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Abstract  
 
Water insecurity is one of the biggest socio-environmental challenges of our time. As 

water gets scarce, already disempowered groups become further marginalized. Throughout 

the last decades “good” water governance has been presented by global institutions and 

organizations as a key concept to render water management more effective, sustainable and 

democratic. However, general theories of “good” governance have been criticized for 

being gender-blind and for failing to recognize how governance is adopted at a local level, 

leading to different outcomes for people based on their social identity. The aim of this 

thesis is to identify water governance arrangements in Caltongo, a peri-urban community 

in Mexico City, and analyze what outcomes these arrangements have for women. The 

thesis builds on a feminist political ecology framework that cuts through both theory and 

method. Empirical data is collected through semi-structured interviews with women and 

community leaders in Caltongo. The analysis builds on a model that uses three concepts to 

define governance: resources, mechanisms and outcomes. The results of this analysis show 

that the strategies that women in Caltongo draw from to access water are based around 

political involvement, cash payment for water services and social networks. The outcomes 

are different for different women depending on their ability to use these strategies.  

 

Key words: Water insecurity, water governance, peri-urban interference, feminist political 

ecology  
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1. Introduction  

 

In almost all regions of the world water looms as a cause of crisis because of 

overexploitation of ground water and contamination of surface water (Bennet et al. 

2005). Water is considered a human right, and according to the UN this means that 

everyone has the right to sufficient, continuous, safe, physically accessible and 

affordable water for personal and domestic use (UN-Water 2018). Still it is estimated 

that over 1.1 billion individuals lack access to water from a clean, safe source (UN-

Habitat 2018).  

 

Since the 1980s and 1990s global institutions and organizations have seen “good” 

water governance as the key to more sustainable and democratic water management. 

“Good” governance is informed by neoliberal ideas and has been translated to 

decentralization of the water sector from the state to an increased involvement by 

both the private sector and different water user groups (Batterbury & Fernando 

2006). In the shift to “good” water governance, water is seen as an economic rather 

than a public good, leading to an overall exclusion on poor water users living outside 

the formal coverage of water infrastructure. As a result, water services in informal 

areas typically take place through a high diversity of both formal and informal 

practices, and new local forms of governance are shaped over which the state has 

little control (Allen et al. 2006).  

 

The ways in which water governance is adopted at a local level is place-specific and 

depends on both social dynamics and the resources available at the location (Cleaver 

& Hamada 2010). Hence, environmental and/or social changes affect the way water 

governance is adopted at a local level. Furthermore, the way water governance is 

adopted tends to have different outcomes for women. This is because men and 

women have different gendered relations to water. It means that rights, access to 

water as well as the responsibilities for the management of water differ based on 

gender (Ahlers, & Zwarteveen 2009). For example, women in Latin America are 

most commonly responsible for domestic water provision and management in 

households (Allen et al. 2006; Bennet et al. 2005). However according to previous 

studies, women tend to have less power over decision making processes that concern 

water management (Harris 2009).  

 

One of the first countries to adapt to the principals of "good" water governance was 

Mexico. In an attempt to solve both the water and economic crisis, the country 

adopted a new national water law in 1992 with the objectives to decentralize water 

management and open the door for privatization of municipal service provision 

(Wilder & Lankao 2006). However, after decades of "good" water governance, water 

consumption levels are higher than ever and despite "democratization processes" 

involving various stakeholder groups, the privilege of water access is closely tied to 

political and economic power (ibid).  

 

Processes of decentralization, privatization and commercialization of water services 

have resulted in great differences of water access between different areas, depending 

on the ability of water users to pay for water services. Generally speaking, the 
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central, more affluent areas of Mexico City have access to functioning water 

infrastructure, while poorer informal communities in the urban periphery often lack 

water infrastructure altogether. One such community that is suffering from water 

insecurity is Caltongo. Caltongo is located in the urban periphery of Mexico City and 

has traditionally been an agricultural community. Over the last decades, however, it 

has been in the process of rapid urbanization due to the establishment of informal 

settlements. This urbanization has contributed to the degradation of water resources, 

as well as changes in the social structure of the community.  Previous research 

addressed how these changes affect agricultural practices and ecosystem services 

(Rosales, 2016) however, there are no current analyses about how these processes 

affect water governance and gender. This provoked my interest to find out more 

about how water governance is shaped in Caltongo and what outcomes this has for 

women in the community.  

1.1 Statement of purpose 

The aim of this thesis is to understand specific governance arrangements for 

accessing water for household consumption in Caltongo, and the outcomes these 

arrangements have for women. In other words, the research questions investigated in 

this thesis are:  

 

• What are the governance arrangements for accessing water for domestic use 

in Caltongo?   

 

• What outcomes do these governance arrangements have for women in 

Caltongo? 

 

 

• How do women in Caltongo practice agency to actively shape arrangements 

of water governance and improve their access to water?  

 

1.2 Delimitations 

Furthermore, the focus of this study lies solely on water for household consumption. 

Hence, issues of irrigation or other activities outside the household will not be 

accounted for in the analysis. Furthermore, it is out of the scope of the study to 

compare how men and women are affected differently by water insecurity, or how 

their involvement in the decision-making processes differs. The focus is rather on the 

women’s experiences alone.  

1.4 Outline of thesis  

This first chapter of this thesis has introduced the subject and considerations that 

have formed the research questions. Furthermore, the necessary delimitations have 

been discussed. In chapter two, the theoretical framework for the thesis will be 

presented. First, the concept of water governance, and how it is used in this thesis in 

form of a framework will be described. Second, the academic field of Feminist 

Political Ecology (FPE) will be introduced as it makes up the analytical point of 

departure for this thesis. Thereafter, I will provide necessary background information 

about Mexico to place the thesis into context. In chapter four, I will present the 
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community of Caltongo that is the case study of this thesis. In chapter five, 

methodological considerations related to FPE studies and field methods will be 

discussed. I will also present the ethical considerations of the thesis' issues that 

appeared related to the interviews. In chapter six, the empirical results of the 

interviews will be presented, structured around the theoretical framework presented 

in chapter two. In the seventh chapter, I will discuss the results and make some 

suggestions for future research before concluding the thesis in chapter eight. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 

This thesis applies Feminist Political Ecology as broader theoretical framework for 

analysis and the concept of water governance in order frame the research questions. 

First, a brief background about governance and how it has evolved as a concept and a 

political agenda on a global level is provided. Second, I will describe how water 

governance can be analyzed at a local level and how I use the concept in this thesis. 

Finally, a theoretical background of feminist political ecology will be presented. 

2.1 Water Governance  

The concept of governance has been an increasingly important element in debates 

about society and development. The recent popularity of the concept is related to the 

changing role of the state in a progressively more globalized and interconnected 

world, where public-private partnerships, global institutions, civil society and NGO´s 

have become increasingly important in policy making and realizing development 

goals (Ramasar 2014; Cleaver & Franks 2007). Governance provides a way of 

conceptualizing this evolving network of relationships between different actors in 

society (Cleaver & Franks 2007).  

 

Governance involves many different actors and plays out on different scales (global, 

regional local etc.). This system can be contrasted with governments, which was the 

hegemonic way of ordering societies until the late 1970s. During this époque there 

was a shared commitment in the world for state intervention to aid economic 

development and power was centralized. The shift in power from governments to 

governance appeared between 1980 and 1990. The concept of governance was 

inspired by new ideas of how to achieve economic growth, namely by reducing state 

intervention in the economy. This idea emerged from neoclassical economic 

propositions together with political projects of implementing them and are often 

labeled as ‘neoliberalism’. 

 
To understand how Mexico and other developing countries were affected by the shift 

to governance, it is necessary to refer to the Washington Consensus and the Post 

Washington Consensus. The Washington Consensus was a set of strategies, 

including privatization, liberalization and macro-stability that international 

organisations encouraged countries in financial crisis and post-colonial states to 

adopt. The ideas were regarded as attractive as they offered a “package solution” for 

economic development. Furthermore, many countries had no choice but to succumb 

as this was generally a pre-condition to obtain loans from the World Bank and to 

paid foreign debts. Market liberalization was introduced through structural 

adjustment programs attached to shock therapy strategies developed for countries in 

financial crisis in Latin America and Asia, and as loans for post-colonial countries in 

Africa (Ramasar 2014).  

 

When the market mechanisms failed to solve the problems of these states, failure was 

blamed on so called “weak governments”. The Post Washington Consensus 

advocated a normative prescription of “good governance”, including norms of 

transparency, property rights and corporate governance - all norms that lie at the 

heart of neoliberalism. In accordance to the Post Washington Consensus ideas, the 

state has an important role in facilitating the market. The term “good governance” 
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has become an umbrella term for any package of public sector reforms designed to 

create lasting changes in accordance to a large set of principles that relate to 

neoliberal economic and political models (Batterbury & Fernando 2006). The 

neoliberal policies were soon spread to the water sector as water is crucial for 

production. The changes in the water sector have translated into increased 

participation by both private sector and different water user groups (Dávila-Poblete 

& Nieves Rico 2005: page 32). Neoliberal proponents argue that the marketization of 

water will foster sustainable development, since prize mechanisms are assumed to 

adjust the resource use and halt depletion. They consider that water scarcity can be 

managed by public private partnerships and full cost recovery. Furthermore, 

proponents of privatization argue that this process will increase democracy by better 

reflecting governance by various stakeholders (Ahlers & Zwarteveen 2009).  

 

To foster "good" governance, various actors are involved in managing water and 

policies are made by non-state actors. Market actors are setting the price for water 

and international organizations such as the World Bank, the WTO and the IMF are 

driving the water governance agendas in the countries that participated in structural 

adjustment programs (Castro 2004; Ramasar 2014). At the International conference 

on Water and Environment in 1992, the Dublin statement on water and sustainability 

was adopted and has been guiding decision-making about water in countries across 

the globe ever since (Ramasar 2014; Bennet et al. 2005). The statement established a 

set of global water governance norms that came to be known as Integrated Water 

Resource Management (IWRM). These have been articulated as four guiding 

principles for water management  

  

1. Fresh water is a finite and valuable resource, essential to sustain life, 

development and the environment. 

2. Water development and management should be based on participatory 

approaches, involving users, planners and policy-makers at all levels. 

3. Women play a central part in the provision, management and safeguarding of 

water.  

4. Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be recognized 

as an economic good. 
 

