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Abstract  

Integrated watershed management provides a viable mechanism for managing land, water and 
biomass of a region, especially in the rain-fed areas of India. It foresees a sustainable conservation 
of available natural resources and embarks upon collective action irrespective of gender bias. In 
the marginal hilly areas of the country, the burden of livelihood directly falls upon the womenfolk. 
This is because due to lack of off-farm activities the hills of India see a lot of male outmigration in 
search of better employment activities. The degradation in the ecosystem/natural resources thus 
has a direct bearing upon the women of the region, as they are the ultimate stakeholders of the 
natural endowments. Integrated watershed management provides a ray of hope amidst the 
swarm of faulty and borrowed developmental plans, especially for the womenfolk of the marginal 
hilly areas of the country. The present paper assesses the role the women play in managing their 
immediate surroundings and argues that the level of participation of women remains paramount 
in integrated watershed management in the hilly areas of Uttarakhand.  
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Introduction 

Soil, water and natural vegetation (biomass) 
form the trio of survival for human beings in 
any region around the world, but the 
importance of this trio is more in the marginal 
hilly areas as it forms the backbone of the hill 
economy. The central Himalayan region of India 
exemplifies a degraded ecosystem, whereupon 
it is pertinent to note that this degradation is 
not solely due to the anthropogenic activities 
but the major player being the faulty 
developmental plans conceived and 
implemented in the region (Singh et al., 2004, 
2005). Undue pressure on the land and water 
resources, faulty schemes and methods, the 
ever-ignorant institutional setup, each has left 
its mark upon the fragile Himalayan ecosystem 
(Rao, 2005). 

Development in the region has not proceeded 
the way it was conceived, the basic reason 
being the lack of peoples’ participation and the 
unawareness of the physio-sociological setting 
of the area. The ultimate truth is that the 
concept of sustainable development is vague in 
nature can be experienced in the central 
Himalayan region. This is where watershed 
management technique has proved time and 
again that it is the only methodology of 
attaining sustainability in the region (Singh, 
2012).  It is important to note here that it is 
basically due to the womenfolk of the region 
who have championed the cause of managing 
their natural resources. Vandana Shiva, the 
famous ecofeminist, one of the active 
participants of the Chipko movement of the 
1970s, launched in the Garhwal Himalayas of 
Uttarakhand, and an advocate of indigenous 
knowledge continue to argue that mountain 
women, like their counterparts elsewhere, are 
the milieu managers in dealing with their local 
environment in a holistic and a sustainable way 
(Shiva, 1988; 2013a, b; Singh, 2014). These 
mountain women have proved repeatedly that 
proper development can be achieved with the 
application of integrated watershed 
management (IWM) techniques in the region, 
provided the people, who are the ultimate 
stakeholders, are involved in the process of 

decision-making and manage natural resources 
at the watershed level. “IWM is the process of 
managing human activities and natural 
resources on a watershed basis. This approach 
allows us to protect important water resources, 
while at the same time address[es] critical 
issues such as the current and future impacts of 
rapid growth and climate change.”1 In a similar 
context, a growing body of literature on IWM 
signals that IWM approach remains an  
efficacious mechanism for addressing the multi-
dimensional problems of development and 
thereby, achieve positive growth (Bulkley; 
2011; Qi and Altinakar, 2011; Shi et al., 2012; 
Shiferaw et al., 2008 ; Wani et al., 2008).  
Seemingly, this article is an attempt to discuss 
the role the women of the hilly regions of 
Uttarakhand play in managing their immediate 
surroundings. The discussion highlights that 
these mountain women are the ‘gatekeepers’, 
the ‘invisible’ managers of the rural economy 
and key ‘players’ of household security. Hence, 
it is argued that their level of participation 
remains hugely important in IWM. 

Women, as economic providers, caregivers, and 
household managers, are responsible for 
ensuring that their families have basic 
resources for daily lives. They are often the 
managers of community natural resources, and 
have learned to protect these resources in 
order to preserve them for future generations 
(managers of sustainability). Although, women 
play a pivotal role in agriculture development, 
more than 55 per cent of female agricultural 
workers are considered as labourers rather 
than being the owners themselves even when 
their family owns land (Singh, 2014). 
Participation of women and resource poor are 
of paramount importance for the effective 
implementation of watershed programs, to 
become effective vehicles for integrated 
development of communities and sustainable 
impacts.  

