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Summary 

 

Funded by the Swiss Government, the PSI Project is designed (2015) as a ten-year 

initiative run by HELVETAS and the Development Policy Institute (DPI). It helps the 

partner municipalities to improve planning, supply and supervision of services and 

enhance cooperation with service providers. The Project also supports the municipalities 

in engaging citizens in decision-making processes and service monitoring. The overall 

goal of the Project is to contribute to the improvement of peoples' living conditions in the 

rural areas of the country, particularly in Issyk-Kul and Jalal-Abad regions.  

The Project “Strategy for the Advancement of Socially Inclusive and Gender Responsive 

Public Service Provision (2019)" is developed to address practical and strategic needs of 

women, men and the disadvantaged groups in the Kyrgyz Republic that are pertaining to 

service provisions at the municipal level. Through the improvement of services at the local 

level, the Project promotes gender equality and social inclusion that ameliorate social 

development at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels.  

Despite socio-political changes and improved public services including drinking water 

supply, women and girls in Kyrgyzstan still struggle in benefiting from tangible dividends 

enabling their empowerment. In the following implementation phases (2019-2025), the 

Project aims to provide more platforms for women's voices and empowerment through 

engaging them in local governance and community development to secure and protect 

their basic rights to health, education, water, etc. The assessment of the previous 

intervention strategies is necessary for the development of the further strategies with the 

participation of relevant stakeholders. 

For this purpose, the special research was conducted from September to December 

2019. The desk research phase included the study of national policy documents, 

development strategies and analytical documents of different national and international 

development partners. The field research phase was based on the focus groups and in-

depth interviews of 73 women and young women/girls focus groups in 6 different 

municipalities (Bagysh, Akman, Beshyk Jon, Ak Chiy, Kumbel, Kumbel-Bolun) in Issyk 

Kul and Jalalabad regions.  
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Introduction 
Regardless of long-standing efforts to solve the issue, the provision of clean water in 

Kyrgyzstan remains a major existential concern for the life of many and an open wound 

on the agenda of national policymakers. This issue appears to be particularly pressing in 

rural areas, with only about 40% of citizens having access to safe drinking water. At the 

same time, an even bigger problem is represented by the lack of wastewater 

management with 75% of the population still using the unsafe pit latrines. Based on the 

complex governance structure of the country with its administrative boundaries, there are 

1805 villages in Kyrgyzstan organized in 453 rural municipalities. In more than 400 of 

them, there is no available centralized water supply system. (National Statistics 

Committee, 2019) 

This study aims to investigate the correlation between improved public services (on the 

example of drinking water supply service) and physical, social and economic wellbeing of 

women and girls in rural Kyrgyzstan. 

The underlying assumption of this study is that the current system of state and municipal 

services has a high degree of gender impact. While the final service beneficiaries are 

ultimately women and men, the front liners in the acquisition of them bearing the bulk of 

the challenges are by and large women and girls. In the context of this setting, the local 

self-governments and the service providers should take into account the existing social 

norms dictating gender differences and how they affect the quality of life of the ones who 

are on the frontline of a daily struggle for water, e.g. women and girls.  

The workload burden for rural women is additionally increased due to deficient or 

completely absent social infrastructure (school and preschool programs, social welfare 

support system) and the transformation of collective farming to self-sustaining rural 

households (kitchen garden maintenance, caring for livestock, etc.). Furthermore, women 

in rural areas are not equally vulnerable. In Kyrgyzstan, most of the household burden is 

traditionally carried by younger women (daughters-in-law). (Bruck, et al., 2014) They 

usually do not have a voice in their family, let alone the community. They are expected to 

be obedient and subordinate to the older women and men of the husband’s family. 

(Ismailbekova, 2014) 
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This creates a vicious circle for women, as they are given an inferior role they do not 

participate in local decision-making processes. In return, the Local Self Governments do 

not apply substantial effort in creating conditions for their development and wellbeing 

(through adequate services such as education, culture, recreation, employment) as there 

are not enough women in the local administration structures. (UNDP, 2017) 

Political participation of women at the local level in Kyrgyzstan (Table 1), November 2016 

election results: (UNDP, 2017) 

 F M 

Town Councils 21% 79% 

Rural Municipalities’ Councils 10%* 90% 

 *every 5th Local Council has no women representatives 

Table 1 Political participation of women, 2016 elections 

As a consequence, local development plans do not reflect appropriately the needs of 

women and socially vulnerable groups. The issues concerning women empowerment are 

very closely linked with their participation in political processes ranging from the grass 

root levels up to the national strategic political decisions (Ghazala & Ghazala, 2014). The 

local governments are mostly focused on infrastructure investments (roads, pre-schools, 

sports fields) thus securing political visibility for themselves as constructed objects 

'undoubtedly' demonstrate their good work and efficiency immediately. Therefore, 

providing conditions for capacity building and information sharing is not prioritized by the 

local governments. Kyrgyzstan's governance decentralization process alike in other 

countries in Asia did not result in women’s effective participation in local governance or 

allowed better access to community resources (Bandiyaki, 2008). 

The availability of evidence of the concrete positive trends and potential long-term positive 

impact on the development and prosperity of women and girls is important to any 

advocacy effort aimed at gender sensitive local development plans and gender equality 

strategies overall in the country.  
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Definition(s) of water supply service  

Analyzing various policy documents, national legislations, international conventions and 

expert literature it is not easy to establish a common or ‘minimal’ determinant of what a 

drinking water supply or water supply service means. Different descriptions or definitions 

are used by leading agencies in international development and different countries use 

different norms. If any, the relevant and sectoral strategic documents in Kyrgyzstan as 

well as statements by highest officials usually use a vague phrase of centralized water 

supply system. 