The first principle has been important in terms of focusing attention on the 

importance of sustainable development, which has become a key factor in all 

development discussions. The second principle has mainstreamed the participatory 

approach in water development that is so characteristic for modern governance 

(Bennet et al. 2005). The two last principles are, however, the most relevant with 

regards to this thesis. The third principle is, according to Bennet and her co-authors 

(2005), the least understood and therefore the most marginalized of the principals. 

The fourth principle has led to a conceptual shift from water as a basic right to water 

as a commodity (ibid). Ironically, the fourth principle has, arguably, led to the 

undermining of the third principal and instead increased gender inequality with 

regards to access and control over water (ibid).  

 

The idea of treating water as a commodity builds on the assumption that all 

individuals are rational market players, and thereby fails to consider how people are 

shaped or constrained by their social, political or material context (Bennet et al. 

2005). For example, women are more often poorer than men and less likely to own 

property or economically productive assets, which reduces their power in a market 
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economy (Crow & Sultana 2002).  Furthermore, through the gender division of labor, 

women are expected to be responsible for the private sphere, which is socially rather 

than economically productive (Bennet et al. 2005). An alternative way to understand 

the market economy involves the recognition that markets are shaped by the reality 

in which they function, i.e. they are affected by laws, social interactions and 

historical relations of production (Ahlers & Zwarteveen 2009). Hence, the largely 

unregulated markets depend on non-market exchange and work because of unequal 

relations, such as unpaid domestic labor in the households that supports the paid 

economy (Ahlers & Zwarteveen 2009). By neglecting these aspects, the idea of 

“good” governance effectively masks the class and social relations that are 

redistributing wealth to those holding politic and economic power (Ramasar 2014). 

 

2.2 Water Governance as a theoretical framework for the thesis 

The previous section described how “good” water governance has developed at a 

global scale and mentioned some of the gender consequences of policies related to 

the concept. However, in informal areas that lack access to water infrastructure, 

water access is complex and depends on many more aspects than just formal water 

policies. Therefore, I have chosen to work with a definition of water governance by 

Peter Rogers and Alan Hall (2003: page 7), who describe water governance as 

follows:  

 

´The range of political, social, economic and administrative systems that are in place 

to develop and manage water resources, and the delivery of water services at all 

different levels of society’. 

 

This definition is suitable for this thesis, as it points to the need of understanding 

water governance in a context of social relationships and societal processes, enabling 

feminist and intersectional analyses. Building on this definition, Cleaver and Franks 

(2007) developed a framework for water governance that was further adopted by 

Cleaver and Hamada (2010) to better fit with gender analyses. This framework is 

illustrated in Figure 3 and serves as the theoretical basis for my analysis of water 

governance in Caltongo. The framework builds on elements from social theory, post-

institutional theory, livelihood approaches, chronic poverty research and writing of 

gender empowerments (Cleaver & Hamada 2010: pages 28, 29). As already stated in 

chapter 1, it depends on three key concepts: resources, mechanisms and outcomes, 

which will be defined in the following subsections. 
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Figure 1. Model for water governance according to Cleaver and Hamada (2010) 

 

2.2.1 Resources 

Resources in society are both material, like the natural environment and capital, and 

non-material resources, such as rights, laws and entitlements. In the context of water 

governance, resources are unevenly distributed between different groups of people. 

For example, women are more likely to be poor than men and less likely to own 

private property. The uneven distribution of material resources, such as land 

ownership and economic capital, tends to be further reinforced by non-material 

resources, such as rights and entitlements. Rights and entitlements play an important 

role in shaping the way in which women feel able to participate in different 

mechanisms of water access, such as water committees or water user groups. It also 

has effects on how easy or difficult it is for women to make their voices heard within 

these mechanisms and to actively take part in shaping them to suit their needs 

(Cleaver & Hamada 2010).  

 

Furthermore, dominant policies and economic trends at a global and national level 

set the context for local water governance arrangements. For example, policies that 

promote commercialization and privatization are translated into mechanisms of 

individual entitlements and tariffs. The shift in policy towards treating water as an 

economic good has led to prioritizing uses of water that are generating monetary 

income, while largely neglecting water practices that are instead socially productive 

(Ahlers 2002).  

  

2.1.2 Mechanisms  

Mechanisms are the instruments, both formal and informal, that people use to gain 

access to water. It includes institutions such as committees, collective labor groups, 

fees, queue arrangements, technology, etc. Both water management and access are 

shaped by other societal relationships and structures of inequality. The mechanisms 

are therefore rarely gender neutral but have different implications for men and 

women. They are shaped by norms that determine what is socially accepted for each 

gender to do and in what way they can do it. It can range from what technologies are 

considered to be proper to be used by each gender or how women and men organize 
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in different types of water user associations to how they are expected to behave 

within these associations (Clever & Hamada 2010).  

 

2.1.3 Outcomes  

The way in which men and women can use different mechanisms to access water 

leads to different outcomes in several areas of life. First, outcomes can be seen in the 

actual access to water including quality, quantity, availability and timing of water. 

Second, outcomes of water governance can be seen in social relations and processes 

through, for example, conflicts over access or instances of inclusion and exclusion. 

Third, outcomes can be seen in the political domain as structures of power and 

influence, and are changed through the workings of different mechanisms, and 

previously marginalized people can gain a political voice through participation. 

Finally, different mechanisms also have various repercussions on the environment, 

which is interlinked with outcomes for people in many ways (Cleaver and Hamada 

2010).  

 

2.1.4 Processes and agency  

Changes in the pattern or configuration of resources, mechanisms and outcomes of 

water governance are produced by conscious and unconscious activities of 

negotiation, decision making and action. Cleaver and Franks denote these activities 

as processes (2007). Additionally, they apply the term agency to refer to the ability to 

shape these processes. According to Cleaver and Hamada (2010), gender and other 

aspects of people's social identity tend to affect their ability to challenge and reshape 

inequitable governance structures due to power imbalances, norms and expectations. 

Those with more power often have the ability to shape governance arrangements to 

their advantage. For example, cultural and ideological norms may deny that power 

inequalities exist or deny that they are unjust by pointing to assumed differences 

between different groups of people. Subordinate groups are likely to accept this, or 

even collude with oppression, if challenging the structures seems either impossible or 

comes at a heavy personal and social cost (Kabeer 2005). Yet, active agency is a 

precondition for achieving one’s goals and achievements in one's sphere of life, 

which, in turn, can lead to achievements in other spheres and thus lead to 

empowerment.   

 

2.3 Feminist Political Ecology  

Feminist political ecology (FPE) is used as a broader framework in this thesis to 

analyze structures of power and gender. FPE has emerged from Political Ecology 

(PE), with which it shares much common ground. PE uses various analytical tools to 

make critical analyses of human-environmental relationships. PE scholars challenge 

common “apolitical” explanations of environmental problems, most commonly eco-

scarcity and modernization theories, by putting them into a political context (Robbins 

2012). PE challenges Malthusian influenced explanations that overpopulation and 

poverty are the primary cause for resource depletion. Instead, the analyses highlight 

power relations in the society that shape capitalist socio-ecological relations as an 

explanation, claiming that those in power are able to control who has access to 

resources and how resources are utilized (Cook & Swyngedouw 2012).  

 



15 

 

Just like PE, FPE also emphasizes themes like rights and responsibilities and 

marginalization and vulnerability. In contrast to PE, which frequently privileges class 

as the most important source of socio-political inequality, however, FPE sees gender 

as an equally important factor in human environmental relationships (Elmhirst 2011). 

When a common interest at the local scale is assumed, researchers fail to see power 

relations based on factors of social identity within the community or the household 

(Rocheleau et al. 1996: page 722). FPE seeks to actively address these issues by 

moving towards an interdisciplinary approach where PE analyses are used in 

combination with feminist methodologies that serve to highlight the intersections 

between identity, such as gender, class and ethnicity, and political/economic power 

relations (Buechler & Hanson 2015).  

 

Many Western feminist scholars have failed to understand the various forms of 

oppression experienced by poor women in developing countries by proposing a 

universal feminist category that assumes that all women have the same needs and 

interests (Mohanty 2003). Here, post-colonial feminists have made important 

contributions to FPE by emphasizing the intersectional perspective of the theory by 

stating:  

 

“FPE must theorize a more complex and messier notion of ‘gender’. One that 

accounts for race, racialization and racism more explicitly” (Molett & Faria 2013: 

page 117). 

 

This is important as patriarchy and racism are mutually imbued in shaping human-

environmental relationships (Molett & Faria 2013: page 117). These views have 

influenced both methodology, field method and the analysis of the interviews in this 

thesis, which will be further explained in the methodology chapter.  
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3. Background about Mexico 

 

This chapter will provide necessary background information to put the case study of 

the thesis into context. In the previous chapter we learned that women and men have 

different responsibilities in relation to water and draw from different strategies or 

mechanisms to access water due to culturally and socially constructed gender roles. 

To get a better understanding of what this means in the specific context of Mexico, 

the chapter will start providing some general information about Mexico followed by 

how gender roles and water relate in the Mexican context. To broaden the 

understanding of water related challenges in Mexico City, the problems in water 

management in Mexico City will be discussed as well. In the previous chapter, we 

also learned that global and national water policy affect the ways in which water 

governance is adopted at a local level. Therefore, I will also describe how polices of 

water governance have been adopted and implemented in the Mexican context.  

Finally, to understand the specific challenges of water insecurity in peri-urban 

communities like Caltongo, the chapter ends with a section on the characteristics of 

peri-urban communities.  

 

3.1 Mexico - a country of contrasts    

With 121 million inhabitants, Mexico is the second most populous country in Latin 

America. Today, 79% of the Mexican population live in urban areas (CIA 2017), 

where the largest concentration of the population is found in the capital Mexico City 

and its surroundings. The increased urbanization of Mexico City and the neighboring 

State of Mexico resulted in the designation of a metropolitan area known as Mexico 

City Metropolitan Area (MCMA) with 21 million inhabitants (Country Watch 2017).  

 

Even though Mexico is considered a middle-income country by the World Bank 

(2018) and is ranked the 14th largest economy in the world (CIA 2017), wealth is 

distributed extremely unevenly.  Approximately 40% of the population live in 

poverty due to low real wages, high unemployment and inequitable income 

distribution (CIA 2017). It is also estimated that about two thirds of the population 

work partly or fully within the informal sector.  