                                                           
1 Integrated Watershed Management, Conservation 
Ontario, retrieved from, http://www.conservation-
ontario.on.ca/what-we-do/what-is-watershed-
management/integrated-watershed-management 
(accessed 01-02-2015)  
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Backdrop 

The IWM development program with 
participatory approach was emphasised during 
the mid1980s and in the early 1990s. This 
approach had focused on raising crop 
productivity and livelihood improvement in the 
watersheds (Shiferaw et al., 2008 ; Wani et al. 
2008) along with soil and water conservation 
measures. The Government of India (GOI) 
appointed a committee in 1994 under the 
chairmanship of Prof. CH Hanumantha Rao. The 
committee thoroughly reviewed existing 
strategies of watershed programme and 
strongly felt a need for moving away from the 
conventional approach of the government 
department to the bureaucratic planning 
without involving local communities (Wani et 
al. 2008). The new guideline was recommended 
in year 1995, which emphasised on collective 
action and community participation, including 
participation of primary stakeholders through 
community-based orgnisations, non-
governmental organisations (NGO) and 
Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI). Watershed 
development guidelines were again revised in 
the year 2001 (renaming it as Hariyali 
guidelines) to make further simplification and 
involvement of the PRIs in a more meaningful 
way in planning, implementation, evaluation 
and vis-à-vis community empowerment (Raju et 
al. 2008; Wani et al. 2008). For this, guidelines 
were issued in the year 2003. Subsequently, in 
2005, Neeranchal Committee evaluated the 
entire government-sponsored, NGO and donor-
implemented watershed development 
programmes in India and suggested a shift in 
focus completely from engineering and 
structural perspectives to the everyday issues 
of livelihood (Raju et al., 2008; Wani et al. 
2008). Major objectives of the watershed 
management program are: 1) conservation, up-
gradation and utilisation of natural 
endowments such as land, water, plant, animal 
and human resources in a harmonious and 
integrated manner with low-cost, simple, 
effective and replicable technology; 2) 
generation of massive employment; 3) 
reduction of inequalities between irrigated and 

rain-fed areas and poverty alleviation (GoI, 
1980 ,1991, 1994, 2000a, 2000b). 

IWM in India was basically adopted to check 
land degradation and increase the agricultural 
productivity. So, the very notion of involving 
women was never thought off as agricultural 
pursuits are largely done by men in the country 
(Shiva, 1988; 2013a, b; Singh, 2014). This was a 
mistake as the hilly tracts of the country have 
always seen women at the helm of the 
agricultural pursuits. Nevertheless, in the plains 
of the country too, women are involved in 
agriculture (Bhattacharyya et al, 2010; 2011; 
Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013). The 
Census of India has also been partial in this 
regard, as it treats these women involved in 
agriculture as ‘marginal workers’ (Shiva, 1988; 
2013a, b; Singh, 2014; Sarma, 2009; see also 
Momsen, 1991). However, this might have 
relevance in certain pockets of the country, but 
in the marginal hilly regions where the 
‘’gender’’ of the workforce itself is missing (due 
to massive male outmigration), the entire 
burden of agriculture falls upon the shoulders 
of the womenfolk, starting from ploughing to 
harvesting (Singh, 2014). One may ask whether 
it actually matters whether people are left out, 
given the many other national and state 
government schemes, as well as non-
governmental organisation initiatives that are 
intended to enhance the livelihoods of the 
poor. I argue here emphatically that it does 
matter, because women play a central role in 
agricultural development and the management 
of natural resources, and they have a right to 
an equal say in the way those resources are 
developed, managed and used. In addition, 
land-based activities usually generate more 
income, and carry less risk, than the non-land-
based activities that women are often 
encouraged in taking up. 

