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Role of Women in Pump 
Irrigation in North East Thailand 

Five selected pumping schemes in Northeast 
Thailand were part of the Mekong Irrigation 
Programme, implemented during 1985-1991. The 
main objective of this Programme was to increase 
agricultural production. Women play a significant 
part incrop productioneven thoughmany young 
women migrate to cities for off-farm work. Once 
womenare married, their off-farm workdecreases 
an~ ~~y assume major roles in regular farming 
actiVIties. Women are also responsible for 
household work and often engage in craft 
production. Even though the income womengain 
in craft production may be minimal, it serves an 
important purpose in reducing the uncertainties 
of crop production. 

The impact of the increase in irrigated crop 
production has led to an increase in the workload 
for women, in exchange for which there is a more 
stable production of rice. Some women now 
perform their traditional dry-season activities, 
!ik~ w~aving, ~t night. The introduction of pump 
rrngation has Improved the water situation in the 
dry season through a higher water level. More 
water is now available for growing vegetables for 
domestic use, as well as for the market. 

Farmers of the pump irrigation systems are 
organizedinWater Users' Groups (WUGs). These 
groups decide on the water allocation schedule, 
collect waterfees andorganizecanalmaintenance. 
Th~se WUGs are informal groups, with no legal 
entity. Once a WUG has established itself as a 
legal cooperative, it is called a Water User 
Cooperative (WUC) and the group becomes a 
legal entity. This status allows better access to 
credit. The formalization of WUGs into WUCs 
has reduced the number of female members, 
because only one member of each household can 
represent the household. In most cases, male 
farmers, who are considered the heads of the 
household, take up membership. 

A conclusion of this experience is that 
formalization oforganizationsmay inadvertently 
excl~de women from participating in group 
meetings and management activities. Therefore, 
attempts to improve the effectiveness of farmers' 
organizations should consider women's needs 
and opinions as well as men's. 

fNong/uck Sllphanchaimat, Deptartment of Agricultural 
Economics, Faculty ofAgriculture, Khan Kaen University, 

Khon Kaen 40002. Thai/and} 

Beyond the Chadar and 

Chardlwari: Women in the 

Irrigated Areas of Punjab 

(pakistan) 


The official 'purdah' ideology inPakistan prevents 
women from working outside the four walls of 
their homes, and thus from working in the fields. 
A woman who can afford to remain inside the 
house is considered to portray prosperity and 
honor of the family. Because of this, women as 
well as men are reluctant to admit female 
involvement in agricultural activities. The 
common-sense perception is that agriculture, and 
especially irrigated agriculture, is an all-male 
affair. 

The re~ults of a preliminary survey carried out in 
the rrngated areas of the Pakistani Punjab area 
challenge this perception. More than 80 percent 
(out of a sample of 87) of the women interviewed 
were engaged in agricultural activities. In rice 
production, women are mostly involved in 
~ransplanting and harvesting. Female 
mvolvement is also very high in the harvesting of 
vegetables (pepper, peas and others), wheat, 
cotton, com and sugarcane. The storage of grains 
is an all-female activity. 

Women belonging to families without land or 
with so small a plot of land that the inc~me 
derived from it needs to be supplemented, are 
engaged in agricultural wage-labor activities. 
Female members of the poorest families are also 
en~aged in gleaning of wheat and cotton, for 
which they need advance permission from the 
landlord. 

Women's involvement in agricultural decision 
m~g is highest with regard to the activities in 
which they are involved. Marketing is a strictly 
male affair; even in those households where 
women are de facto heads of households the 
selling of major commodities is done by male 
relatives or neighbors. 

Even though irrigation is very much perceived as 
a stri~tly male task (supposedly because of the 
physlcal strength required), nine women in the 
sample were performing this task and four of 
them were full-time irrigators, due to the absence 
of able-bodied male members in the household. 
Most of the women in the sample were aware of 
an~~ffec.tedby the decrease~qualityandquantity 
ofI?:ga~onwater due to salinity. Direct effects of 
salinization are the decrease in the growing of 
vegetables; and a decrease in time needed for 
harvesting due to lower yields. Some women of 
better-off households noted that their workload 
had increaseddue to a greater number of laborers 
employed, for whom they had to cook the meals. 
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