3.2 Gender relations in Mexico 

Mexico is a country with traditional social values, where family and kinship are 

important and form the basis of the social structures (Landguiden 2017). Most 

Mexican families are nuclear with traditional gender roles, where the father is a 

patriarch and the mother is responsible for the household and moral education. Many 

families, especially in poorer areas, are living with other relatives under the same 

roof (ibid).  

 

Two terms that are frequently used for describing gender roles in Latin American 

studies are ‘machismo’ (an exaggerated masculinity for men) and ‘marianismo’ (a 

passive, nurturing role for women) (Villegas et al. 2010). The roots of machismo and 

marianismo can be traced to the colonial period where colonial attitudes of male 

superiority were overlain with the idea that indigenous women were racially inferior. 
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As indigenous women were also victims of conquest, the ground work was laid for 

male supremacy and further reinforced by the Catholic Church through its values of 

female domesticity and fidelity, and through the patrilineal kinship system (Chant 

1991).  

 

Machismo can be broadly defined as a system of patriarchy associated with male 

control over women in all spheres of life: ideological, legal, economical and physical 

(Villegas et al. 2010; Chant 1991). Machismo idealizes men as providers and 

protectors of their families (Villegas et al. 2010). Marianismo is a gender role theme 

that defines the ideal woman. In the case of Mexico, this role relates to the Lady of 

Guadalupe, a Mexican version of the Virgin Mary. This gender identity is about 

being a generous mother who renounces personal interests in favor of those of her 

children and husband. It should be recognized that machismo and marianismo are 

gender stereotypes. Nevertheless, they are useful concepts to understand the basis for 

gender relations in Mexican households (Villages et al. 2010). 

 

As a result of the patriarchal social structures, women tend to have considerably less 

influence over decision-making processes that concern the community or larger 

scales of water planning and management (Bennet et al. 2005). First, water 

management is traditionally seen as a question of pure engineering, which is 

associated with masculinity in Mexico as well as other countries in Latin America 

(Zwateveen & Bennet 2005). Second, gender roles and expectations that encourage 

woman to be more passive than men constrain women from having an active role in 

public matters (ibid). As a result, it is often hard for women to attend meetings about 

water use or to speak up at these meetings and be taken seriously (Zwateveen & 

Bennet 2005). Excluding women from decision-making processes does not only lead 

to the disempowerment of women, but also to the loss of valuable opportunities to 

design the most effective community water systems (Bennet et al. 2005). However, 

even if women are often excluded from official political processes that determine 

water use, they often find alternative ways to organize at a local scale with important 

ecological results. For example, women in poor communities often take on the 

responsibility when the state fails to deliver basic services, such as waste reduction 

or recycling, which indirectly leads to cleaner water (Buechler & Hanson 2015).  
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3.3 Water insecurity in Mexico City 

 

Water insecurity refers to inadequate quality, quantity and reliability of water (Crow 

& Sultana 2002). Of the many social-environmental challenges MCMA is facing, 

most experts and scientist argue that water insecurity is the most serious one 

(Conolly 2007).  

 

Due to the geographical location and climate of Mexico City, problems of droughts 

and floods have been a complicated issue ever since the Aztecs founded the 

Tenochtitlan, todays Mexico City. In order to adapt to the climatological conditions, 

the city was expanded through Chiampas, even known as “floating gardens,” that 

embarked on the lake Texcoco. Texcoco and other surrounding lakes were, however, 

increasingly drained by the Spanish conquistadors in the 16th century. Since then, this 

process has continued and been nearly completed by modern engineers resulting in a 

severe shortage of fresh water in the city and its surroundings (Miller 2007).  

 

Water in Mexico is administrated based on watershed/basin boundaries. Mexico City 

is included in the Mexican Valley Watersheds Regional Administration, which 

manages the water in all of Mexico City, the 17 most populous municipalities in 

MCMA, and one municipality in the state of Hidalgo. All the municipalities in the 

watershed share the same sources of water as well as the infrastructure for water 

distribution (WHO 2012; Trotajada 2006). The water supply in the watershed 

depends primarily on groundwater sources from the aquifer of the valley (accounting 

for 70% of the water provision), and secondary on interbasin transfers from the 

Lerma Balsas and Cutzamala river system (accounting for approximately 24% of the 

water provision) (Trotajada 2006). The annual rate that is withdrawn from the 

aquifers is significantly higher than the recharge rate (Zwateveen & Bennet 2005). 

The subsidence has resulted in serious damage to the poorly maintained water 

infrastructure, including the supply and sewage systems, and caused degradation of 

the groundwater quality.  

 

It is estimated that between 30-50% percent of all groundwater extracted is lost due 

to leaking pipes, faulty installations and illegal connections (Castro 2004; Trotajada 

2007). These problems have required the construction of very expensive pumping 

stations to remove sewage- and storm water from Mexico City (Trotajada 2006). The 

problems are especially difficult during the rainy season, where parts of the city 

always tend to get flooded (Lopez 2011). Finally, a combination of contamination 

from industries, the agricultural sector and households worsen the poor water quality 

and only a fraction of sewage water is being treated (Castro 2004). Furthermore, 

governments, frequently fail to control both water consumption and contamination. 

In 2000, it was estimated that only 67% of all water consumption (including 

domestic, industrial and agricultural) was registered, the rest was “illegal” (Trotajada 

2006).   

 

Water distribution is strikingly uneven between families and neighborhoods, making 

water insecurity a reality for many people. In 2006, it was estimated that the average 

water consumption in affluent areas in downtown Mexico City was 600 liters per 

person and day, while the corresponding number for poorer areas with a high number 

of informal households was 20 liters per day (Trotajada 2006). It is estimated that 

97.2% of the urban population in Mexico have access to so called "improved" water 
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sources, which implies that each person has access to water from a protected source 

within 30 min of reach (Shaheed et al. 2014). Sources that are considered "improved" 

include private or public taps or standpipes, tube wells or boreholes, protected dug 

wells, protected springs and rainwater collection (WHO 2012). Even though the 

percentage that has access to these sources seems high, this classification says little 

about whether the water is safe or adequate, as such variables are more difficult to 

measure (Kjellén 2007). It should also be considered that "improved" water is 

measured for survival. It does not mean that it is sufficient for a healthy life, which 

ideally means that water should be available at home (Kjellén 2007).  

 

Water supply cuts are very common in MCMA, especially in poorer communities 

under the dry season (Trotajada 2006). The quality of water is highly questionable 

even when treated, since quality measurements are not enforced and seldom made 

available (Trotajada 2006). In poor areas of Mexico City, waterborne diseases related 

to poor hygiene caused by insufficient water and water contaminated with fecal 

matters are common and are one of the main cause for child mortality (Lopez 2011). 

A strong distrust in public water is reflected in the fact that Mexico is the world’s 

largest per capita consumer of bottled water. Even households that have direct access 

to piped water in their houses, tend to spend a considerable share of their income on 

purified water that is sold in shops or by informal water vendors (Trotajada 2006). 

3.4 “Good” water governance in Mexico  

 

Since the late 1990s Mexico has undergone a paradigm shift in water governance 

from having a highly centralized governance system to a system characterized by 

privatization and commercialization (Wilder & Lankao 2006). Throughout the 20th 

century until the 1980s, Mexico was known for being a highly centralized state. With 

regards to Water management the Secretary of Water Resources was responsible for 

all operational and organizational decision-making about water, both at a state and 

municipal level (Wilder 2010). However, this was about to change radically due to a 

series of events. In the 1980s, it was established that Mexico suffered from a water 

crisis. The water infrastructure was disastrous, and the government lacked the 

financial means to restore it (Wilder & Lankao 2006). The country was experiencing 

the worst economic crisis in the country’s history and was highly in debt. As a result, 

Mexico had no choice but to seek international assistance to restructure its debt 

(Wilder 2010).  

 

In accordance to the prevailing neoliberal thinking, the IMF framed the water crises 

in Mexico as a result of inefficient administration, lack of market mechanisms and 

legal insecurity of water rights (Castro 2004: page 335).  To solve not just the water 

crisis but also the economic crisis, Mexico became one of the first countries to adapt 

the structural adjustment policies that the IMF and the world bank introduced in the 

1980s. The program demanded limited public spending and encouraged private 

involvement in the economy. It thereby reconfigured the Mexican state and its 

responsibilities by emphasizing economic rationality and competition (Ahlers 2005).  

The underlying objective of these policies was to promote global free trade, 

facilitated by transnational agreements and regulated by supranational constitutional 

bodies such as the WTO (ibid). 
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The core of the new Mexican economic strategy was the North American Free Trade 

(NAFTA) agreement that was signed in 1994. In order to participate in NAFTA, 

Mexico was under pressure to modernize its water policy framework and water 

systems. A new water resources policy had to be established that would increase 

industrial and agricultural productivity, ensure water quality and address supply and 

maintenance issues (Wilder 2010). The agreement led to intensified water usage due 

to increasing industrial productions reforms in the agricultural sector (Wilder & 

Lankao 2005). 

In 1992, in the preparation of the NAFTA agreement Mexico adopted the most 

expansive reform in Mexican water policy ever seen through the new National Water 

Law (Ley de Aguas Nacionales), which is the same water law that Mexico has today. 

The law was designed in close consultation with the World Bank and aimed to create 

a "new culture of water" focused on the three principles of efficiency, 

decentralization and sustainability. Its main objective was to decentralize water 

management from federal to state and municipal level, and open the door for 

privatization of municipal service provision (Wilder & Lankao 2006). It allowed the 

federal government to grant concessions to lower level governments and non-state 

concessionaries to manage urban water services, although water resources 

themselves remained legally under the jurisdiction of the federal government (ibid). 

 

According to Ahlers and Zwarteveen (2009) privatization processes of water 

involved two parallel processes of transformation:  privatization and 

commercialization. Privatization involves the reorganization of water allocation with 

resources and assets going from public to private ownership, whereas 

commercialization involves "effective" distribution of water by introducing the 

primacy of economic rationality and its economic institutions into the water sector 

(ibid). Commercializing water concerns the distribution stage and involves 

emphasizing private sector norms, which center on profit-making and maximized 

efficiency, so that consumers pay for water according to the market value (Ahlers & 

Zwarteveen 2009). 

 

Mexico got a combination of privatization and commercialization of water. 