UN Sustainable Development Goal 6 – Clean Water and Sanitation, Indicator 6.1.1 

Proportion of population using safely managed drinking water services: “A safely 

managed drinking water service is defined as one located on premises, available when 

needed and free from contamination”. (SDG-Tracker, 2019)  The SDG strategic indicators 

and targets further clarify a safely managed water supply service as: “located within the 

dwelling, yard or plot; sufficient water available or at least 12 hours per day; compliant 

with standards for faecal contamination (E. coli) and priority chemical contamination 

(arsenic and fluoride)”. This definition is used by various UN agencies in their strategic 

documents and monitoring instruments. (UNICEF; WHO, 2019) 

  

The World Bank in its global indicators uses “access to an improved water source” and 

“safely managed drinking water service”. At the moment, the World Bank defines the 

access “as the percentage of the population that can obtain at least 20 liters per person 

per day from an “improved” source that is within one kilometer of the user’s dwelling”.  

Again, the definition of the safely managed drinking water services aligns with the 

Sustainable Development Goals’ one – the services that are provided “from an improved 

source that is accessible on premises, available when needed and free from faecal and 

priority chemical contamination”. (World Bank, 2019) 

Other definitions in tracing global development indicators use determinants such as 

distance from the water source, disproportionate time of a day used for its collection and 

quantities of water fetched. In a study of access to water and impact on children’s health 
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conducted in Egypt (2016) a definition of access to water was broadened to include the 

time it takes to access a source, daily supply cut offs and water storage habits. (Aguier, 

Dovis, & Tong, 2016)  

Various countries’ specific definitions also use one or a combination of distance, time or 

quantity factors which consequently leads to different measuring results and difficulties in 

comparing. (Aiga, 2003) 

There is no such clear definition of access to safe drinking water or water supply service 

in Kyrgyzstan official national policy documents or development instruments. For example 

the 2000 Kyrgyz Law on Drinking Water in its Article 3 lists basic principles of drinking 

water supply to the population:  selection of water supply sources corresponding to the 

calculated flow rates, hygiene and environmental requirements, ensuring safety 

requirements of drinking water, creating the necessary technological reliability of systems 

and sanitation protection of water sources; meeting the water needs of the population in 

accordance with reasonable consumption standards;  constant maintenance of drinking 

water quality. (KR-Government, 1999) 

The National Development Strategy of Kyrgyzstan from 2018 stipulates the provision of 

“access to clean drinking water, proper operation and maintenance, financial and 

institutional sustainability of water supply, sanitation and sanitary facilities for all 

settlements” as a key objective. This is to be done through a centralized water supply 

system for 95% of the population. (KR-Government, 2018). It was not possible to find any 

further descriptions or details on what a centralized water supply system is and whether 

it is supposed to have a standard set of features in every location. The authors suspect 

that this is not accidental as it implies a significant political and consequently financial 

commitment. 

For the purpose of this study a safely managed public water supply service was defined 

as microbiologically safe piped water provided in the quantity and during time periods as 

agreed between the citizens and service provider, directly to or maximum 50m from a 

dwelling. The service is paid or partially subsidized. 
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Aims and Objectives  

The research aims to examine the positive impact on women and girls in rural 

communities of Kyrgyzstan on the 2 levels of possible related to the provision of clean 

drinking water supply service: 

1) Direct impact i.e., quality of daily life – daily working time distribution patterns (chores, 

studying, recreation, economic activity); health-related issues; gender inequalities at the 

level of the family. 

2) Broader social impact – the participation of women in social life in the communities; 

women's participation in local self-governments' citizens consultation mechanisms and 

decision-making processes/politics; and environmental protection. 

Through a combination of focus group discussions with rural women and quantitative data 

collection (presented in Chapter 2) this study will explore the possible effects of modern 

and sustainable drinking water supply service on the distribution of women's time use and 

workload, personal development, relations with the family and a position and role in the 

wider community. The research will primarily try to 'traceback' the occurred changes for 

women who have acquired proper access to clean water and water delivery service to 

their homes. In the absence of baseline data, the research will expand further to 

investigate various problems connected to the lack of public provision of drinking water in 

selected communities that do not enjoy the benefits of the drinking water service yet.  

Chapter 3 presents an analysis of the findings and results in different observation areas. 

The results of the research are grouped by the topics deducted from the collected field 

data. The topics are presented with a degree of occurrence and illustrated by the 

participants' discussions. The results were further organized geographically and 

according to the age group of the respondents. The quantitative data are presented 

similarly to the extent possible.  

The last chapter discusses the main conclusions related to the provision of modern and 

sustainable water provision and women`s empowerment in rural areas.  
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Methodology 

Focus Groups  

Information pursued: changes in how rural women use time/daily routines; (lack of) water 

and impact on relations within the family; changes of a health condition; participation in 

community discussions and local public affairs; culture and leisure preferences and 

practices; changes in economic activity; changes in political activity, education, skills, and 

environmental protection awareness.  

The selection of the locations and time for focus group discussions with rural women was 

based on the above-mentioned factors: available resources, geography, and availability 

of drinking water supply service. The Focus Groups meetings were held in the period 

between September – October 2019. There were overall 12 focus groups conducted in 6 

locations. The duration of the discussions was between 1 to 2 hours. Each session was 

audio-recorded and written notes were taken.  

Informed consent 

At the beginning of each session, the participants were informed about the format, 

purpose, future use of the information, and rules of the discussions. They provided their 

verbal consent to participate in the discussions. They also signed the registration list with 

basic demographic and contact information.  