Women and IWM: Reality and Rhetoric 

The principal victims of environmental 
degradation are the under-privileged people, 
and the majority of these are women 
(Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013; 
Bhattacharyya et al., 2010; 2011). Their 
problems and those of the environment are 
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very much interrelated. Both are marginalised 
by existing development policies, and because 
of the complex cycles of ‘multidimensional 
levels’ of extreme poverty,2 inappropriate 
development, and environmental degradation, 
poor people have been forced into ways of 
living which induce further destruction. Third 
world women have no choice but to exploit 
natural resources in order to survive, even 
though they may have the knowledge to 
promote sustainability. Empowered and self-
confident women are likely to be able to 
articulate their needs and plan their livelihood 
strategies, encompassing all aspects of their 
lives, not just the agrarian-type activities. 
Women’s involvement is not just needed at the 
village level but at the district, state and 
national level if lasting change is to occur. If the 
way the watershed programme that is currently 
viewed could be changed and looked into as 
‘rural livelihoods’ rather than as a land 
development programmes, women and the 
poorer marginal farming households will 
benefit, given their dependence on many non-
land-based activities. Finally, there is a need to 
ensure that women do not become 
overwhelmed by the schemes and programmes 
focused on them. They need to be able to make 
informed choices about where to invest their 
time. 

Like other parts of India, in the central 
Himalayan region too, marriage is an important 

                                                           
2 In 2010, the definition of extreme forms of poverty has 
been re-defined by the Oxford Poverty & Human 
Development Initiative and the United Nations 
Development Programme, which is based on three 
dimension of Human Development Index: health (child 
mortality and nutrition), education (years of schooling 
and children enrolled), and standard of living (access to 
cooking fuels, toilets, clean water, electricity, floor and 
assets) (Alkire et al, 2015; Alkire and Sumner, 2013; 
Bhattacharyya and Vauquline, 2013). In the new 
Ranganrajan Committee, that estimates ₹ 1408.12 per 
capita per month as the urban and ₹ 1014.95 as rural 
poverty lines in Uttarakhand. On that basis, 13% of the 
rural and 30% of the urban population are found to be 
poor, accounting a figure of 1.84 million (out of a total 
population of 10 million) bogged down poverty in 
Uttarakhand (Report of the Expert Group to Review the 
Methodology for Measurement of Poverty Government 
of India Planning Commission, June, 2014). 

indicator of the socio-cultural setup of an area. 
Daughters are married off in regions wherein 
they have ghass-lakadi ka sukh (abundance of 
fodder and fuelwood) (Singh, 2014: 58). As it a 
well-known fact that the male members have 
to leave the villages in search of better 
employment or rather income generation for 
sustaining the families, women (young and old) 
of the Garhwal and Kumaoun Himalayas have 
to travel at least 5-6 hours every day in search 
of fuelwood and fodder (Dyson, 2008; 2014; 
Singh, 2014) and that too via the harsh 
mountainous landscapes. Agricultural pursuits 
and cattle rearing are also their responsibilities. 
The figures 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 are typical 
illustrations of the different drudgery activities 
performed by women of the Kul Gad  
watershed of the Kumaoun Himalayan region. 
Thus, any degradation in the natural resources 
or the imbalance of grassland-fodderland-
cropland matrix has a direct bearing upon 
them. 

The Watershed Guidelines issued by the GOI, 
1994 encourage the greater participation of 
women and marginal groups. However, their 
implementation continues to be hindered by 
beliefs that watershed development is land 
development for landowners. Women are often 
not recognised as members of the watershed 
community in their own right, but are viewed 
as being there to fill the quota as outlined by 
the guidelines. The guidelines do not specify 
any mechanism or institutional arrangement 
for ensuring and sustaining true involvement of 
the poor, including women. Efforts are being 
made to change the status quo by capitalising, 
for example, on the strength of existing 
women’s groups by drawing their membership 
into other government programmes, including 
watershed development. 

