP) in the 1980s to 21.85 per cent in 1990s and to the
current level of 16.88 per cent (Refer Table  4). However, unlike in mature economies
where the percentage of population dependent on agriculture declines in proportion
to the decline in the contribution of the GDP, this phenomenon has not occurred on
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the same scale in the State. Still more than 60 per cent of the population depends
directly or indirectly on agriculture. Therefore growth in this sector becomes important.

Table 4
Sectoral distribution of Net State Domestic Product

Year Primary Secondary Tertiary Total

1950-51 53.27 13.72 33.01 100
1960-61 51.98 17.98 30.42 100
1970-71 39.86 26.12 34.02 100
1980-81 24.85 34.49 40.66 100
1990-91 22.20 34.53 43.27 100
2001-02* 16.65 34.04 49.31 100

*at 1993-94 prices
Source: Tamil Nadu–An Economic Appraisal, 2003-04, Department of Evaluation and Applied Research,

Government of Tamil Nadu.

Lack of employment caused by failure of monsoon had resulted in the exodus of
the labour from rural to urban areas. Recent drought in the State had adversely affected
the farming community. Eleven farmers have lost their lives. They died of starvation
or committed suicide; some died of shock on seeking their withering crop. There are
stories and pictures of farmers eating, rats, crabs and snails (Subramanian, 2003).

Impact of Drought on Ground Water Sources

The continuous failure of monsoon particularly during the last five years has resulted
in depletion of ground water resources and also degradation of water quality. This has
led to scarcity of drinking water in most regions. In districts like Cuddalore, Karur
and Pudukottai the decline in water tables had been more than 20 m below ground level.

The State-level statistics of groundwater exploitation are believed to be as follows:
( Foster and Garduno, 2004).

• 253,000 shallow tube wells equipped with hand pumps for domestic water
supply.

• 56,000 ( mainly deeper) tube wells equipped by power pumps, some of which
provide domestic water, but are mainly privately-owned and used for
agricultural irrigation and industrial production.

• 680,000 wells ( many of considerable depth) which are used for agricultural
purposes, but 50 per cent of which are currently dry and 10 per cent of which
have been formally abandoned.

Groundwater Resource Estimation Committee (Government of India, 2003 ) has
categorized the 385 ‘administrative blocks of Tamil Nadu as follows:

• 138 over – exploited – extraction more than 100 per cent of estimated recharge.

• 37 critical – extraction 90 – 100 per cent of estimated recharge.
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• 105 semi – critical – extraction 70-90 per cent of estimated recharge.

• 97 safe – extraction less than 70 per cent of estimated recharge.

 The above figures and facts highlight that ground water resources are over
exploited in the State. If this trend continues unabated the State will have to face severe
water crisis and women will be the first to be affected.

Supply of Water by Municipalities/Panchayats

In the southern districts, water taps remain dry in most households, as municipal
authorities are unable to maintain regular supplies. In Tamil Nadu the following per
capita norms are adopted for urban towns( State’s Report, 2003):

Corporations: 110 litres per capita per day

Municipalities: 90 litres per capita per day

Town Panchayats: 70 litres per capita per day

Out of 718 towns, 41.6 per cent of towns were provided with potable water supply
as per norms, 31.9 per cent with partial supply of potable water and the remaining
26.5 per cent of towns with poor supply of potable water.

There are about 81,787 habitations in rural areas of the State, of which only 43.7
per cent have adequate supply of drinking water as per norms, 40 litres per capita per
day ( lpcd ),44.9 per cent are partially covered 10-39 lpcd and 11.4 per cent have either
no reliable source or are affected by various quality problems.

 Inadequate supply of water by the Municipalities and Panchayats in drought prone
districts of the State such as Dindigul, Dharmapuri, Ramanathapuram and Salem
(Sundari, 2007) imposes additional burden on women who have to spend more time,
money and energy in the collection of water.

Increased Male Migration

Incessant failure of monsoon in the State has resulted in massive migration of rural
men in search of livelihood. A comparison of migration data for the periods 1991 and
2001 reflects this trend. Number of male migrants (by place of last residence) had
moved up from 46.22 lakhs in 1991 to 66.71 lakhs in 2001, recording an increase of 30
per cent ( 19.43 lakhs). Female migrants had risen from 88.08 lakhs in 1991 to 91.53
lakhs, showing an increase of 4 per cent ( 3.45 lakhs). For both periods of comparison
employment was the primary reason behind male migration and marriage was the
major reason for female migration.