Privatization was limited to changing ownership from public to private entitlement. 

Management was decentralized but not privatized as property rights to the 

infrastructure, and control over the new pricing system remained under the cities' 

governments’ control. Commercialization, in contrast, has been implemented to its 

full extent (Ahlers 2005) as the private sector became responsible for distribution, 

billing, customer support, and maintenance of the water networks (Trotajada 2006).  

 

Water institutions in Mexico today   

Today, Mexico's water is managed by the National Water Commission (CONAGUA) 

that was constituted in 1989 (Comición Nacional del Agua 2018). The tasks of 

CONAGUA include, administration of national waters, management and control of 

the hydrologic system and promotion of social development. CONAGUA is a 

decentralized agency of the Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources 

(SEMARNAT). It is divided into thirteen regional administrations based on 

watershed/basin boundaries. The Mexico Valley Watershed Regional Administration 

manages the water supply for MCMA and one municipality in the state of Hidalgo. 
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In 2003, the Water Systems of Mexico City, or Sistema de Aguas de la Ciudad de 

México (SACMEX), was formed with responsibility for administration, distribution, 

and sale of water from CONAGUA to the municipalities and delegations in the 

watershed. However, the operations by CONAGUA and SACMEX are performed by 

private contractors through opened or closed bidding processes. Each municipality is 

then responsible for water distribution and sanitation to their own inhabitants. 

SACMEXS manages development and management of larger water infrastructure 

networks, whereas smaller and older water infrastructure systems are managed by the 

municipalities through community mobilizations (Ahlers & Zwarteveen 2009).  

 

 

3.5 Water governance and the Peri-Urban Interference 

 

As discussed in previous sections, the impacts of neoliberal governance depend on a 

variety of social relations and environmental realities. Hence, access to and influence 

over water is very different in different local contexts. In order to approach the field 

study of Caltongo, this section aims to explain what characterizes the social and 

environmental and institutional landscape in peri-urban interference. Building on 

these characteristics a brief discussion about how governance plays out in the context 

of the peri-urban interference will be provided.  

 

The peri-urban interference (PUI) does not just refer to the fringes of the city, but to 

a context with both urban and rural characteristics that coexist in environmental, 

social, economic and institutional terms (Dávila 2005). Even if the PUI has its own 

sets of characteristics, Aguilar (2008) argues that it is important to understand the 

PUI as part of the city rather than an independent zone. This is because it is 

integrated to the city in many ways and because there is a strong mutual dependence 

between the two. The PUI provides the city with agricultural products, recreational 

opportunities, labor force and natural resources including water. The city, on the 

other hand, provides the PUI with manufactured products, services, job opportunities 

but also with all types of solid and liquid waste (ibid).   

 

Environmental Characteristics 

From an environmental perspective the PUI is a mosaic of "natural", productive and 

"urban" ecosystems that all condition and affect each other (Dávila-Poblete & Nieves 

Rico 2005). These ecosystems consist of material and energy flows that are 

demanded in the city as a whole.  For example, PUI often plays an essential role in 

the provision of water to nearby supply facilities, such as reservoirs and the area 

where underground water sources are replenished. Urban-based demands require 

water and other resources which were previously used by peri-urban inhabitants or 

were essential to valuable eco-systems (Allen et al. 2006). Even though PUI tends to 

be rich in water, its inhabitants commonly suffer from inefficient access to water as it 

is distracted to more central and richer parts of the city (Trotajada 2006). There tends 

to be a frequent lack of adequate infrastructure for water provision and the problem 

to access clean water is further aggravated by contamination from the mix of 

agriculture, domestic and industrial uses that prevail in the PUI (Allen et al. 2006).  
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The constant contamination of PUI that designates both from within the territory and 

the central city has serious health implications for the peri-urban dwellers. It has been 

argued that the peri-urban dwellers live in the “worst or of both worlds” as they tend 

to be exposed to a combination of urban and rural health hazards associated with 

waterborne pathogens (Conolly 2007). First, the household and surface drainage 

systems are most often combined, which increases the risk of exposure to waterborne 

diseases. Second, since water resources are limited, it is common that untreated 

waste water is used for irrigation, which poses a health risk for agricultural workers 

and for consumers of the food produced with this type of irrigation. Finally, peri-

urban settlements are often built on less attractive land that is exposed to different 

types of pollution and/or with risk of flooding with the contaminated water (Allan et 

al. 2006). 

 

The PUI in the delegación of Xochimilco, the delegación where Caltongo is located, 

is no exception. It has a piped network to extract water from within its territory, but 

most of this water is desiccated to the central parts of the city. Approximately 40% of 

the drinking water in Mexico City comes from aquifers in Xochimilco (Trotajada 

2006). The water resources in Xochimilco are being heavily overexploited and the 

aquifers are constantly diminishing. As a result, the delegation of Xochimilco fails to 

deliver sufficient water to its own inhabitants, despite its vast resources of fresh 

water (ibid). 

 

Social-Economic Characteristics 

From a socio-economic viewpoint the PUI presents several peculiarities, where the 

emphasis is on heterogeneity. The uneven process of urbanization is generally 

accompanied by land speculation, shifting economic activities of higher productivity 

and the emergence of informal settlements. Small scale farmers, informal settlers, 

industrial entrepreneurs and urban middle-class commuters may all coexist in the 

same territory, but with different and often competing interests (Allen et al. 2006). 

However, since land tends to be cheaper further away from the city center, peri-

urbanization leads to a much higher concentration of poor households than in the city 

as a whole (Aguilar & López 2009). The poor peri-urban households in many 

metropolitan regions are characterized by a lack of regular incomes and inadequate 

access to natural resources such as water. However, it is not necessarily only low-

income groups in the peri-urban context that can be considered water poor. Members 

of other income groups also commonly lack adequate water and sanitation services. 

The difference is that low income peri-urban dwellers are more vulnerable than 

richer ones, as they lack the political and financial means to improve their access to 

water in a way that is both secure and affordable to them (Allen et al. 2006). Peri-

urban livelihood strategies are strongly driven by markets and are much more 

diversified than in rural areas. What often distinguishes the poor from the very poor 

in the peri-urban context is their ability to utilize these urban opportunities (ibid).   

 

Institutional Characteristics 

From an institutional perspective the PUI is characterized by the convergence of 

overlapping sectorial institutions with different spatial and physical remits. 

Commonly, institutions have their distinctive jurisdictions and sometimes 

contradictory political policies. Likewise, the private sector and the community 

organizations often intervene in the administration of the PUI, but seldom with a 

clear articulation or leadership from state entities (Dávila 2005.) Those institutional 

arrangements and jurisdictions never seem to be suited to effectively address 
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sustainability and poverty concerns, as they are not designed for a PUI context. They 

are often too small or too large, too urban or too rural in their orientation (Allen et al. 

2006).  

 

Water governance in the Mexican PUI 

When it comes to water governance the PUI, once again presents a number of 

peculiarities, when compared to urban or rural areas. First, water services typically 

take place through a high diversity of formal and informal practices (Allen et al. 

2006). The informal practices are at best overlooked and at worst resisted by 

regulations, policies and practices that guide the formal system in a developing 

country context. When it comes to delivering water, there is a wide spectrum of 

service providers in the PUI. Peri-urban areas generally lie outside the coverage of 

formal water and sanitation systems, which in most cases are restricted to a relatively 

small metropolitan core. Second, there is a high fragmentation in terms of agents 

involved in the different stages of water supply and sanitation in peri-urban areas. 

The water extraction continues to be the responsibility of the public sector, but 

within the water distribution and access stages there is a large variety of actors 

involved both within the formal system under regulation of the state and within the 

informal or needs driven system, over which the state has little control (Allen et al. 

2006). Since water services in PUI are largely needs driven, policy changes that aim 

to improve formal water access do little to ensure better access for the peri-urban 

poor and there is a strong tendency by planners and policy makers to constantly 

underplay or ignore the informal water services in planning and policy decisions 

(ibid).   

 

As poor peri-urban inhabitants must turn to a range of private and informal water 

sources, they often have to spend more time and money to access water. 

Furthermore, the quality of the water they receive is insecure (Aguilar & Lopez 

2009). In rural areas the amount of water that can be consumed by poor households 

tends to be determined by the distance to the water source. In urban areas it tends to 

be determined by how many people must share the same water facilities. In peri-

urban areas in contrast, both indicators tend to be important for the amount of water 

that a household can consume (Allen et al. 2006). These factors are important as they 

have a great impact on the time spent and the amount of water collected. Other 

important factors that determine water consumption is regularity, sufficiency, 

affordability, quality and safety of the water (ibid).   

Informal access to water is often linked to insecure tenure of land and housing, and 

this is particularly important in the peri-urban context where customary, quasi-

customary and statutory systems coexist or overlap with each other (Allen et al. 

2006). The legal aspect concerning water access for informal households in Mexico 

City is highly contradictive. It states, on the one hand, that all citizens of Mexico 

City have the right to access water. However, on the other hand, it also states that this 

right is preserved for formal housing only (Aguilar & Lopez 2009). 
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4. Presentation of field study case: Barrio Caltongo  

 

The community I visited for the field study conducted in this thesis is called Barrio 

Caltongo. In this section, I will describe the characteristics of the community 

including water insecurity. The information in this chapter is a combination of 

information from the interviewees and information of an anthropologic study that 

was carried out in Caltongo in 2016 by Mora Rosales.    

 

Barrio Caltongo is located in Xochimilco, one of Mexico City’s poorest 

delegaciones. Xochimilco is currently the city district in Mexico City that has the 

fastest population growth due to the expansion of informal settlements (Aguilar & 

Santos 2011). Both formal and informal settlers in Xochimilco lack a constant water 

supply, however, it is in informal settlements, that the supply is most precarious and 

inconstant (Aguilar & Lopez 2009). 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Map over Xochimilco, provided by Miguel Angel Florez 

 

Caltongo is one of the few communities in Mexico City that still apply the ancient 

raised field agricultural systems called chinampas. Until the second half of the 

century, the chinampas were the obvious key to understand the social organization of 

Caltongo. In the 1940-1950s, the agricultural production in Caltongo was seriously 

affected by the constant pumping of water from the aquifer that kept increasing in 
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quantity. This resulted in that the recharge rate of the aquifer could not compensate 

for the water extracted. Therefore, the water levels sunk and the area that could be 

used for agriculture decreased drastically. In 1959, the situation worsened further as 

the springs started to receive treated water from new treatment plants. Tests of this 

water showed that it contained chemical compounds in the form of toxics and heavy 

metals, industrial solvents, oils and fats. This contamination of the water has led to a 

drastic decrease in flora and fauna, which, in turn, produced a social and 

environmental impact by, for example, an increasing number of pests and diseases in 

the chinampas and decreasing the zones that were possible to cultivate. It is estimated 

that 80% of the chinampas have disappeared since the 40s, which, in turn, led to a 

decrease in food production and food self-sufficiency in the area. The contamination 

of the water has made it a great health risk to cultivate any food, which is the reason 

that almost all of the agricultural production is directed to growing only flowers for 

exportation.  

