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Shaping the Future of Water through Participation in 
Women’s Capacity Development and Collective Wisdom

Introduction: Water Governance at a Turning Point
In today's world, water governance and management stand at a de-
fi ning juncture. The escalating impacts of climate change, growing 
food insecurity, and increasing pressure on natural resources de-
mand a new kind of response—one that goes beyond hard physical 
and engineered infrastructure and focuses on developing soft infra-
structure rooted in comprehensive, adaptive, and inclusive systems 
thinking.

This includes progressive policy-making, institutional development, 
capacity building, and the advancement of effective management 
tools. Recognizing this imperative, the International Commission on 
Irrigation and Drainage (ICID), now in its 75th year, has embraced 
a bold and inclusive transformational vision grounded in the Wa-
ter-Energy-Food (WEF) Nexus approach. At the heart of this trans-
formation lies the development of women's leadership and partic-
ipation in water governance and management, through which the 
release of their unique capacities can help shape a sustainable fu-
ture for water resources.

Why Women? Why the Nexus? Why Now?
Women especially in the Global South, play vital roles in managing 
water, food, and energy resources. They are frontline users of wa-
ter in both domestic and agricultural settings, while also serving as 
custodians of the interlinked knowledge of water, food, and energy 
systems. Their deep understanding of ecosystems and commu-
nity needs is invaluable. Despite these foundational roles, women 
remain signifi cantly underrepresented in formal water governance 
and decision-making processes. This gap limits opportunities for 
inclusive and innovative development. The Nexus approach is in-
herently aligned with the lived realities and problem-solving styles 
of women. It is built on holistic, socially grounded, and interdisci-
plinary thinking—qualities that women naturally apply in their daily 
lives. By positioning women as system integrators within the Nex-
us framework, water governance and management not only move 

toward greater sustainability but also advance gender justice and 
social resilience through improved connectivity. Integrating wom-
en’s multidimensional capacities is therefore both a moral imper-
ative for justice and a more effective path for managing resources 
and relationships in today’s complex world. By recognizing women 
as integrators and decision-makers, water governance can become 
more inclusive, resilient, and responsive to the real-world complex-
ities we face.

The Emergence of the ICID Task Force on Women 
Empowerment in Water Management (ICID TF-WEWM)
In 2023, during its 74th International Executive Council (IEC) Meet-
ing held in Visakhapatnam, India, ICID approved the establishment 
of the special Task Force on Women Empowerment in Water Man-
agement (TF-WEWM). The task force offi cially commenced its ac-
tivities in February 2024 with members from 13 countries, including 
India, Iran, Australia, Japan, Malaysia, Egypt, Nigeria, Tajikistan, Af-
ghanistan, South Korea, South Africa, Uzbekistan, and China. The 
establishment of this task force is not merely a support body for 
gender equality and justice; it is a strategic platform for capacity 
development, policy innovation, and institutional transformation. It 
stands as a symbol of ICID’s sustained commitment to embedding 
inclusive participation and innovation into water governance and 
management.

The roadmap of TF-WEWM is aligned with ICID’s Vision 2030 and 
emphasizes collaboration with member countries and their nation-
al committees, civil society, and international organizations to ac-
celerate gender-responsive transformation in water management. 
This initiative marks a paradigm shift—one that recognizes women 
not only as stakeholders but as key architects of transformation in 
water governance and management. The mission of the task force 
goes beyond traditional empowerment models and focuses on 
systemic capacity development—from enhancing leadership skills 
and reforming institutional cultures to building intersectoral and 

cross-sectoral networks and embedding Nexus thinking into wa-
ter governance and management. At the heart of this task force’s 
philosophy lies a profound conviction: women are not merely ben-
efi ciaries, but enablers of change in complex systems. Their lived 
experiences, emotional intelligence, and holistic perspectives offer 
more adaptive, resilient, and sustainable solutions to water-related 
challenges, conflict resolution, and peacebuilding.

Strategic Priorities and Early Achievements
The TF-WEWM redefi nes the concept of empowerment and capac-
ity development for women’s participation in water governance and 
management through the lens of the Nexus in the following strate-
gic areas:

 Enhancing productivity with less water and energy use: Sup-
porting women-led innovations in irrigation technologies and 
sustainable land use to optimize inputs and outputs.

 Accelerating policy shifts through the Nexus approach: Ensuring 
meaningful participation of women in policy design, coherence, 
and cross-sectoral decision-making processes across various 
levels of the Nexus.

 Capacity development and knowledge exchange: Implementing 
leadership labs, workshops, and regional collaborations to fos-
ter women’s leadership, technical expertise, and inclusive learn-
ing platforms.
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 Promoting Nexus-based intersectoral and cross-sectoral inter-
actions: Embedding the water-energy-food Nexus approach to 
strengthen integrated resource governance and cooperation in 
addressing intra- and transboundary water challenges through 
women's capacities.

 Supporting applied research and innovation: Focusing on cli-
mate resilience, technology development, and auditing and 
monitoring tools that incorporate women’s specifi c needs and 
knowledge.

 Strengthening institutional capacities: Forming local, regional, 
national, and international technical teams, providing targeted 
training, and investing in women’s leadership programs to en-
sure sustained, inclusive, participatory, and innovative gover-
nance and management.

These priorities are based on the conviction that women’s leader-
ship acts as a multiplier for enhancing justice, effi ciency, and in-
novation in water governance and in strengthening linkages both 
within and beyond the water-energy-food Nexus. To achieve these 
objectives, expanding engagement with regional and international 
capacities and initiating joint inter-agency and multi-sectoral proj-
ects will be a key approach of the task force, an approach that fos-
ters synergy of experiences, sharing of lived realities, strengthened 
country collaboration, and acceleration of Nexus-based governance 
with effective women’s participation at all levels.