 Micro Level Empirical Results on the Impact of Drought on Women

Dindigul, a drought prone district in Tamil Nadu has a population of 1,918,960 as per
2001 Census, of which 49.6 per cent constitute women. With the failure of both the
South West and North East monsoons in 2001 and 2002, the district’s development has
been retarded. The district possesses poor ground water potential. Serious
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contamination of both surface water and ground water has been reported in this area
as a result of uncontrolled discharge of untreated effluents by 80 tanneries for the last
three decades ( Mondal and Singh, 2005: 1600).

Women had to fight the problems of:

• Lack of water

• Lack of employment

• Lack of foodgrains

• Lack of income

• Growing indebtedness

• Male migration

Survey Results

Impact on Employment

Among the 200 sample women in the drought prone regions of Dindigul district, the
incidence of casual wage labour seemed to be highest accounting for about 61 per
cent, of total female employment before drought. But during drought there seemed to
be a sizeable fall in self employment of women particularly those engaged in farming
and animal husbandry. Casual labour had increased by nearly 23 percentage points.
Micro results are inconsistent with NSS data (61st Round) for the State which shows a
decline in casual wage category among women and increase in self employment.

In the case of men, while one third were self employed, 55 per cent were casual
labourers before drought, self employment had dropped to 30 per cent and casual
labour went up to 58 per cent under drought. Though the nature of employment were
adversely affected by drought both for men and women, the impact on women seemed
to be larger as they have been pushed from self employment (mostly cultivation)
category to casual labour group (Refer Table 5) where the earnings of the latter seemed
to be the lowest in comparison to other types of work.

Table 5
Occupational Pattern

Women Men

Occupation Category Before Drought Before Drought
drought No. period No. drought No. period No.

Self Employed 71 (35.5) 24 (12) 65 (32.5) 59 (29.5)
Regular/Salaried 8 (4) 8 (4) 26 (13) 26 (13)
Casual Labour 121 (60.5) 168 (84) 109 (54.5) 115 (57.5)
Total 200 (100.0) 200 (100.0) 200 (100.0) 200 (100.0)

Source: Survey Data
Figures in parentheses are percentage to total
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Women of landless households were the worst victims of growing unemployment
in the farm sector and their economic condition got worsened by monsoon failure. In
normal times, women in the study area had employment for about 200 to 225 days a
year, but with persistent drought they have lost employment. One woman respondent
who owned three acres of cultivable land spent about Rs. 30,000/- on bore well for
irrigation purpose. Even after a depth of around 240m, there was very little water for
irrigation. Yield was only 900 kg./hectare of paddy lower than the normal yield of
1800 kg/hectare.

Women whose primary occupation was dairy farming were also hit by lack of
fodder and water for the cattle. Production of milk, egg and other dairy products
declined due to poor nutrient of the livestock. Supplementary employment like rope
making from coconut fibres, garland making, employment in rice mills were adversely
affected by crop failure. It has been reported that about 2,06,536 coconut trees in the
district were fully damaged and about 49264 trees were partly affected as per
2002-2003 statistics. Actual coverage of horticulture crops in normal times on an average
was around 80,000 hectares. The area had dropped to 50,000 hectares in 2002-03. The
loss in the production of horticulture crops in the district was estimated to be around
52459 million tones during 2003-2003 (State’s Report, 2003:178). Drought has affected
not only the primary employment of women but also their supplementary employment
that were largely agro based.

Earnings of Women

The earnings level of women is important not only in its contribution to the total
household income but also in determining her status and role in the household
economy. The earnings of casual labour seemed to be the lowest for both men and
women before drought and also under conditions of drought. The fall in earnings
under drought was highest for women employed as casual workers ( Rs. – 6640). While
the earnings decreased by Rs. 5390 for self employed women, the earnings went up by
Rs. 3105 for women employed under regular/salaried categories despite drought. The
payment of Dearness Allowances, increment etc. had enhanced the earnings of women
employed on regular basis ( Refer Table 6).

Table 6
Average Annual Earnings of Women and Men before Drought and in

Drought Conditions
in Rs.