 

It has also been necessary for farmers to introduce new agricultural techniques that 

include using more pests and chemicals. Approximately 500 hectares of the 

remaining chinampas show signs of salination and risk of floods, and only 15% of 

the land is possible to use for agriculture because of the environmental conditions 

(Mora Rosales 2016; Alcántran Onofre 2005: page 53). The landscape of Caltongo is 

characterized by canals that used to fulfill an important function in the chinampas 

agricultural system. The water in these canals was previously used for domestic 

purposes, such as cleaning, but is now so contaminated that any such usage poses a 

great health risk.  

Today, Caltongo is one of the communities in delegation of Xochimilco in Mexico 

City that is constantly becoming more urbanized, due to the processes of urban 

sprawl. It is frequently called a “shanty town” of Xochimilco. The borders of 

Caltongo are still determined by the hydrology and ends with the channel San 

Gregorio in the northern border, the bridge “Urrutia” in the East, “El embarcadero 

Caltongo” in the West and channel Santa Cruz in the South. The neighborhood can 

be divided into three different zones: Ampliación Caltongo, Recodeo de Caltongo 

and Las Tiras de Zacapa. Altogether the Caltongo has a population of approximately 

7,700 inhabitants. Most of the inhabitants are migrants and only 1200 of the 

population were actually born in Xochimilco. Ampliación Caltongo, Recodeo de 

Caltongo and Las Tiras de Zacapa are all so called irregular settlements without basic 

services, such as water, sewage, electricity etc. They were all traditionally used for 

agricultural purposes.  
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Figure 3. Map over Caltongo, provided by Miguel Angel Florez 

The first zone to be populated was Ampliación Caltongo, which got populated by 

natives who sold their ‘ejidos’, a term used for collectively owned agricultural land, 

or extended their houses to this area. The zone consists of 287 agricultural lots 

populated by approximately 500 families. Ampliación Caltongo has been inhabited 

for about 30 years and is classified as a rural area with low population density. The 

land is mostly used for housing but also to some extent for cultivation of flowers.  

 

Recodeo Caltongo, on the other hand, is populated with approximately 300 families 

of which most originates from the zones Tepito and Iztapalapa. These settlements 

were formed by people who lost their houses in the earthquake in 1985. It is 

classified as residential land of low population density. The houses are inhabited by 

one or two families. The population is somewhat disjoint but organized in terms of 

improving access to infrastructure (Mora Rosales 2016).   

 

Finally, the zone Tiras de Zacapa is considered overpopulated with 940 families. The 

only way to get into the settlement is by raft. The zone completely lacks access to 

public water. There are a few native people still practicing agriculture in the zone. 

However, many chose to rent out their land. The majority of the population has 

migrated from other states in Mexico. Because of the lack of services and difficult 

accessibility, many people in this zone dump their waste directly into the river (Mora 

Rosales 2016: page 205). The contamination of the canals that has resulted from both 

industrialization, urbanization and population growth is putting increasing stress on 

the already scarce piped water.    
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The principal economic activity in Caltongo is flower cultivation, mainly cultivated 

in the traditional way in the Chinampas. There are mostly men that work with the 

agriculture, but woman also participate often as a part time occupation besides 

household work. However, apart from agriculture, there have been increasingly more 

other jobs of more urban characteristics introduced such as: plumbers, mechanics, 

doctors, shop owners, street vendors, trajinera guides, taxi drivers etc.  (Mora 

Rosales 2016: page 221). Young people in Caltongo try to study for urban oriented 

careers in order to improve their economic situation. Over the generations, the 

culture has changed and lifestyles and traditions have changed including the 

chinampa culture. Caltongo today must be understood as a much more heterogeneous 

society than it once was (ibid: 176).  
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5. Methodology 

This chapter describes and motivates methodology, research design and field method 

used in this thesis. In the first section, the methodology is being described. 

Thereafter, the choice of doing a case study will be motivated. The next section will 

give a more detailed explanation of how the field methods, mainly semi-structured 

interviews, have been implemented in this thesis. Next, there is a discussion on 

sampling strategies used and the challenges of sampling data. In the following 

section ethical considerations will be discussed followed by a discussion about the 

challenges using this research method. Lastly, I will describe how I performed the 

interview analysis. 

 

5.1 Methodology and research design  

This thesis uses qualitative research design and is founded on a feminist 

epistemology. The field methods in this thesis are interviews and observations, which 

are among the most common research methods in qualitative research (Denscombe 

2009). What specifies qualitative research is that it tends to answer more complex 

and explanatory questions such as, “how, why or what?” rather than “how many?”, 

and it is used in order to exemplify tendencies and social phenomena, rather than to 

generalize information. Qualitative research also tends to build on an ontological 

position that can be descried as constructivist, meaning that social properties are an 

outcome of the interaction between individuals rather than a phenomenon that is 

constant and separated from those involved in its construction (Bryman 2012). This 

is also the assumption of this thesis, as it seeks to understand how gender roles and 

power over resources are renegotiated and “reconstructed” through social, political 

and environmental change.  

 

In order to link theory and methodology in the thesis, an interpretative 

methodological approach has been used in the form of abduction. In contrast to 

induction, which is also commonly used in qualitative research, abduction does not 

intend to generate new theories throughout the research. Instead abduction implies 

that the researcher works with already existing theories or conceptual frameworks in 

order to gain a more profound understanding about social structures and patterns 

within a specific situation or context. It seeks to understand the social reality in a 

profound way and to discover factors that influence the social world that is being 

explored (Bryman 2012). For this thesis it means that I will use existing FPE theories 

and the conceptual framework of water governance, and link them through the 

critical knowledge of the women living in Caltongo in order to get a more profound 

understanding of their social reality.  

 

The use of feminist epistemology in this thesis has influenced both choice of theories 

and methods. Influenced by poststructuralist ideas, knowledge and language are 

considered important tools of power in much feminist research. According to 

Buechler and Hanson (2015), stories and exact words of individuals can provide 

useful insights into social and spatial processes. Narrative analyses of these help to 

produce information about social and environmental change that is embodied in a 

place. It thereby produces culturally relevant and gendered knowledge from places 

undergoing ecological transformation (Buechler & Hanson 2015). This thesis seeks 

to produce gendered knowledge by using interviews with subaltern women as the 
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primary source of critical information. According to the same set of theories, the fact 

that many case studies focus on subaltern women’s vulnerabilities has been 

criticized.  It is argued that such studies can be counterproductive as it normalizes 

colonial, patriarchal, and neoliberal structures (Buechler & Hanson 2015; Mohanty 

2003). This thesis aims to move away from such structures by focusing on the 

agency of the women in Caltongo to improve their situation. The thesis focuses on 

their efforts to gain power and control over water, rather than simply describing how 

they are affected by the worsening water conditions in the community. Finally, the 

feminist epistemology also aims to address hierarchical and exploitative power 

relations based on social identity between the researcher and the interviewees 

(Caretta 2015). This has also been carefully considered and will be addressed further 

in this chapter under ethical considerations.  

5.1.1 Choice of case study  

Case studies can be useful in a variety of different qualitative social research. The 

reason that it suits the aim of this thesis is that it “can explain the reasons to 

processes, events and relations within the research field” (Denscomb 2009).  

According to Bryman, case studies are especially useful in capturing the complexity 

and particular nature of the case in question and fits well with the usage of qualitative 

research methods (Bryman 2012). It opens up possibilities to get in-depth 

information and to explore complex social relations and processes (Denscombe 

2009). This fits well to the purpose of this thesis, as it seeks to explore delicate and 

complex relationships between gender roles and power over resources in a particular 

social and spatial context.  

 

Conducting a case study was also a good choice for this thesis as it gave me the 

opportunity to study a contemporary phenomenon, peri-urbanization, in a real-life 

context. It also made it possible to use both interviews and observations, and second-

hand sources, which strengthens the validity of the study and make the information 

more profound as it approaches the research question from more than one angle 

(Denscome 2009). Namely, I compare the information acquired in the interviews to 

that of second-hand sources, such as previous research on surrounding areas (Aguilar 

& Santos 2011; Aguilar & López 2009; López 2011; Wigle 2010) and Caltongo 

(Mora Rosales 2016).  

5.1.2 Semi-structured interviews  

This thesis applies semi-structured interviews as the main method, which is the most 

common type of interview used in qualitative social research (Bryman 2013). Semi-

structured interviews mean that the researcher has an interview guide with a series of 

questions or themes that ought to be covered in an interview, even though the 

sequence of questions can vary (Bryman 2012; Denscombe 2009).  

There are many strengths in using semi-structured interviews. The reasons that it was 

used in this thesis are the following: First, the information that comes out of the 

interview is deep as the subject of the interview can be explored in detail and 

questions can be followed up. In contrast to, for example, questionnaires, the 

researcher can get a comprehensive understanding of why the participants think or act 

like they do (Valentine 2005). Second, the informant has the possibility to develop 

and explain his or her arguments so the data that is being produced is to a large 

degree based on the priorities, values and ideas of the interviewee (Denscombe 

2009). Third, there is a close contact between the interviewer and the interviewee 
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during face-to-face interviews, which makes it possible for the researcher to acquire 

additional information, by, for example, studying the body language or tone of voice 

of the interviewee (Bryman 2012). Furthermore, according to Kvale (2007) 

interviews tend to be a rewarding experience for the informant. In comparison to, for 

example, questionnaires or observations and experiments, the interview comprises a 

much more personal element where the interviewee is allowed to speak about their 

ideas with someone else whose purpose is to listen and note without being critical. 