Due to strong traditional family norms in Kyrgyzstan, the participants selected were 

divided into two age groups: 'young women and girls' and 'senior women' to allow for open 

discussions and active participation by all attendees. (see Table 2) 

Selection of participants 

A general age criterion was that the young group should consist of women between 15-

35 years of age while 35+ would be the more senior women. Namely, under the traditional 

norms in rural areas of the country, it is not socially acceptable for a young woman, a 

daughter-in-law kelin, to express opinions or even speak in front of the older men/woman, 

or a mother-in-law. This norm is applied not only at the level of a family but in the 

community as well and in rural areas in general. (Schroeder, 2017) (Childress, 2018) To 



10 
 

have the younger women feel comfortable and brave enough to speak it was necessary 

to divide the participants into two groups in each location. The age division determining 

who should take part in the ‘younger’ group or the 'older' group was applied as 

consistently as possible. The age and personal perception of it are sometimes sensitive 

and likely subjective. There were cases where a 33-year-old feels more senior than a 

kelinka and voluntarily joined the ‘older’ group. On one occasion there was an opposite 

example where a 40-year-old insisted she belonged to the ‘younger’ group. The 

researchers remained flexible and sensitive enough to accommodate these special 

requests. However, it was noted in the focus groups’ minutes and factored in the analysis 

that it might have affected the dynamics of the latter group. 

 Region Municipality/Location Water 

Service 

provided  

No. 

Women 19-

35 yrs. 

FG I 

No. Women 35+ yrs. 

 

 

FG II 

Jalalabad 

(south) 

Bagysh  5 10 

  Akman   4 9 

  Beshyk Jon  6 7 

Issyk Kul 

(north) 

Ak Chiy * 4 7 

  Kumbel * 4 7 

  Kumbel-Bolun   4 6 

Total 6 4 27 46 

Table 2 Focus Groups Sampling 

* municipalities not 100 % covered with water supply, some participants did not have water service provided 
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Diary Timesheets 

Diary timesheet allows to increase the accuracy of the respondents’ accounts of their time 

use and is considered to be a more reliable methodology. It can show for example that a 

person did several things simultaneously but also indicate some circumstances in which 

an action took place. In this study, the methodology from the Unpaid Care Work Practical 

Guidance, developed by Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation for the Swiss Agency for 

Development and Cooperation was adopted and partially applied. (Byrne, Bachmann, 

Neupane, & Sherpa, 2017) 

Respondents: To optimize the resources, the respondents were selected mostly from the 

same groups and locations selected for the focus group discussions. Their demographic 

characteristics corresponded to the demographic structure of the general population. 

There were overall 77 time-diary packages distributed. 

  

Figure 2 Focus Group 7, Ak Chiy, Issyk Kul 
Figure 1 Focus Group 7, Ak Chi, Issyk Kul Figure 2 Focus Group 1, Bagysh, Jalal Abad 
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Results and Analysis 
 

Water and Health 

When it comes to water and health either in the context of problems (+) or former 

problems (-), the most recurring topics as illustrated in Table 3 were chronic pains from 

handwashing and manual water pumping, infections due to contamination of the canals 

and water reservoirs, health weakened by physical carrying and water quality-related 

problems. 

 

Table 3 Focus Groups discussions on health 

Quality of water from the rehabilitated water provision services is an issue of relief both 

in the north and in the south. However, some younger women in the south voiced a lack 

of trust even in the quality of the water coming from the rehabilitated piped system and 

the safe sources. 

Gulbaira (29, south, water service) “We still think that the first water coming out of the tap 

is not of good quality. We are suspicious.” 

Notably there is a very strong feeling of guilt among women for not being able to protect 

their children from contracting infectious diseases, or for transferring them via birth. 

Kishimjan (60, north) “I have a 6yr old grandchild. He has hepatitis. It makes us all feel 

guilty.” Aijan (40, north) “I had this disease. The children contracted it during birth too.” In 

Occurrence

Water and Health Old Young Old Young Old Young Old Young

Diarrhea 1 1 -1 -1 4

Injuries  from washing and pumping 1 -1 -1 1 -4 8

Nutrition (better washed ingredients) -1 -1 2

Nutrition (variety of vegetables) 1 1 2

Boiling water 1 1 -1 3

Personal Hygiene limited - saving water 1 -1 -1 -1 4

Hygiene of children 1 -1 -1 -1 4

Quality of Water (still) suspicious 1 -1 -2 2 6

Confident in water quality 1 1 2

Sick because overworked 2 2

Children sickness - hepathitis (guilt) 1 -1 2 -1 5

Contamination (canals, reservoirs) 1 2 -1 1 1 -2 8

Women kidney problems 1 1

Health weakened by carrying  1 -2 1 -2 7

Clothes hygiene -1 -1 -2 4

NORTH SOUTH

No water provided Water provided No water Water provided
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this context, the installed safe drinking water provision service still represents a great 

relief for women and their psychological well-being.  

Health problems related to carrying and processing water were particularly highlighted by 

young women both in the north and south. Dinara (30, south, no water) “The buckets in 

which we bring the water are 10 liters and we carry at least two at the same time. Our 

backs hurt a lot. Kids carry the same weight – starting already as of the age of 9 or 10.” 

At the same time, their peers who do enjoy the benefits of having piped water in their 

homes did not mention much relief in terms of physical workload. 

Water and Time Use 

The most recurring topics in terms of the daily life of women and the use of their time are 

presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4 Focus Groups on Women's Time Use 

The analysis of the above data, however, shows that little has changed in terms of saved 

time due to water service provision and redistribution of it for personal time, economic 

activity, education, and recreation. The time previously used to carry water, waiting in 

water queues, pumping, heating water, handwash, etc. is now regrettably replaced by 

time spent to do other chores.  

Gulbaira (29, south) “No time for socializing. No time for new skills. This has not changed.” 

Water and Time use Older Young Older Young Older Young Older Young Occurrence

Day programmed per water schedule -1 -1  -1 1 1 -1,1 -2 9

More time to sleep and socialize 1 1 -1 1, -1 5

Saved time for queueing, carrying and 

heating water -1 2 1 1 4 9

All time with small kids, including 'free' 

(not enough time with kids) -1 1 1 3

Time freed from handwashing -1 -1 2 2 6

Travel more; leaving the house -2 -4 3, -3, -3 7 -1 23

More time for new skills and education 2 1 -2 5

More time for economic activities -1 -2 2 5

Kep or 'finding free time' 2 5 2 2 11

Spending less on family festivities/tois 

(including for water) 1 1

Miss the queue and carrying 2 2

Easier to organize for working women -3 1 4

No water Water Provided No water Water provided

North South
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Nazgul (33, has water, north) “Even after putting on the washing machine we have other 

chores to do, but maybe we spend a little bit more time on the Internet now.”  