Women Men

Occupational Category BD DP Difference BD DP Difference

Casual labour 16190 9550  -6640 27395 16835 -10560
Self Employed 19560 14170 - 5390 32785 20650 -12135
Regular/Salaried 68145 71250 +3105 72450 75690 +3240

Source: Survey Data.
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A similar trend was noticed with regard to the earnings of men before drought
and in dry periods. The difference in earnings during drought and normal periods
was wider in the case of men than women, because women were paid lesser wages
than men in the study regions. The minimum wages for agricultural works such as
weeding, transplanting, threshing, winnowing etc. was Rs. 54/-. But women were
paid only Rs. 30 /- per day in normal times. The growing unemployment had
pushed down the normal wage of women agricultural workers from Rs. 30/- to
Rs. 25/ per day.

Annual Household Income

 Annual household income was highest among the regular employed category followed
by the cultivator households both during normal times and under drought conditions.
However, during drought the average annual household income have dropped for all
categories of households except those employed on regular basis. The drip in household
income was steeper in the case of cultivator households (Rs. 23375/-) followed by
agricultural labour households (Rs. 12265/-). The households dependent on agriculture
for livelihood were hit hard by monsoon failure with 40 to 47 per cent fall in household
income (Refer Table 7 ).

Table 7
Average Annual Household Income of Sample Households ( All Sources )

in Rs.

Category of the households Before Drought Difference Percentage
Drought Period (Col. 3-2) increase/

decrease

Agriculture Labour households 30835 18570 -12265 -39.8
Cultivator households 49950 26575 - 23375 -46.8
Other Casual Workers 28980 22730 - 6250 -21.6
Regular employed 68985 73520 + 4535 +6.6

Source: Survey Data.

Poverty

Poverty in this research is measured in terms of Monthly Per Capita Expenditure
(MPCE) which includes expenditure on food and non food expenses. The non-food
items are clothes and footwear, education, medical care, entertainment, fuel and light,
pan, tobacco and intoxicants, goods for personal care and effects, conveyance,
miscellaneous consumer services, rent, taxes and durable goods (NSS 58th Round: 2002).

Planning commission has estimated poverty line for Tamil Nadu State as
(1999-2000).

Rural Tamil Nadu : Rs. 307.04 (MPCE)

Urban Tamil Nadu : Rs. 475.60 (MPCE)
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As the data collected for this study relates to the period 2003-04 adjustments
were made in the MPCE to incorporate the price changes over the period. Consumer
price index for Tamil Nadu was used to determine the cutoff MPCE for the period
2003-04. On that basis, households with MPCE less than the poverty line MPCE of
Rs. 348 are defined as poor. Households with MPCE less than 50 per cent of poverty
line MPCE of Rs. 348 are defined as “very poor”. Households with MPCE ranging
between 50 and 75 per cent of poverty line MPCE of Rs. 348 are categorized as
“moderately poor”.

Striking Results

There are strong links between poverty and proneness of an area to drought. Among
the sample households around one fifth were below poverty line before drought but
the number of households falling below poverty line had moved to 54 per cent. Among
the poor, 36 per cent experienced worst kind of poverty with food deficit to the extent
of three days a week. Another 49 per cent of the households suffered moderate level of
poverty with food deficit once a week.

1. Marginal farmer households and landless labour households were victims of
drought, poverty, unemployment and high levels of indebtedness.

2. The incidence of poverty was more rampant among the female headed
households.

Asset Holding

The value of assets in the form of jewels, livestock, house, etc. among the sample
households before drought was Rs. 13240/ - but during drought the value of assets
held by the households had crashed to Rs. 7175/.

Indebtedness

With decline in household income, indebtedness had escalated at the same time among
the sample households. Before drought only 64 per cent of households were in debt,
but during drought the proportion of households in debt had increased to 91 per cent.
The average amount of debt per household had risen from Rs. 25525/ to Rs. 39170/-
between normal and drought periods.

Female Headed Households

A major change observed was that the number of female headed households which
was just nine per cent before drought had increased to 29 per cent during drought.
The trend was due to large scale migration of males to neighbouring towns, cities and
even States such as Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Gujarat in search of
employment. “This is something that did not take place during earlier droughts”, stated
the elderly citizens of the villages.
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Time Allocation

Monsoon failure for three years in a row has triggered a severe drinking water crisis. In
102 habitations of the district, the supply of water was less than 5 lpcd (litres per capita
per day). Residents of urban areas received water once in eight days. Hundreds of plastic
pots were qued up on the roadsides both in rural and urban areas. Women had lost
sleep as they had to keep 24 hours vigil on account of uncertain and irregular water
supplies. On the arrival of the water tanker quarrels broke out among women to fill up
the pots. Private tankers charged Rs. 5 for two pots. Dry ponds, wells and handpumps
made life miserable for the poorer women. About two per cent of the handpumps had
gone dry. Another 20 per cent had failed to give quality water for drinking, women and
girls of certain villages such as Panchampatti, Chinnalapatti, and Alampatti had to walk
five to 10 kms to transport between 30 to 40 litres of water in each trip.