Women are often not recognised as members 
of the ‘watershed’ community as farmers and 
resource decision-makers, but are largely 
viewed  as ‘quota women’. This becomes more  
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Figure2: Women Filling Their Water 
Buckets 

(Source: Courtesy of the Author ) 

Figure 3: Women Returning Home With 
Firewood 

(Source: Courtesy of the Author) 

evident when the Census of India puts all these 
working women in the marginal workers 
category, even when a mere cursory glance at 
the agricultural pursuits of Uttarakhand clearly 
demonstrate that women do everything 
starting from ploughing the land to harvesting 
the crops (Singh, 2014). Even those women 

involved in watershed committees and other 
village institutions are often not given a chance 
to voice their opinions, or some women 
themselves lack self-confidence. Besides, most 
rural mountain women like their counterparts 
elsewhere in India also lack access to 
information to participate in informed decision-
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Agriculture
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Fuel-wood collection

Fodder Collection

Water Collection

Cooking

Child care

Source: Singh, Suman (2014). Women, Environment and Sustainable 
Development: A Case Study of Khul Gad Micro Watershed of Kumoun Himalaya, 
Journal Space and Culture, India, 1 (3), 53-64

Figure 1 :  Women’s Contribution in Various 
Activities in Khul Gad Watershed (based on 

505 households)

Women's Contribution in
Percentages
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making (see, Bhattacharyya, 2009; also, 2013). 
Women’s involvement with natural resource 
production and management is not confined to 
agriculture alone; gender roles typically tie poor 
rural women far more than men to direct and 
regular use and dependence on natural 
resources, particularly common lands, forests 
and water. The watershed programme has 
altered access to Common Property resources 
(land, water or biomass on panchayat lands 
accessible and owned by everyone within a 
village). This is because, the closure of common 
lands for tree plantations lead to the loss of 
access to grazing areas. This particularly affects 
the landless and the poor, single women eking 
out a living by raising a few goats, thereby, 
forcing the marginalised villagers to sell small 
livestock or change to a stall-fed system, which 
usually increases the workloads of women and 
children. This problem is particularly acute 
where there are limited areas of CPRs, and the 
areas where the community is highly stratified. 
Without planning processes giving focused 
attention to the resource use patterns of the 
poor and women, such CPR development often 

curtails, rather than increases their resource 
access. 

Despite the intentions of the guidelines, 
women’s involvement in the planning and 
implementation of soil and water conservation 
and in managing newly created resources in the 
watershed is limited. In part, this is because the 
guidelines do not emphasise the importance of 
beginning the preparation of the watershed 
plans with an understanding and analysis of 
women and men’s differing use and 
dependence on both private and common 
lands. Nor is the dependence for survival of 
landless and poor women on common land 
resources recognised. The increase in the 
workload of women, at least in the initial years 
of watershed activities, needs to be recognised 
as they walk everyday to collect fuel and fodder 
or even water from far off places while nearby 
resources are replenished through land 
development works. It is worth noting here that 
the impact of Hariyalli and Neeranchal 
Committee did not yield fruit in study areas of 
Uttarakhand.  

 

  

Figure: 4 Woman Collecting Bricks from 
a Distant Place to Build her House (Note 
the sack full of bricks on the hilly land) 

(Source: Courtesy of the Author) 

Figure 5: Woman Working with the 
Fodder at the Top of her Roof 

(Source: Courtesy of the Author) 
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Figure 6: Woman with a Dulux Container Filled With Water Collected from a 
Distant Place for her Home 

(Source: Courtesy of the Author) 
 

Conclusion 

IWM is now a widely accepted technology for 
resource management in totality and 
coherently with people’s participation in a 
holistic manner. Notwithstanding women’s 
participation in IWM remains an important 
component of people’s participation. Because 
women (young and old) are more reliant not 
only on common property forest resources for 
survival and income, but also they are more 
often responsible for fuelwood, fodder and 
water collection (Dyson, 2008; 2014; Singh, 
2014). Degradation of watersheds negatively 
affects the health, income, and work burden of 
women and girls. Watershed management 
initiatives that exclude women as stakeholders 
ignore half the population, decreasing the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the actions 
promoted. The use of a gender-sensitive 
approach to watershed management remains 
paramount ensuring that women’s and men’s 
unique needs, priorities, and knowledge are 
incorporated into management plans and 
policies. 
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