This pattern appears to be more acute for young women and especially in the South of 

the country. The inability to leave one's house even for a short trip remains the same for 

the young women who got a regular water supply. Not only, the loss of the obligation to 

fetch the water meant to some extent even a further loss of freedom. 

Gulbaira (29, south, water service) “We even miss now, sometimes, carrying the water 

as we could be free to talk in the queue without mother-in-law’s supervision.” 

The majority of (mostly older) women find local women-fun meetings and family festivities 

as the only opportunity for some recreation and fun. Time spent out of the house and 

family festivities is cherished by the majority of older women as a unique opportunity for 

relief from chores. In this context, the institute of toi or feasting celebration in Kyrgyz 

culture represents an important social networking practice (Provis, 2015) 

Janyl (41, no water, north) “If there is a toi invitation all of a sudden, I will find the time to 

attend, if my husband permits me to go”. 

A moderate increase in economic activities was also mentioned in the north focus groups 

where there are some seasonal opportunities for women in tourism and the sale of fruits.  

Aisuluu (37, north) “We have now time saved for other household chores. I also collect 

apples and berries. Kids can prepare lunch because there is water and I can work with 

the fruit.” 

On a positive note what has changed dramatically for women who have acquired access 

to the water service compared to the less fortunate ones is what they often call a “life 

organized around water schedule”.  

Sabyra (61, south) “I used to have to program my day in line with that one hour when the 

water would arrive.” 

Dinara (30, no water, south) “We plan to wash under priorities depending on the season 

and water availability.”  
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Asel (46, north, employed, no water) “We cook in the evening. We try to plan our time in 

a way that we manage to bring the water, to cook dinner and wash dishes in the evening, 

after work, often in darkness already.” 

Jumakan (54, south) “My daughter in law has considerably more free time now. Before 

all our time was planned according to the water distribution schedule.” 

Gulmaira (31, south) As a working woman, I had no time to bring the water. And I was not 

able to come home during lunchtime (distribution time) and I had to beg for water from 

the neighbors after work. There was an unwritten rule not to ask during the sham time 

(evening prayer). And even then, it was inappropriate to go for more than once or twice – 

so, just 1 or 2 buckets. 

In addition to focus group discussions about daily schedules and time use, there were 67 

one-week time sheets properly filled in and returned. The results illustrated in Table 5 

were analyzed and presented cumulatively for each group of women (younger or older 

than 35) in regards to whether they are from the north or south, and whether they do enjoy 

a proper water supply service (blue color) or not (sand color). 

 

Table 5 Daily timesheets aggregated results – the average per age/location/water supply  

 (*water fetching time out of the cumulative household chores time) 

 

Except for the young women's groups of the north, all other groups comparatively showed 

significantly less paid work in a situation with no drinking water supply service. This 

Paid 

Work

Kitchen 

garden
Household 

Chores

Child 

Care

Adults 

Care

Education 

Skills

Free 

Time

Physical 

Needs

Water 

fetching*

<35 North 2:40 2:42 4:20 2:13 0:25 0:34 2:06 8:36 1:13

<35 North 3:32 1:30 4:09 2:06 0:18 0:06 2:31 9:31 0:21

>35 North 5:07 0:58 4:20 1:45 0:23 1:05 1:58 8:44 0:56

>35 North 3:56 1:56 3:11 1:31 0:10 0:27 2:00 9:46

<35 South 2:27 1:10 4:30 2:12 1:06 0:27 1:41 9:40 1:09

<35 South 6:57 1:24 3:38 1:40 0:39 0:00 1:21 8:18

>35 South 2:05 1:25 4:59 1:50 0:55 0:28 1:56 10:16 0:47

>35 South 3:27 1:53 2:24 1:32 1:04 0:28 2:46 10:22 0:02
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difference could be linked to the fact that women in the north (Issyk Kul) were in general 

more likely to find employment or part-time employment in the tourism and fruit growing 

sectors.  

Aisulu (34, north, water) “I collect apples and berries.” 

Meerim (34, north, no water) “We don’t even go to the beach. We get hired in the resorts.” 

Asel (35, north, no water) “We use our vacation to work in the resorts.” 

Elvira (37, north, water) “As we have only one resort in Korumdu, after getting connected 

to the public water supply system the people started to open guesthouses and receive 

tourists." 

The average time women spent fetching the water when no direct access to water is 

available is around 1 hour daily, regardless of their age. Interesting to notice is that in two 

groups that do enjoy the water supply service the time for fetching the water was reported. 

This could be linked with the time spent to regularly fill the underground reservoirs with 

the reserve water. 

The group of older women with water supply service in the south recorded a significantly 

lower time spent on the household chores and more on rest and other physical needs 

than their peers without the water service (2:55/4:50 and 9:52/11:17). The young women 

in the south who do have water supply service reported a significantly higher amount of 

time spent on paid work (6:57) than their peers without the water supply service (2:27). 

The women in the south in general recorded much less paid work compared to the women 

in the north. 

Sometimes the installment of water service, which has reduced the amount of unpaid 

care work, turned into much harder work with, however, an economic profit for the family. 

On the negative side, it is not very likely that the women (especially the young ones) 

would have any direct access to the actual earnings. 

Gulzad (35, south, water) "The fieldwork is hard work, especially in the summertime when 

it's hot, but we have to do it to earn money. (It was easier to carry the water.)" 
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In the survey conducted in October 2019 for the Public Service Improvement project, on 

a representative sample, men and women countrywide were interviewed about the 

average time they spend on paid and unpaid work.  The results from Jalal Abad (south) 

and Issyk Kul (north) regions indicate a higher rate of unpaid care work of women in both 

regions: 44.3% vs. 58.1% and 45.6% vs. 55.6% respectively, as illustrated in Table 6. 