More time was spent by women in fetching water during drought conditions than
in other monsoon period. On an average about 4.37 hours were spent by women per
day on fetching water alone which is 50 per cent more than the time spent in normal
times. Investment of more time and energy on fetching water had reduced women’s
time allocation to paid work. Secondly, water which was hitherto available freely
specially in rural areas has become dearer. The poor had to spend a portion of their
meager income for water. Bicycles, carts were hired in a few cases for collection and
transport of water from distant places.

There were households where children mostly girls (around 10 per cent of the
sample households) dropped out of school to assist their mothers in the collection of
water and in domestic work. There would have been more drop out but for the noon
meal scheme of the State government.

The general allegation is that while the urban water crisis is immediately attended
to, there is neglect of the water needs of rural population. The government went to the
extent of bringing water to Chennai city by train, whereas such efforts were not taken
to solve the drinking water problem of the rural areas. Rural – urban divide should be
given up as far as the water requirements are concerned.

Impact on Health

Health impact of water work on women highlights the gender-specific disadvantage
faced by women. Pot of water carried on the head can weigh up to 40 kg., and the
ergonomics of water carrying has been shown to have detrimental effects on the
development and health of the spine, leading to deformities, arthritic disease and injury.
The energy consumption involved in water collection can have negative impacts on
people with poor nutritional intake. One study in Zimbabwe estimated that the task
of water collection required over 30 per cent of average daily per capita calorie intake
(www.whrnet.org/does/issue-water.html).

The inequity in the intra-household distribution of food and other resources had
affected women’s health status badly. Many were found to be anemic. A few reported
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problems of backaches, pain in the shoulders caused by carrying heavy load of water
on head, and hip. “…carrying of water not only causes them physical disorders, but
also makes it difficult for them to get involved in activities such as education, income
generation, politics, leisure and recreation (www.whrnet.org/does/issue-water.html). As
the environment deteriorates, women’s livelihoods become increasingly susceptible.

Unemployment on one hand and rising prices of foodgrains on the other added to
the poverty and indebtedness of rural poorer households. The families left behind
faced many problems arising from the movement of a critical productive member.
The unskilled and illiterate rural women had to work harder to meet the survival
needs of the family. Distress migration of the poor in response to environmental‘ shocks
lead to their exploitation and further impoverishment. Figure 1 presents the impact of
drought on women.

Figure 1: Impact of Drought on Women
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A Synoptic View of the Impact of Drought

Men Women

Increased unemployment Increased unemployment

]Fall in wages and subsequent decline in Fall in wages and subsequent decline in
household income. household.

Cultivation work among small and marginal Women’s pri]mary (agriculture, livestock) and
land owning class hindered by lack of water supplementary employment (that were largely
resources - Seek non farm self / wage agro based) were adversely affected by water
employment scarcity. Self employment in non farm activities

hindered by lack of capital and other inputs.

Poverty and increased burden of Given the gender bias in the household
household debt. resource distribution, women had to bear the

brunt of poverty.

Spend a portion of the income for No allocation towards personal care and
purchase or collection of water – less needs. Long distance walk, carrying about 30
allocation to personal needs. to 40 litres of water had affected the health of

poorer women.

Participate in water collection of the More time spent on collection of water and less
household – less time for recreation. time available for productive work.

Induced male migration to neighbouring Male migration had increased the burden on
towns and even to neighbouring States. women towards family maintenance.

Coping Strategies
There was enormous delay in State intervention and action towards drought relief
measures in the study regions. Sample women and men of their households used the
following strategies to cope with the water crisis.

Coping Strategies

Men Women

Men migrated largely to the industrialized Protests and road blockades by women with
towns and to the neighbouring State of Kerala pots  to draw the attention of the authorities
to work in brick kilns, digging trenches for to supply water through trucks and lorries.
telephone cables, construction works etc. The
demand for male workers were high in Kerala
because migrant workers were cheaper than
the local workers who demanded higher wages.

Shift in employment from agriculture to non Seek non farm wage employment in
agriculture based work. Take up self neighbouring towns.
employment like tea shops, restaurants etc.

Installation of bore wells to carry on farming. Form women Self Help Groups with the help
Switch over to dry crops. Borrow from money of NGOs mainly to avail loan at low interest
lenders at exhorbitant rate of interest.  and existing micro enterprises of the SHGs

had diversified their products.