Women as Catalysts of Transformation in Nexus 
Leadership and Systemic Facilitators
The transformative potential of women in water governance and 
management is evident across the globe. In South Asia, where 
women make up more than 60% of the agricultural workforce, their 
adoption of effi cient irrigation techniques has increased crop yields 
while conserving resources. In Africa, women-led cooperatives 
have spearheaded community water management projects, ensur-
ing equitable access and sustainable use (FAO, 2014; FAO, 2021).

According to the World Bank, women constitute only 18% of the 
workforce in water-related organizations on average, with their 
share in technical and managerial roles not exceeding 23%; howev-
er, effective participation of women in water resource management 
has led to improved sustainability and effi ciency. In the energy sec-
tor, women globally represent around 32% of the workforce, while in 
the MENA region, this fi gure is estimated to be only between 7% and 
9% (Maier et al., 2022). Women are responsible for more than 50% 
of agricultural food production and, in most developing countries, 
including those in the MENA region, manage between 60% to 80% 
of food production (World Bank, 2023; Kabeer et al., 2019). Addi-

tionally, a macro-level analysis of 500 villages in India revealed that 
in water committees chaired by women, 66% more was spent on 
the maintenance of water systems (Agarwal, 2009). These exam-
ples demonstrate how women's leadership translates into tangi-
ble outcomes, higher productivity, reduced resource conflicts, and 
improved community well-being, contributing to solutions for the 
grand challenge of food security. In the context of nexus gover-
nance, women serve as vital bridges between water justice, food 
security, and sustainable energy access. Their integrative approach 
challenges sectoral silos and creates space for collective intelli-
gence and dynamic problem-solving in policymaking and social 
action. This participation goes beyond practical outcomes; it re-
shapes the ethics of resource governance and interlinked systems. 
Their presence in decision-making strengthens policies that reflect 
diverse needs, promotes social cohesion, and drives adaptive solu-
tions to climate challenges. Women's systems thinking and collab-
orative skills make them essential catalysts in multi-stakeholder 
engagement, which is the cornerstone of participatory governance 
and management. Despite the immense potential of women in wa-
ter governance and management, barriers such as limited access to 
fi nancial resources, cultural and social norms, and educational gaps 
continue to restrict their participation. In this context, the three-year 
work program (2024–2026) of the Task Force on Women Empow-
erment in Water Management (TF-WEWM) is designed to overcome 
these obstacles, with the aim of strengthening the impact of women 
in participatory water governance and management at local, nation-
al, regional, and international levels. This will be achieved through 
the documentation of best practices, facilitation of training module 
development, inclusive learning platforms, and the creation of col-
laborative networks. Enhancing international cooperation through 
Nexus based projects, forming local, national, and regional working 
groups, developing joint institutional initiatives and projects, and 
connecting global capacities to ICID’s implementation frameworks 
for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals are among the 
practical actions envisioned by this special task force.

The future begins where humanity, sees the flow of water, the 
warmth of energy, and the blessings of food not as separate re-
sources, but as interwoven threads of life reframing them with a 
new vision in service of sustainable development across the land.

Conclusion: From Participation to Transformation for 
Advancing Collective Action
In a world moving toward inclusive governance, the importance of 
interconnected networks is undeniable. Women's networks in the 
water sector operating at local, regional, national, and international 
levels—serve as vital channels for knowledge exchange, innovation, 
and collective action. Often rooted in community structures, these 

networks are key to unlocking sustainable and scalable solutions 
for water management. Collaboration across these levels can am-
plify the impact of women-led participatory groups and ensure that 
their perspectives and innovations transcend borders and sectoral 
boundaries. At the local level, women's networks are often the fi rst 
to identify and address water challenges, from managing local wa-
ter systems to implementing climate-resilient agricultural practic-
es. At the regional level, these networks facilitate the exchange of 
context-specifi c strategies, enabling communities to learn from 
each other's successes and challenges. At the national level, they 
advocate for policies that reflect the diverse needs of the popula-
tion. At the international level, they contribute to global dialogues on 
sustainable development. In this context, developing collaborative 
networks between women and men at all mentioned levels plays a 
critical and essential role in accelerating the implementation of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The International Commission on Irrigation and Drainage (ICID), 
with its wide presence in more than half of the world’s countries, 
many of which are in the Global South, serves as a unique plat-
form for connecting these networks. By linking local initiatives to 
global frameworks, ICID enables countries, particularly women’s 
networks, to access resources, share best practices, and engage 
in high-impact collaborative projects. This connectivity not only en-
hances capacity-building and learning but also fosters a collective 
global impact that aligns with ICID’s Vision 2030 and the Sustain-
able Development Goals. As ICID celebrates its 75th anniversary, 
the Task Force on Women Empowerment in Water Management 
(TF-WEWM) stands as a testament to the Commission’s commit-
ment to reimagining water governance and management for the 
future. By empowering women and building their capacity, while 
embracing the nexus approach, ICID not only addresses today’s 
challenges but also envisions a world where water systems are re-
silient, inclusive, and just. This milestone marks a clear call to action 
for all stakeholders, governments, institutions, and communities, to 
join this transformative journey. The future of water governance 
and management depends on recognizing the deep interconnec-
tions between water, energy, food and their constructive interaction 
with the environment, and embracing the leadership and manageri-
al capacities of both women and men in shaping this shared future. 
Together, we can unlock not only the vast leadership potential of 
women but also the synergistic leadership of women and men side 
by side, building a sustainable legacy that ensures water remains a 
source of life and well-being for generations to come.