(Alliance for Budget Transparency, 2019) 

 Paid 
work 

Study, 
training 

Household 
chores 

Farming Parenting Adult 
care 

Physiological 
needs 

Free 
time  

JA Men 4:19 0:20 3:27 3:16 2:10 1:45 6:14 2:29 

JA 
Women 

1:23 0:21 5:43 2:35 3:33 2:05 6:11 2:09 

IK Men 3:58 0:13 3:19 3:24 2:13 2:00 6:11 2:42 

IK 
Women 

1:33 0:20 5:51 2:25 3:08 1:57 6:28 2:19 

Table 6 Paid and unpaid work distribution, Survey (Alliance for Budget Transparency, 2019) 

In the same survey, 50% of women from the Jalalabad region and 37% of women from 

the Issyk Kul region believed that the water supply service would have had the greatest 

positive impact on reducing the amount of the unpaid care work they perform daily. 

Water-saving and rationing 

The issues of water-saving and reducing water-related expenses were revealed as largely 

to be the responsibilities of women. The most recurring topics are represented in Table 

7. 

 

Table 7 Focus Groups on Water and Saving 

Water Saving

Older Young Older Young Older Young Older Young Occurrence

no need to save/ kids relieved from 

saving 2 1,-1 3, -1 8

paying less now 1 3 4

still have to save the water (bc critized 

for overwashing, or overborrowing, 

overspending) 2 2 4

must ration the water/everybody saves 

water 2 3 2 7

storing water 2 1 1 4

hard to save because others don't care 1 1 2

use surface water for washing, cattle 2 1 3

water meters - help/pressure 1 3 4

Multiple use of same water 1 1 2

must spare the generator/electricity 1 -1 2

North South

No water Water Provided No water Water provided
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The pressure on women to economize the water was nothing but expected in the 

communities without direct access to it due to its limited quantities, burdensome carrying 

and queuing, loss of time and high costs of buying the water for drinking purposes. The 

issue of water saving is very closely interlinked with other observed areas such as health 

(see Table 3) or intra-familial relationships. (see Table 8) 

In the communities, with installed drinking water supply women reported a noticeable 

sense of relief compared to the past. Among the various factors, it was reported the 

release of pressure of having to monitor children's behavior concerning water 

consumption.  

Zeynep (43, south) “The kids are relieved. We don’t force them anymore to save water.” 

However, the pressure on women on having to save the water remains high even if the 

supply is stable. This phenomenon was particularly registered in the south due to a set of 

peculiar reasons. Whether due to objective or only perceived higher expenses due to pay 

as per consumption, the women (especially the young) are regularly monitored and 

criticized by other family members for 'over washing' the clothes, overborrowing from/to 

the neighbors thus leading to overspending the money for water.  

Aijan (48, south) “We are constantly warning our daughters-in-law and reminding them to 

consume less water and not to waste it. And sometimes they are not happy with our 

warnings.” 

The position of young women in multi-generational households is additionally hard 

because just as the burden of all the washing, cooking, hygiene, gardening, etc. is placed 

on them – at the same time they're using the water to perform those chores is labeled as 

'wasting'. The traditional norms set for young women in Kyrgyzstan (Schroeder, 2017) 

prevent them even from explaining or defending their position. 

The lack of water in the house water tank at any given moment, ‘high consumption’ of 

water, or a ‘high’ water bill is perceived as the woman’s fault and leads to conflict and 

sometimes even to violence.  
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Asya (71, north, multi-generation household) “When there’s no water, my son gets angry, 

but as he cannot, under the traditional norms, quarrel with his mother he quarrels with the 

wife. Men as heads of family blame us for everything. Women must shut up. We could 

even get beaten for water. “ 

The introduction of modern water supply services and the installment of the water-meters 

were seen with opposed views in terms of what kind of impact the measuring of water 

consumption had on women.  

While for some women (and mostly older)  it is a relief in the sense that the consumption 

could be monitored and controlled and, in many cases, it represents a lower cost than 

before, for other women (mostly young) it is seen as an additional means of scrutiny over 

'their water-wasting' and constant psychological pressure. 

Adina (57, south) “We used to have fixed prices for water before. 150 soms per household 

member for using the public standpipe. Now we have water meters, we can monitor the 

consumption and save.” 

Raikhan (61, south) “It is very important that now we can manage our budget by spending 

less money if we use less water. We monitor the water meters. Before the amount was 

equally distributed regardless of the actual consumption.” 

Urkhuya (26, south) “Mother-in-law is controlling the consumption and applying pressure. 

She often reminds and comments: We/the older generation lived all our life without water 

and you should be grateful now.” 

The issue of a very weak position of women in the imposed responsibility for saving the 

water where other household members do not care about saving was highlighted in many 

groups. 

Kurmanjan (28, south, no water service) "We consume more as my husband washes the 

car often. I remind him to use the irrigation canal water for such purposes. Not clean 

water. The husband always uses clean water as he is too lazy to go and fetch the 

technical water." 
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Elvira (37, north, water service) “Sometimes our guests don’t understand the scarcity of 

water. My two sons in law start washing their cars immediately as they arrive; and they 

get offended when reminded to save.” 

Water-saving, in general, was a bit less of a cause of stress in the focus group discussions 

in the north, in communities with recently installed water supply services. 

Rahat (38, north) “I try to consume less, there is a water meter. Both my husband and I 

take care of it.” 

Bubina (57, north) “No need to save. We are only 2 people.” 

 

Rationing the water and health risks 

Due to the occasional insufficient volume of water from the public water supply system or 

simply because of the unlearned old habits - many households still store the water in 

concrete underground water reservoirs. Nazira (58, south, water service) "It is much 

better now. I can fill the reservoir as reserve water." 