Pull out children mainly girls from school and School drop out girls assisted in the collection
force them to take up paid work. of water.

Contd...
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Men Women

Distress sale of assets specially land, livestock Mortgage / sale of gold ornaments, brass
or mortgage assets mainly land. vessels etc. One of the respondents had sold

her cows for Rs. 3000/- each which in normal
times would have gone for more than
Rs. 7000/- each. There were cases of goats
being sold to the slaughter houses for Rs. 500
to Rs. 1000/-.

No celebration of functions, festivals etc. Use contaminated water for washing etc.
and less participation in functions.

Spend a portion of household income for Reduce wastage of water
purchase or collection of water.

Family migration as a last resort. Family migration as a last resort.

Small degree of self sacrifice in the interest Higher degree of self sacrifice by women for
of the family. the survival needs of the family members.

There were a few cases of women foregoing
food in order to feed others in the family.

Conclusion

Impact of drought on women highlight the gender specific disadvantages faced
by them. At the State level, the drought had adversely affected the employment
of women specially in the agriculture and allied sectors. Secondly, several regions
hit by drought were provided neither with adequate water nor had an access to
reliable drinking water source, is another matter of concern. State level statistics on
ground water status suggest the need for recharging the ground water resources and
to examine alternative approaches to meet the water requirements of the society.
Thirdly, drought had resulted in exodus of rural workers specially male workers to
urban areas.

Empirical results point out that drought had affected men and women differently.
Women were displaced of both primary and supplementary employment. Proportion
of households below poverty line moved up to 54 per cent under water crisis.
Households had resorted to distress sale of assets, burden of household debt had
escalated. Male migration had resulted in the growth female headed households.
However some of the initiatives taken by women to tackle the crisis need to be
appreciated. The formation of women SHGs had facilitated loans at lower rates of
interest amongst its members. SHGs have diversified their activities from agro based
to non –agro based products such as making of wire baskets, snacks and papads that
provided employment and income for the family’s survival. Similarly the protests
and road blockades organized by women to draw the attention of the State were vital
because the needs of the rural sector were neglected by the district administrative
machinery. Above all, the noon meal scheme and PDS had helped in minimizing the
problems of hunger and starvation.
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Suggestions

Women play a central role in the provision, management and safeguarding of water.
This pivotal role of women as providers and users of water, and guardians of the
living environment has seldom been reflected in institutional arrangements for the
development and management of water resources ( Seaforth, 2000).

Policy Initiatives

Establishment of Management Information System (MIS) for water resources and
drafting of Action Plan are the two broad objectives of the Tamil Nadu Water Policy
(1994). Under this policy the priorities in the planning and operation of systems are as
follows:

• Drinking water

• Irrigation

• Hydropower

• Industry and other uses

 The water policy encourages participatory approach with special focus of farmer’s
organizations in the maintenance of the system and secondly training is an integral
part of water management. Tamil Nadu government’s water policy advocates local
people’s participation; there is no mandatory provision for the representation of women
in the formulation and execution of water schemes.

Inclusion of Women

Inclusion of women is important in water resource management as they are most
often the collectors, users and managers of water in the households as well as
farmers of irrigated and rain fed cultivation. This point has been highlighted in
the Agenda 21 of UN Conference on Environment and Development 1992,
“Local communities must participate in all phases of water management, ensuring
the full involvement of women in view of their crucial role in the practical day-to-day
supply, management and use of water. Women’s Self Help Groups (SHGs)
should be given training in water resource management. Further financial aid should
be provided to SHGs for digging of wells, construction of tanks, installation of hand
pumps etc.

Water Harvesting

With the monsoon becoming erratic and unreliable stringent water conservation is the
need of the hour. Rain harvesting is very important and women should be involved in
these activities in harnessing water resources at the community / village level as it is
one of many ways of increasing the quantum of ‘utilisable’ water resources along with
several others.
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Private Sector Investment

Unable to meet the growing demand for drinking water in the urban and rural areas,
Tamil Nadu government is encouraging private sector investment in this area. The
private sector should be encouraged to participate in water management, because of
the need to mobilize resources, improve efficiency and increase the quality of services
for users and to reduce the financial burden on government budgets.