 

A negative aspect of semi structured interviews is that it is time consuming.  In 

contrast to questionnaires that are pre-coded, the coding of semi-structured 

interviews needs to be made in retrospect. This can be a challenging task as the 

interviews tend to produce non-standardized answers. Other challenges include the 

validity of answers. The data that is produced is unique based on the specific context 

of the research and the interviewees that are participating, which makes it difficult to 

control the validity of the data as the results could be partly different if the study was 

repeated (Denscombe 2009).  

 

Finally, a challenge that is always important to consider in qualitative research is the 

fact that data is only based on what people say, which is not automatically 

confirming with reality (Bryman 2012). I believe that there were a few occasions 

where interviewees were not completely honest or withheld information from me. A 

possible reason for this is that the settlements in Barrio Caltongo are considered 

“illegal”, partly because they embark on an ecological preservation zone, where land 

is considered especially important to preserve in order to deliver ecosystem services 

for the city (Aguilar 2008). One interviewee explained that there is a lot of stigma 

about informal settlements and how water is accessed. This was also confirmed in 

various scientific articles (Aguilar & Santos 2011; Aguilar 2008; Trojada 2006). As a 

consequence, the interviewee explained that she and many with her felt ashamed for 

some of the water practices that they had no choice but to turn to. For example, 

according to the interviewee, many households throw their waste water into the 

canals as many lack access to a sewer. However, very few interviewees mentioned 

this in the interviews.    

5.1.3 Implementation  

The interviews were conducted with the assistance of two students, Isabela Rojas and 

Lilana Ortiz, from the geography department of the National Autonomous University 

of Mexico. Liliana and Isabella had previously conducted a joint quantitative 

questionnaire in Caltango, which had given them a basic understanding for the local 

context and made them gain the trust of the people in many of the households. They 

were both from villages close to Caltongo, which also helped their local 

understanding. Because of this, they were important gatekeepers to me as they could 

introduce me to interviewees and give me advice about who to interview based on 

my requests to interview women in different age groups and with different 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Working with assistants, however, also requires some 

careful considerations by the researcher. For example, it is important to be attentive 

to how the assistant's positionalities may affect the interviews (Smith 2010: pages 

162-163). In order to avoid misunderstanding and get the most possible out of our 

cooperation, I had an open dialogue with the assistants about my goals and ideas for 

the research, and encouraged that we discuss all uncertainties or potential problems. 
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To avoid that the interviewees felt uncomfortable speaking about gender roles, I had 

asked specifically to work with female assistants.  

The selection of interviewees can be described as a “non-probability selection”, the 

most common type of selection in social research (Denscombe 2009). Non-

probability selection means that the interviewees were chosen based on specific 

characteristics. The goal of the selection was to get a spread of women of different 

age, socio-economic statuses and women in different power positions in relation to 

water. The latter was accomplished by interviewing female community leaders that I, 

thanks to my assistants and other interviewees, knew were active in organizing 

community access to water. I also interviewed randomly chosen women in the 

community, who´s involvement in community water activities were unknown to me 

before the interviews. The reason for this selection was to get a representative 

selection of the women living in Caltongo and to be open to possible differences in 

the views and experiences of these women in accordance to the intersectional 

approach that is applied in the thesis. I also chose to interview a few men to have 

them represented. Even if I managed to cover all these different categories, the 

choice of interviewees was also partly influenced by practical aspects, such as who 

was at home and had time to talk when I was visiting Caltongo. The interviews took 

between 30-70 minutes. A list of all interviewees is given in Figure 4. 
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Name  Age  Sex Occupation  

Nayeli  15 F Student  

Fabiola  16 F Student  

Luisa-Maria  20 F Cook  

Adela  25 F House work  

Miguel  24 M Masonry  

Ana  26 F Vendor, part time  

Woman, 

anonymous   

27  F House work  

Marta  30 F House work  

Jorge  31 M Vendor  

Reina  35 F Part time occupation as tourist guide 

Gualberta  39 F Farmer, part time  

Woman (anonym)  40  F Block leader 

Maricela  42 F House work  

Eulalia  46 F Vendor  

Magdalena  51 F Block leader 

Estela  53 F Block leader and nurse 

Woman, 

anonymous  

53 F House work  

Santa  60 F House work  

Juanaria  68 F Shop owner  

Javier  60 M Barrio president and Farmer  

Luice  70 M Farmer  

Juventina  86 F Vendor  

Figure 4. List of interviewees 
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5.1.4 Ethics 

Cross-cultural feminist studies raise complex ethical issues and questions of power 

relations, where it is important for the researcher to be sensitive to processes of 

exploitation and carefully consider one's positionality in relation to the interviewees 

(Leslie & Scheyvens 2000). For example, the interviewee may feel forced to answer 

uncomfortable questions. It could also mean that the interviewee simply feels 

uncomfortable and provides less information (Van Wormer et al. 2011). I had to 

think carefully about my identity as a white woman with social, economic and 

educational privileges and consider how this may affect the interviewees. I tried to 

even out any potential feelings of power differences by starting the interviews with 

the question whether there was anything the interviewees wanted to ask about the 

project before starting the interview. I also tried to have a high level of reciprocity 

throughout the interview. I decided to not give compensation for the interviews as I 

feared that would increase possible feelings of power imbalance and could affect the 

interviews negatively. Providing compensation could have made the interviewees tell 

me what they thought I wanted to hear, rather than their own thoughts on the 

discussed subjects. However, when I interviewed someone who was selling food or 

smaller items I always bought something from them. 

 

Apart from thinking about how I was perceived by the interviewees, I also had to be 

reflexive about my own positionality and consider how the fact that I am a feminist 

from a Western context may affect my own interpretations of the information that I 

received. By being aware of these differences in positionalities, I believe that I 

managed to avoid many dilemmas related to ethnocentric views throughout the 

thesis. I also talked to my assistants and with my supervisors at the university that 

had a better understanding of the social and cultural context than me. Discussing 

with my assistants and supervisor gave me some useful insights that were very 

helpful. For example, they advised me to not use the term “feminism” when I talked 

to the women, as my interviewees would probably perceive it very differently from 

myself. According to my supervisor at the UNAM, the term is associated with the 

West and there is a lot of suspicion against it. This, however, does not mean that the 

women did not engage in active struggles to reduce gender inequalities.  

When an interviewee agrees to participate in an interview, it is important that the 

researcher can assure anonymity and confidentiality (Longhurst 2010). I did this by 

reminding the participants that the study was completely voluntary and that they 

could withdraw from the interview at any time without further explanation or skip 

any question that they did not want to answer. I also carried a certificate from 

UNAM that ensured that I was a guest at the university and affirmed the information 

I asked for was only to be used for my thesis. I also asked for permission to tape 

record the interview. It was most often accepted but in three cases notes were made 

by hand as the interviewee found that more comfortable.  

 

I did not take anyone’s full names but asked for permission to use their first name 

and age, which most but not all participants agreed to. I also assured that the 

information that they gave me would not be handed out or used for any other purpose 

than for this thesis. This is always important (Smith 2010) but was especially 

important in my case as most of the interviewees lived in informal settlements that 

are considered “illegal” by the state. In order to make the interview as comfortable as 
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possible for the interviewee, I always let them choose the time and place for the 

interview in order to make it as comfortable and convenient as possible.  

 

5.2 Field study dilemmas  

The greatest challenge of the interviews was the fact that Spanish is not my first 

language and that I had limited experience of the cultural context. It is therefore 

possible that I missed some insinuations or undertones in the interviews, or that I 

failed to follow up certain tracks that could have been interesting for the interview. It 

would have been an advantage, if I could have returned to the interviewees to let 

them confirm the information after I had analyzed the material. However, this was 

not possible as the duration of my stay in Mexico was limited. Instead, when I was 

not sure whether I had understood them correctly, I tried to overcome potential 

misinterpretations by asking the interviewees to develop their answers in different 

ways. Sometimes I also summarized what they had said in my own words so that 

they could confirm or correct my interpretations. Finally, I discussed the information 

with my assistants after the interviews. It was common that they had made additional 

observations that they then told me about.  

Other challenges that emerged were that we could not always be alone with the 

interviewee. In some cases, other people passed by or sat down and listened to the 

interview. Most of the times these were children but sometimes also adult neighbors. 

It also happened that we had to take a break in some interviews because the 

interviewees had to do something, for example, talking to another family member or 

attend to a costumer if the interview took place at their work. It is possible that the 

occasional interruptions and presence of other people may have affected the answers 

of the interviewees. This, however, could hardly be avoided. From what I could 

observe, the interviewees did not seem to be uncomfortable with the presence of 

others and did not seem to change their way of answering. What emerged more as a 

problem was that the interviewees sometimes seemed rushed to finalize the interview 

in order to attend to other matters and would avoid getting into more complicated 

reasonings that would lead to follow-up questions. In these cases, I asked whether 

they wanted to stop the interview or continue another time. However, all the 

interviewees chose to finalize the interviews.  

5.3 Interview analysis   

When the field work was concluded, the interviews were transcribed and translated 

into English and I started to analyze the empirical data. To make the material useful 

with regards to my research questions, I started by identifying themes and key 

concepts in the transcripts. These were later sorted in under the categories used to 

define water governance in this thesis: resources, mechanisms and outcomes. Once 

the data was sorted, I looked for patterns explaining the relationship between the 

different themes and categories that had been identified. By going over the material 

several times, I was able to identify concepts and phenomena for the mechanisms, 

resources that were recurrent and central in the interviews. These will be discussed 

and analyzed in the result sections. Further, I will compare these with second hand 

data form the theory and background section of the thesis.    
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6. Results   

In this chapter I will present the empirical findings of this thesis. The results 

represent the themes that were reoccurring and emphasized in the interviews. I 

structure these results around the three concepts of water governance as discussed in 

the theory chapter: resources, mechanisms and outcomes. An overview of this is 

shown in Figure 5. In the following subsections, I will present for each concept of 

water governance the details of the relevant results. As these concepts are closely 

intertwine, in each subsection I will also touch upon the other concepts when it is 

needed to contextualize. Herein, I will also compare them to the theory presented in 

chapter 2 and will highlight similarities as well as differences.  

 

 
Figure 5. Results: water governance in Caltongo 

  

6.1 Resources  

In this section the availability of resources for women in Caltongo will be analysed 

by connecting the empirical findings to the concept of resources as described in the 

water governance model designed by Cleaver and Franks (2007). The section is sub-

divided into non-material resources including water policy, legislations and rights, 

and material resources, including economic and natural resources.  