Urkuya (26, south, water service) "I had to carry (many times) to fill the reservoir. Now it 

fills easily and makes it all easy." 

The underground reservoirs are hazardous health-wise because when emptied slowly 

over a long period (due to water rationing) they inevitably get contaminated.  

In addition to the underground reservoirs, there are many other strategies to reduce the 

consumption of clean water which bear significant health risks. Those are of course more 

applied in the communities without water supply service but also, still, in some with regular 

drinking water supply.  

Ainura (34, north, no water) "We try to bring the water for drinking from the tourist resorts. 

For working and washing, we use irrigation canal water. In the springtime, the canal water 

is very dirty. But even this water we need to save to carry less." 
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Nurzat (27) and Perizat (27, north, water service) "We use the new water just for drinking, 

but for washing, we use the canal water. We bring it, wait for it to settle and then we wash. 

It's clean enough."  

 

Water and relations within a family and with neighbors 

 

Table 8 Focus Groups on water and relations with family and neighbors 

The intra-familial relations and conflicts related to the water issues (Table 8) were very 

commonly mentioned topics in all focus groups. The conflicts between wives and 

husbands and with men in general over water duties got significantly reduced in the 

municipalities with the established water services compared to those with no piped water 

supply. 

Dinara (30, south, no water) “In general men are less willing to invest effort in saving 

water but they are not criticized like us. The reason for that is they think that water is not 

so expensive, so they can buy more if it ends and also because they are not aware of the 

amount of water that is necessary for daily household chores. Therefore, they do not 

experience the same stress regarding water.” 

One of the most common and typical conflicts identified was the one between daughters-

in-law and their mothers/fathers in law. As the 'supervision' over the daughters-in-law in 

terms of fulfilling daily chores is traditionally assigned to the father or especially mother-
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in-law (Schroeder, 2017) the way the water is fetched and used is also monitored. To 

avoid any conflicts, the women (especially the young) used to carry out all the house 

chores themselves. The young women from the communities with the new water services 

established felt more relieved in this sense than their peers without drinking water service 

available.  

Aiperi (30, south, no water)" The water issue harms family relationships especially with 

the mother and father-in-law. We often have financial disputes. I use water for the kids 

and very often my father-in-law blames me for using too much water. I just keep 

silent…while they always make comments on my water use." 

It was important to notice that this relief did not come fully everywhere. In the South, the 

pressure on young women over fetching and managing the water timely was in many 

cases replaced by pressure of having to save the water, pressure for being responsible 

for the water bill amounts etc. Aigerim (24, south, water) “I still have to save water. Mother 

and father-in-law make comments: Why do you wash every day??” 

All groups from the communities with provided water supply agreed that the pressure and 

the conflicts with and among children were reduced. Gulzad (36, south, water) “Children 

play more and fight less over fetching water.” 

The water and relations with the neighbors were an often-recurring topic in the focus 

groups from the south. As again, it is a woman's duty (especially a young woman) to 'get 

the water' no matter the circumstances, she would often resort to asking for help from a 

woman (usually also a daughter in law) from the neighboring household. The women 

would in solidarity help each other as long as allowed or not being reprimanded.  

Aijan (48, south, no water) "The neighbors give us water once or twice. But after that, the 

husband will forbid her (the wife) to give us anymore. It's mostly women who cooperate 

among themselves to borrow water or ask each other to collect more. But the reasons for 

not sharing water may depend on various reasons, starting from men not allowing to do 

so, ending up with the financial situation of the neighboring family.”  

It was often embarrassing or risky for a woman to ask for or lend more than 1 or 2 buckets 

of water only. The women in the south who benefit from the newly established water 
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supply expressed a great relief from the embarrassment and sense of owing over-

borrowing or sense of risking for lending the water from the neighbors. 

Gulzad (36, south, water) “We had no reservoir. I had to ask for water from the neighbors. 

I was shy and embarrassed to ask because they were paying for their water.” 

 

Women’s participation in public initiatives and decision-making 

Based on the most common topics on women’s practices and preferences, the active 

participation in community initiatives and decision-making processes seems to be 

generally more linked to the stereotypical gender division of roles and age of women than 

with a sustainable and inclusive provision of public services and information (Table 9). 

 

Table 9 Focus Groups discussions on participation in community & decision making 

While the older women are more likely to participate and are informed directly of the local 

development initiatives and citizens' consultation mechanisms, the younger ones usually 

pointed out either being too busy or not 'eligible' to participate. It was interesting to notice 

that the young women in the municipalities with no water services were not expressing 

many opinions about their participation in community affairs and consultations. 

Participation in  community initatives 

and decision making

Older Young Older Young Older Young Older Young Occurrence

Took part in community meetings 

because I work in the administration 2  1 1 4

Women active and regularly participate 3 2 3 1 9

Women take part only if specifically 

invited 1 1 1 3 1 7

Women are never invited and never 

hear of any meetings 1 2 1 4

Husband/father in law inform us what 

happens at mgs/Only men participate 

in community mtgs 1 2 2 2 2 6

Feel informed on priorities and issues 

in the community 3 1 1 2 2 9

Have small children/no time to 

participate 1 2 4 7

Took part in the past but got 

dissapointed/no trust 4 2  1 1 8

Wome are not involved in water 

management  1 1

North South

No water Water Provided No water Water provided
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Cholpon (27, south, no water) “We have no time for being active in the community. We 

have kids. My father-in-law used to participate and would always debrief me, but since he 

died, I don’t even know what is going on.” 

Equally in the north and the south of the country, the focus groups participants were 

pointing out that the husband or the father-in-law, in other words, a male household 

member more often, attends the public meetings, takes an active role in the initiatives or 

provides an opinion regarding the priority needs for the population in general. Most of the 

women agreed that it is the men who take part in local public affairs.  

Jazgul (33, north, no water) “Husbands usually take part in meetings. Mine told me about 

some discussions about a project on water improvement.” 