Pricing of Water

As water has become a scarce resource, economists advocate rationing and pricing of
water in order to economise its use. At present the water tariff does not cover the full
cost of water supply by the municipalities. It is also feared that pricing of water on the
basis of demand and supply forces would affect the poor and would impoverish them
further. Paying for water has gender implications. Women may be disproportionately
disadvantaged as they generally command lower wages for paid work (including casual
work), have less command over productive assets and cash in the household and have
restricted access to markets for the sale of their produce. (Edwina Sandys, 2005). This
study proposes that tariffs should be decided by the stakeholders especially the women.
Further it is suggested that the poor should be exempted from payment of water tariffs.

Nationalisation/Interlinking of Rivers

The idea of the ‘linking of rivers’ dormant for a long time, has acquired new prominence
particularly in the context of the dispute in sharing Cauvery water between the States
of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. This is advocated to solve the water problem in the
country. However this is not going to be an easy or simple remedy as water sharing
has become a major political issue. The State Government has recently announced its
proposal to link all rivers in the State to meet the drinking water requirements and at
the same time ensure water for irrigation and industrial purposes.

Public Awareness

World Water Day is celebrated every year on March 22 under the direction of the UN
to address the problems related to drinking water supply. A series of measures have
to be taken up to increase awareness among people about the causes and effect of
drought along with measures for mitigating drought conditions. This can be done at
different level through active involvement of Gram Panchayat as a grass root level
institution, media, and NGOs.

Drought Management

Drought preparedness and management is necessary. In fact drought contingency plans
at the local, and State levels may be evolved. Alternative livelihood projects may be
established for women that could provide income under situations of drought.
Sustainable irrigation programmes for both crops and livestock should be developed.

NREGA: The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) was launched
on 2nd February, 2006 by the Ministry of Rural Development through State Governments
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covering 200 districts and now it has been extended to all 604 rural districts of the
country. NREGA if implemented properly could help in tackling drought situations.
Under this scheme, unskilled work is provided to both men and women, when
demanded at State’s minimum wage, for agricultural labour, on works such as,

• Water conservation and water harvesting
• Drought proofing, afforestation and tree plantation.
• Micro and macro irrigation works.
• Renovation of traditional water bodies including desilting of tanks.
• Land development
• Flood control and protection works.
• Rural connectivity to provide all – weather access.
 One has to wait to see to what extent NREGA solves the problem of water scarcity

and simultaneously guarantees wage employment for the unskilled rural workers
specially women.

Water is a women’s issue, it should be given top priority in the local and national
government’s development agenda.

References
Edwina Sandys, (2005), Women and Water, United Nations, Division for the Advancement of

Women, Department of Economic and Social Affairs.
Foster and Garduno, (2004) India–Tamil Nadu: Resolving the Conflict Over Rural Groundwater

Use between Drinking Water and Irrigation Supply, Sustainable Ground Water
Management–Lessons from Practice, The World Bank, Washington.

Karanath, G. K. (1991), Farmer’s Survival Strategies in a Drought Prone District, Institute of
Social and Economic Change, Bangalore.

Mondal, N. C. and Singh, V. S. (2005), “Modelling for Pollutant Migration in the Tannery Belt,
Dindigul, Tamil Nadu, India”, Current Science, Vol. 89, No. 9.

State’s Report, (2003), Government of India, Ministry of Agriculture, Department of Agriculture
and Co-operation. Drought-2002: Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.

Ramaswamy, R. Iyer (2003), Water: Perspectives, Issues and Concerns. New Delhi, Sage
Publications.

Subramanian (2003), ‘Droughts in Tamil Nadu’ Frontline,Vol. 20, Issue 3, Feb. 1-14.
Sundari, S. (2007), Migrant Women and Urban Labour Market: Concepts and Case Studies of Problems

and Losses, Deep and Deep Publications, New Delhi.
Vijaya Kumar K. and Vanaja Rani, S. (2006), ‘Farmers Suicides in Andhra Pradesh: An Issue of

Concern’, in Venkata Ravi (ed.) Empowering Rural India: Experiments and Experiences, New
Delhi, Kanishka Publishers.

Wandia Seaforth (2000), ‘Why Water is a Women’s Issue?’ The United Nations Centre for Human
Settlements, Vol. 6, No 3.

www.whrnet.org/does/issue-water.html
www.wg-crop.icidonline-org/32doc.





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document was created with the Win2PDF “print to PDF” printer available at 
http://www.win2pdf.com 

This version of Win2PDF 10 is for evaluation and non-commercial use only. 

This page will not be added after purchasing Win2PDF. 

http://www.win2pdf.com/purchase/ 

 

 