 

6.1.1 Non-material resources  

As stated in the theory chapter, dominant economic and political trends at a national 

and global level set the broader framework for water governance at a local level 

(Rhodante & Ahlers 2002). As noted, water policy in Mexico is guided by 

privatization and commercialization. When private enterprises provide water 

services, they are supply driven, because they generally provide services to those 

already having access to infrastructure and being able to pay for the services (Bennet 
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et al. 2005). In Mexico, only the best (most central) infrastructure is privatized and 

the municipalities are left with deteriorating facilities that are only managed through 

community mobilization, supported by the municipality (Ahlers & Zwarteveen 

2009). According to Bennet et al. (2005) privatization and commercialization of 

water services pose a conflict for the state and decentralized governments, as, on the 

one hand, they have a responsibility to provide for their citizens, but, on the other 

hand, lack the means to efficiently do so with regards to the shrinking state (Ahlers 

& Zwarteveen 2009). 

 

Barrio Caltongo is largely disconnected from regular water infrastructure and the 

houses lack water and sewer systems. To access water, people need to use public or 

private hydrants. The public hydrants are free of charge, as the municipalities are 

responsible for providing people with water (Ahlers & Zwarteveen 2009). However, 

according to the interviewees the hydrants are poorly maintained and shared between 

large numbers of households. The exact number of households sharing the same 

hydrant can vary largely between different streets or blocks, ranging from 5-25 

households per hydrant according to the interviewees. The poorest and most 

populated streets have to share the hydrants between more people, than streets with 

wealthier households. Furthermore, the water infrastructure has not been adopted to 

the fast pace of urbanization in Caltongo. One of the interviewees explained:  

 

Magdalena, (51):” When I moved here 20 something years ago there 

were few families here on this block, but the neighborhood has grown 

a lot. Twelve years ago, a branch line was put in for about 120 

families, but now there are 260 people sharing that line. The 

population has more than doubled and families keep growing”. 

 

The water pressure in the hydrants is low and many of the interviewees claimed that 

they are sometimes completely out of order for long periods of time. In these cases, 

the municipality sometimes sends water trucks, but this service is irregular and has 

not been offered to all the interviewees. Some claimed that they had not been 

informed when the tank truck would come, or that the water that was delivered was 

not distributed evenly among the neighbors.  

 

The old and poorly maintained water infrastructure also has repercussions on the 

water quality.  All the interviewees claimed that the water quality is low. Very few 

use the water for cooking and no one uses it for drinking. Some streets even have 

brown or yellow colored water (see Figure 6) with parasites and try to avoid using 

the water even for personal hygiene. One reason for the contaminated water is that 

the pipelines are old and poorly maintained, and that the hoses leading the water to 

certain streets are often going through dirty canals. If there are any leakages in the 

hoses, the canal water can contaminate the fresh water.  

 



37 

 

 
Figure 6. The image shows Magdalena holding a bottle filled with water from a public 

hydrant. The water is yellow and had a strong odour of sewer.  

As the women in Caltongo are responsible for fetching and administrating water, as 

well as carrying out several household activities that includ water, such as, cooking, 

cleaning, washing and nursing children, the poor condition of the water infrastructure 

affect several aspects of their lives. It means that a considerable amount of their time 

is used to fetch water, and that carrying out everyday tasks becomes more 

challenging as water has to be used very restrictively. The poor water quality has led 

to sickness and diseases for many households. For example, several of the 

interviewees and members of their families had suffered from diarrhea, and skin 

irritations due to the poor water quality. This is especially challenging for women as 

they are always the ones responsible for carrying for and nursing sick family 

members. The new circumstances have, however, led to new knowledge among the 

women and new practices to save water and care for the environment. For example, 

all of the women interviewed recycle water in different ways in order to make it last 

longer.  

 

 

Laws and rights  

According to Cleaver and Franks (2007), rights and laws are another aspect of non-

material resources, which channel access to water. According to Boelens and 

Zwatreveen (2005) water rights are not just something that one has or does not have, 

but can apply to many different levels, such as rights to water itself, rights to 

infrastructure and technology required to obtain water and rights to participate in 

decision making processes about water.  

In terms of access to water, the law of the federal district in Mexico is highly 

contradictive. It states that  

“Every person in the Federal district has the right to sufficient, secure 

and hygienic water for personal and domestic use, as well as to a 

supply which is free from interference” (Aguilar & López 2009).  
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However, in article 6 in the very same law it states that:  

“The water infrastructure and services must be accessible to all 

persons without discrimination, including the at-risk or marginalized 

population, providing that they comply with the legal provisions set 

out in relation to land use where they live and carry out economic 

activities” (Aguilar & López 2009).  

According to Aguilar and Lopez (2009) the law illustrates a contradiction between 

rights-based resources that, on the one hand, assure all citizens the right to water, 

and, on the other hand, legal regulations, which encourage strict measures to prevent 

urban expansion by neglecting informal settlers the rights to infrastructure. In 

conclusion, people in Caltongo have the right to water, but do not have the right to 

the infrastructural means necessary to physically access a secure water supply. 

Laws of participation 

As described in the theory section, the policy of “good” water governance 

emphasizes democratization through the involvement of various stakeholders. In the 

case of Mexico, this has led to the expansion of the use of participatory approaches, 

i.e. citizens’ rights have been more emphasised in politics and policy (Wilder 2010). 

In order to improve citizens' rights, Mexico City has adopted a law called “Ley de 

participación ciudadanía del Distrito Federal” (2016), which translates to “law of 

citizen participation in the Federal District”. The objective of this law is to regulate 

instruments for public participation and representation to make it easier for the civil 

society to organize and cooperate with the distinct organs of the federal government, 

and to influence decisions about water infrastructure among other things (Electoral 

tribunal 2016). According to this law, citizens have the right to participate in 

decisions about water services and infrastructure, but according to the interviewees 

their participation did rarely lead to any practical change. The effects of this law will 

be discussed in more detail under the mechanism section, where the terms for 

participation will be described. 

 

6.1.2 Material resources  

 

Economic resources 

In terms of material resources, the two categories of resources that were most 

frequently discussed in the interviews are economic and natural resources.  

 

As noted by Cleaver and Franks (2007) access to different resources is often 

interconnected, where some resources facilitate access to others. According to the 

interviewees, this is particularly true for economic resources, as many of the 

mechanisms used for accessing water require cash payment. For example, the lack of 

economic resources makes it hard for households to invest in supplements that 

facilitate water access. As the water infrastructure is highly underdeveloped in 

Caltongo and water is unreliable, different tools are important to improve water 

access for the households. Wealthier households invested in booster pumps to get the 

water running, hoses to transport water to the houses and large cisterns to store water 

outside their houses. The women who cannot afford this equipment have to collect 
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water in buckets and transport it to their houses on tricycles or by foot. Naturally, 

they cannot access an equal amount of water and have to spend more time collecting 

water than their wealthier neighbors. This has become a bad circle for many of the 

interviewed women. As more time has to be spent accessing water, less time can be 

spent for paid labor to earn money, resulting in them being unable to improve their 

economic situation. This prevents them from investing in better tools or technologies 

for accessing water more efficiently. Furthermore, due to the insecure quality of 

water, all the interviewed households frequently buy purified water for drinking from 

vendors that came by the houses on a regular basis. This poses an additional frequent 

cost for the households.  

 

According to Cleaver and Hamada (2010), access to different resources is not gender 

neutral mainly due to the different gender responsibilities with respect to water. The 

results of the interviews confirm this. For example, even though women in Caltongo 

are responsible for fetching water, they do not have access to boats or cars although 

this would facilitate their access to water considerably and their husbands sometimes 

actually owned these means of transportation. A few of the interviewed women 

mentioned that they sometimes ask their husbands to help them to transport water 

with their car or boat, and that their husbands do help them if they have spare time 

for it. 

 

 
Figure 7. The first picture illustrates how a woman transports water from a public 

water outtake on a tricycle. The second picture shows a cistern that is used to store 

water outside the house. 

 

Natural resources  

The other resources that were discussed most frequently in the interviews are natural 

resources. As explored in the chapter Presentation of field study, Caltongo has 

undergone a rapid environmental change in the last decades (Mora Rosales 2016). As 

there are no sewage systems, most households have septic tanks outside their houses. 

Waste water is led away to plants on the property onto the streets or to the canals. 

This in combination with lack of garbage collection, over-extraction of groundwater, 
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and toxic waste from the agricultural practices and nearby industries has led to 

substandard water qualities. This resulted in a severe health risk for the population. 

One of the interviewees explained the situation in the following way:    

 

Santa (60): “There’s no sewage so what do people do? Well, put in a 

septic tank, but as soon as it rains the water overflows into the canal 

water. That’s one problem, but there are other people who don’t even 

have a septic tank, and what do they do? They throw everything into 

the canal!”  

 

The degradation of the canals has had serious repercussions for the households as the 

canals used to serve domestic needs, such as cleaning, bathing and even cooking. 

Today, however, any such usage would pose a serious health risk.  

One interviewee, who had lived in Caltongo all her life, talked about how the water 

in the canals has changed and how it has impacted her life. Her house is just a few 

meters from the canal, but she could no longer use the water for domestic needs: 

 

Marta (49):” Imagine, when my mother was young, they made their 

food with water from the canals. When I was little, and my father went 

fishing, we even ate fish from the canals. Today, with this water 

quality, no one would dare to do that!”  
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Figure 8. The image shows one of the canals in Caltongo. The surface is filled with 

algae due to the over-fertilization from the discharges of black water into the canals 

6.2 Mechanisms 

In informal settlements various strategies, both formal and informal, are used to 

access water (Allen et al. 2006). Furthermore, the mechanisms used for this are rarely 

gender neutral as they are shaped by norms and gender expectation (Cleaver & 

Hamada 2010). In this section, I will describe what mechanism are used by the 

interviewed women in Caltongo to access water, both formal by practising the right 

to citizen participation according to the law of the federal government, and informal 

by organizing and cooperating at a community level.   