Rahat (38, north, water service) "My husband attended some public discussions where it 

was said that we would not be included as beneficiaries of the new water service and he 

was informing me of what was going on. Usually, men go as they are heads of families, 

and we have important household work." 

Asel (34, north, no water) “We have to improve so much in the family, so no time for 

attending public meetings. The difference between us and the first group [older women] 

is that their children are grown up, they have time.” 

Raikhan (61, south, water service) “No woman is engaged in the Community Association 

of Drinking Water Users.” 

It seemed to be that in some communities the women are rarely invited to participate, 

probably as it is taken for granted that they are represented 'through their men'. However, 

many stated that if they were invited, they would have surely participated if the topic was 

a possible provision of sustainable water supply. 

Bermet (59, south, water services) “We were never invited and never heard of any 

meetings related to water issues but there were some other public hearings regarding 

greenhouses and we did take part”. 
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Meerim (36, north, no water) "No, I was never informed of any meetings. Today we came 

because we heard there would be a discussion about water. We also have problems with 

the electricity supply." 

Interestingly, the notions of participation vs. being informed about the community affairs 

and projects were often interchanged or equated in the focus groups' discussions. 

Nurzat (27, north, water service) “My mother-in-law informs us of the projects in the 

community and then we discuss them as a family.” 

Darika (40, south, water service) “We are informed from what we see (roads are getting 

better, kindergarten reconstructed).” 

Another significant discouragement for women’s participation at the local level is a 

previous experience of disappointment with the local administration and the elected 

representatives. This was specifically voiced in the north. 

Baktygul (47, north, water service) “Why don’t they [municipal administration] install the 

water for all as was originally discussed? I asked them and they promised to do it next 

year. We were excluded from the process half-way. We never got to ask them to show 

the documentation with the project design.” 

Asel (34, north, no water) "I don't trust the local municipal administration. They don't 

provide us even with the minor benefits or services. Our municipality is rich but they don't 

solve even the smallest issues. The majority of the local council are the representatives 

of the bigger village in the municipality. We are in a smaller village." 

 

Women’s Political Engagement  

Almost in all of the focus groups, it was clearly expressed that there are not enough 

women in the politics as representatives in the local councils although they are important 

and their contribution matters (Table 10). However, the statement that women would vote 

for women candidates because they ‘raise important issues’ was repeated more than 

once. 
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Table 10 Focus Groups on political engagement 

Nuraida (36, north, water) “We used to have one female councilor. Owing to her initiative 

we got a new kindergarten.” 

A group, unison (south, water) “Women raise important issues, we would vote for 

women!” 

However, when trying to imagine themselves as potential candidates and to be the ones 

'who raise and fight for important issues' the women, it seemed, get easily skeptical and 

discouraged by various internal and external factors. They range from lack of time, lack 

of experience and intrinsic motivation - to external factors such as an experience of 

corruption, fear of being judged and fear of being ridiculed. This skepticism was equally 

distributed across different focus groups regardless if their overall living conditions were 

improved with better water services or not.  

Guliza (29, north, water) “No. I have never thought about it before. Therefore, I said 

immediately ‘no’.” 

Jazgul (33, north, water) “We [daughters-in-law] couldn’t run for the elections, we are 

young, only recently married and people would be gossiping.” 

An additional point was raised by young women, the kelins, who are often new to their 

community, as being married off from another village. 

Political Engagement

Older Young Older Young Older Young Older Young Occurrence

Served as a council deputy already 1 1 2

Not enough women in councils 1 2 2 2 7

Women were running but were not 

elected; lack of trust/transparency of 

institutions 1 2 3

Stereotype present - only men should 

be in politics 4 1 1 1 6

Would not run for the elections 2 1 1 2 6

I would not dare to run for elections 1 4 1 2 6

Would need a permission to run 5 5

Would need husband's support 3 2 5

It's comfortable like this - women are 

taken care of 1 1

North South

No water Water Provided No water Water provided
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Urkuya (26, south, water) "I would not run for elections. I lack experience. But if we (young 

women) had a job we would have had more experience. I came here to this village as a 

daughter-in-law, so I am new to people. In such cases, we need to earn their trust." 

The lack of courage, or even an interest to become politically active was particularly 

noticed in the focus groups in the north of the country where paradoxically more often 

women believed that there were not enough politically engaged women in local councils 

in general, where they were more often employed and living in less strict traditional family 

set-ups compared to their southern peers.  

Aigul (50, north, water) “There is no such woman among us. And nobody would listen to 

us anyway. When we speak, they pretend to listen to us, write it down and then they say 

we don’t have resources.” 

Asel (34, north, no water) “In the Kyrgyz mentality a woman cannot make a career more 

successful than her husband’s. Even I would not dare to do that. I am very active but 

when it brings conflict, I withdraw.”  
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Conclusions and recommendations 
 

General Observations 

 

The North-South division 

During the research, a number of differences in traditions, position and everyday life of 

women were observed along the 'North-South' divide. In the South, 100% of women from 

the young women focus groups lived in the same household with their mothers/fathers-

in-law, unlike the north where the situation was practically the opposite. They get married 

considerably earlier than their north peers. They are treated at home if sick, never leave 

households for any recreational activity, and are not involved in public life. Furthermore, 

the participants from the south are mostly not employed and have almost no other 

economic activities. In the north, a considerable number of the participants stated that 

they were employed or have another income source (at least during the summer). Having 

considered this it could be expected that the southern women would be less likely involved 

in public life or express an ambition to take part in political life. On the contrary, the women 

from the north were very easily dismissing this even as a theoretical possibility. 

Different practices of fetching the water 

According to the National Statistics Committee's published data for 2015, the percentage 

of the population with access to safe drinking water is 89.1% overall for the country, while 

it stands at 87.7% for Jalalabad and 96.4% for the Issyk Kul regions. The access to proper 

sanitation and wastewater management services according to the national statistics is 

much lower and covers only 28.6% of the country's population overall. According to the 

MICS report (UNICEF) for 2018, the overall country-wide coverage of the rural population 

with piped water into the dwelling or yard/plot is 55.7%. The breakdown per region 

provides the following insight – Issyk Kul (north) is 91.4% and Jalalabad (south) 53.6%, 

however, it does not specify whether it concerns rural or urban population. (National 

Statistics Committee, 2019) 
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During the research, it was quite clear that in many communities where there has been 

officially a public water supply service established the service did not, however, cover the 

entire population of the community. Consequently, in half of the focus groups from the 

municipalities where 'there is piped water provided to the dwelling' there were participants 

who still did not have water provision. This could be connected to the definition of the 

"centralized water system" used by the Government (KR-Government, 1999), which in 

practice could be a public standpipe in the center of the central village or several of them, 

but still far out of reach for many women or imply considerable time invested in water 

queuing. 

According to the UNICEF MICS, Kyrgyzstan survey for 2019 more than 55% of persons 

fetching the water are women over 15 years of age. The same survey classifies the 

sources and to some extent ways in which the water is brought from a source to the 

household: i) Piped water (Into dwelling, Into yard/plot, To neighbor, Public tap/ stand-

pipe); ii) Improved sources (Tube-well/ bore-hole; Protected well; Protected spring; 

Rainwater collection; Tanker truck; Cart with small tank; Bottled water; Sachet water) ; iii) 

Unimproved sources (Unprotected well; Unprotected spring; Surface water; Other)  

Furthermore, many ways of fetching water from an improved source (a 'satisfactory' 

category in the MICS relevant measuring) were deemed by all the focus groups 

participants as very problematic, especially to women: bore-hole in connection to tedious 

pumping, long-distance walking from protected well, tanker truck costs, etc. 

Additional to the official classifications of the fetching water modalities and sources the 

following different practices were revealed: from the irrigation canal, buying water, 

carrying water in 10L buckets, melting snow, collecting rain, pumping water from a 

shallow bore-hole, buying and filling concrete tanks, borrowing from the neighbor; sharing 

tank costs with the neighbor; water truck renting; carrying from public pipe stands; 

carrying in heavy metal barrels, bringing by car from another village; 20L barrels on a 

cart; transporting on donkeys from the irrigation canals. 
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Conclusions 

This study investigated the correlation between improved public services (on the example 

of drinking water supply service) and physical, social and economic wellbeing of women 

and girls in rural Kyrgyzstan. The study results have revealed that certain aspects of 

women`s health-related issues (physical) improved due to the provision of sustainable 

and modern water service, referring to chronic back problems, pains in the hands and 

strains provoked by weak hygiene practices of the children in the past. And also, the 

significant reduction of infectious diseases in their families. However, the social and 

economic wellbeing of women and girls, including their political representation were still 

remaining unaddressed and unresolved.  

In this regard the study highlights the following findings directed to two different levels:  

1) Local-self Government level: There is still persistent underrepresentation of 

women in local public meetings and community affairs that impedes the social and 

economic wellbeing of women. The inadequate delivery of information on public 

decision-making processes and lack of political willingness of the LSG bodies to 

engage more women and vulnerable groups lead to the absolute exclusion of them 

from the decision-making processes as the most relevant actors and beneficiaries. 

For instance, the study showed that there is no significant evidence that the availability 

of sustainable water services made local decision-making processes more 

participatory. Although women and girls are extremely knowledgeable about all clean 

water-related issues in rural areas, as they are directly involved in how to manage it 

on a household level (fetching, processing, disposal etc.) their involvement in 

consultations and decision-making processes at the community level is still minimal.  

2) Women’s role in the community: The factors related to patriarchal, social and 

traditional norms combined with the disappointment of promises not followed 

through by the local authorities heavily influence the mobility of women both in 

economic and political spheres. Moreover, the lack of self-confidence and limited 

capacity of women, especially the young ones keep them stay inactive even in the 

most critical situations.  
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The research has demonstrated that the improvement of certain public services may not 

be enough to influence the social and economic wellbeing of women and girls in rural 

areas, particularly when it comes to the reduction of unpaid care work. Women`s 

workload, especially those are young, has not been reduced significantly after the 

improvement of the water supply service. Moreover, the time released due to the 

improved service was mostly filled in by other types of household chores (unpaid work) 

instead of increase of time devoted to economic activities.  

Recommendations  

The results and findings of this study show that there is still room for improvements in 

overall work of the PSI project and helps to build up the following recommendations:  

1) Coherent gender-inclusive requirements should be developed both for LSG bodies 

and the service providers at the local level for undertaking gender mainstreaming 

approaches and ensure the proper representation of women in local public 

meetings. For this purpose, there is need to conduct an assessment of the 

effectiveness of the participation mechanisms in current local governance and 

public service management systems. 

Taking into account the primary beneficiaries of public services, collecting gender-

disaggregated data and ensuring the proper delivery of information on relevant events to 

all residents, as well as the consideration of their opinions in carrying out the further 

activities will be highly recommended. Such participatory approach will help to better 

calculation of what are the actual needs of water volume in a typical household and to 

relieve the women of the ‘water wasting blame’, and will have a long-term impact by 

addressing the strategic needs of women in rural areas. 

2) There is a need to create conditions for the mobilization of women in order to 

address the issues reflecting and addressing their practical and strategic needs. 

For this reason, it is necessary to ensure a meaningful engagement of local 

NGOs/CSOs, and the representatives of women and youth organizations in 

awareness raising, capacity building as well as in monitoring the implementation 

of local activities.   
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The productive cooperation with the local NGOs/CSOs working in the field of women’s 

rights, including their work in mobilizing women, assisting in their capacity building and 

awareness raising campaigns at local level, will contribute to the project’s activities in 

highlighting that there is a need for a multidimensional approach to resolve the issues 

related to social, economic and political empowerment of women.  
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