 

Formal mechanisms of access: practicing citizenship rights  

To democratize water governance processes and increase public participation among 

citizens, communities in Mexico City have assemblies called “comités vecinales”, 

which, according to the law of citizen participation in the federal district, are the 

official organs for citizen’s participation. The assemblies cooperate directly with the 

delegation authorities, who are in charge of distributing economic support for 

infrastructural investments within its territory. The assembly is headed by a 

democratically chosen leader that is called “presidente del barrio” and represents the 

community in Mexico City’s advisory council.    

 



42 

 

The committee is run by the president, secretary, treasurer and vocals, who collect 

information of the necessities of the different neighborhoods. They get this 

information from representatives of different blocks in the communities, which are 

called “representantes de manzana”. To become the representative of a block, one 

must first campaign in order to gain confidence by the neighbors to speak on their 

behalf (Mora Rosales 2016). The turnouts for these local elections are, however, very 

low - approximately 20% of people in the community vote (Mora Rosales 2016).     

 

To get a get a better understanding of these formal mechanisms of water governance 

in Caltongo, I interviewed three female representantes de manzana (Santa, 

Magdalena and Estela) and the barrio president (Javier). According to the barrio 

president, it is hard to recruit people for the posts in the committee for two main 

reasons. First, the influence of the committee is very low. With regards to water 

infrastructure, he said, that no big changes have been achieved for years, despite 

promises from the delegation authorities:  

 

Javier (60, president de barrio): “They told us nine years ago that 

they were going to realize three big projects in Xochimilco for 

drainage systems. The central government would participate together 

with the municipality. They said that they had a project ready and that 

they were going to realize it, but after that, nothing happened.” 

 

There was a common perception among the interviewees that efforts to improve 

infrastructure are made in times of the delegational elections. For example, in the 

past engineers were consulted about leaking water pipes or broken hydrants, and 

material and tools were provided to the community in order to repair infrastructural 

damage. However, according to the interviewees, the authorities constantly failed to 

keep their promises about larger improvements, once they were elected:  

 

Juventina (86): “They (the political candidates) come here and talk 

to us, saying that they will help us. But as soon as they get elected, 

they just stop caring.”  

 

The second reason that appeared to undermine the formal system is that the job as a 

representante de manzana or posts in the committee are time consuming, but not 

rewarded with any economic compensation. According to the barrio president, this 

makes it difficult for people to fulfill their duties as block representatives or 

representatives in the committee. As young women have fewer defined 

responsibilities than married women, it is harder for married women to continue their 

work with the community than it is for single women or women with grown up 

children. The barrio president explained: 

 

Javier (60, presidente del barrio): “We had a good secretary in the 

committee for a time, but she was quite young and when she got 

married, she had to leave the job to attend to matters at home. It is 

often like that. People leave after a while as they don’t get economic 
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compensation and must work or help their families. Life here is hard 

and we work hard to survive”.  

 

Previous feminist research has shown that women tend to be underrepresented in 

local committees, due to traditional gender roles and expectations expecting woman 

to stay in the private sphere (Bennet et. al 2005) However, even though I was not 

able to meet all the block representatives, I was told that there were more women 

than men, who were representatives de manzana, and that the division between men 

and women in the committee was equal. The difference between genders is rather 

found in the issues women and men are engaged in and the ways in which they do so.  

Women mostly engage in community meetings and activities regarding water for 

domestic use, while men in Caltongo engage in issues regarding the water for 

irrigation. Generally, women are the ones that are protesting, defining the problems 

and going to the local authorities of the delegation to negotiate for economic support 

for infrastructural improvements. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to do easier 

construction to maintain or improve the infrastructure. Two of the representantes de 

manzana explained that the division of work is due to that physical and engineering 

work has been seen as men's responsibility and that women protest and engage with 

the authorities, mainly because water access is a more pressing issue for women than 

men, as it affects so many aspects of their everyday life.  

 

Even if women are equally involved in the community organization as men, this is 

not uncomplicated, especially not for women in leading positions who spend 

considerable time and energy on improving the water conditions for their block. Two 

of the block representatives said that they had conflicts with their husbands because 

of their engagements in the community. One of the block leaders explained: 

 

Magdalena (51, block leader): “My husband always says that I spend 

too much time with our neighbors, trying to solve problems in the 

community even though I have responsibilities at home. My husband, 

like the whole macho Mexican class, wants us women to be devoted 

solely to the family, children and husband.”  

 

Other interviewed women argued that it can be difficult for them to attend 

community meetings, as they are expected to prioritize domestic works. It can also 

be problematic, if the meetings are held later in the evening, as it is not considered 

safe for women to be out late alone.  

 

Informal mechanisms of access  

In the previous section formal mechanisms to improve water infrastructure have been 

discussed. However, the interviewees also talked about a variety of informal 

mechanisms that are applied by women in Caltongo. These mechanisms include: 

collecting fees for common investments to improve water access water user 

schedules for the water hydrants, queues for water hydrants, and exchange of water 

and tools to access water within social networks. Theses mechanisms will shortly be 

described in more detail.  
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The interviews show that formal and informal mechanisms are often intersecting. For 

example, block representatives all have an important role in economic activities 

concerning community investments, such as collecting fees for common investments 

for water infrastructure (such as investing in new water supply points or buying 

hoses to lead water to the houses). Other efforts concern making water user schedules 

for the public hydrants. These are all activities that are voluntarily and do not involve 

the delegation authorities. My interpretation of this relationship is that holding a 

position as representative for the block gives the women the social authority to also 

organize informal activities in the community. Furthermore, all the interviewed 

representatives have large social networks and seem to be respected in the 

community. which is also contributed to the fact that they are elected representatives. 

Common for all the representatives was also that they are middle-aged and that they 

seem to be wealthier than average in the community, based on my observations of 

their houses. This means that they have better possibilities to engage in community 

engagements than, for example, younger women with children who have to spend 

more time doing domestic work, or poorer households who have to spend more time 

working to make an income. 

 

Many of the interviewees did in fact not participate in any community activities to 

organize access to water. Common reasons for this that were frequently brought up 

in the interviews are that they lack the time to participate due to paid and/or domestic 

responsibilities. Others argued that they do not participate, because they believe that 

their participation would not lead to any improvements for themselves or for the 

community. In some blocks there is no clear organization for water arrangements at 

all, such as water user schedules or common investments. Instead, people simply 

queue to the public hydrants.  

 

Finally, women also draw on their personal social networks to access water for their 

households. Kinship relationships appear as the most important social network, 

where relatives help and support each other in times of need. For example, several of 

the interviewees who have relatives in other communities outside of Caltongo go to 

them to, for example, do their laundry on a regular basis. It is also common to get 

water as a gift from family, relatives or neighbors in times of need. 

6.5 Outcomes for women    

In this section I will describe the outcomes the resources and mechanisms for 

accessing water have for women in Caltongo. According to Cleaver and Hamada 

(2010) the ways in which men and women can use different mechanisms to access 

water, lead to different outcomes in several areas of life. In this section I will account 

for how the mechanisms used for accessing water for domestic use in Caltongo shape 

the outcomes for women. To facilitate the analysis, I have clustered the different 

mechanisms mentioned in the previous section based on their similarities. The types 

of mechanisms that will be analysed are: the mechanisms of practicing the right of 

citizen participation, the mechanisms of cash payment, the mechanisms of social 

networks.   
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Outcomes from political participation 

The first mechanisms discussed were political participation through practicing 

citizenship rights by, for example, active involvement in community meetings or 

community mobilizations with the block representatives (such as confronting 

delegation authorities), being a block representative, or holding a post in the 

community assembly. According to Cleaver and Hamada (2010), mechanisms of 

citizen participation or political involvement can lead to improvements in people's 

lives by giving them a political voice. According to community representatives in 

Caltongo and the barrio president, they did, however, not experience that their 

participation is politically empowering. The reason for this is that they all claimed 

that very little was done at a delegation level to improve access to water. However, 

holding such a political position leads to positive outcomes in other spheres of life, 

namely in terms of increased social networks, respect in the community as well as 

power to shape other, more informal governance arrangements, such as organizing 

water user schemes, organizing community activities and mobilizations, or collecting 

fees for common investments and equipment for accessing water.  

 

According to the interviewees, women are slightly better represented in the 

community assembly and there are more women who were voted block 

representatives than men. This stands in contrast to previous literature stating that 

women tend to be underrepresented in different kinds of water user groups (Bennet 

& Zwaretveen 2005). One possible explanation for this deviation might be that there 

are separate water user groups for farmers that negotiate water for irrigation 

separately. According to the barrio president, these other user groups are dominated 

by men, as men in Caltongo are more likely to be farmers than women. Water for 

domestic use, on the other hand, is related to women’s responsibilities.  

 

From the interviews it becomes clear that class and age are important factors that 

seem to be strong indicators for political involvement. For example, the women 

interviewed who held the post as block representatives are all of older age, have a 

better economy than average and extensive social networks in the community, as 

they often have been living in Caltongo for a long time and have many friends and 

relatives there.  

 

However, many of the other interviewees do not participate in any community 

activities that organize access to water. According to Cleaver and Hamada (2010), 

different aspects of disadvantages combine to limit how people declare their interest 

in water arrangements. Those able to influence decision making are often the ones 

that already hold most advantages. Even though everyone theoretically has the 

possibility to participate in community efforts to shape mechanisms of water access, 

many choose not to because they think it does not yield results or because the social 

cost of doing so is too big. For example, some of the interviewees stated that it leads 

to loss of economically productive time or results in not having enough time for 

other social obligations, which can cause conflict in the household. According to 

Nalia Kabeer (2000), practicing agency to shape governance structures is not only 

about the potential ability to exercise choice, but about the actual effects these 

choices can have for the wellbeing of those involved. According to this reasoning, 

many of the interviewees lack the ability to shape the governance structures, as they 

simply render it too difficult given their social and economic situation.  
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Outcomes from mechanisms of cash payment 

Mechanisms of cash payment in Caltongo include the cost for purified water, the cost 

for material/equipment to access water, such as booster pumps, hoses, cisterns etc. 

and fees for community investments in, for example, private hydrants or shared 

equipment. 

 

As stated in the section of resources, the cash payment is a disadvantage for poorer 

households who cannot invest in necessary equipment to facilitate water access. It 

also makes it difficult to pay community fees for common investments. This leads to 

exclusion, as it means that they are not allowed to use community owned equipment 

or hydrants that are bought through collective savings.  

 

As women traditionally are responsible for the domestic sphere, the increased time 

spent accessing water and taking care of household tasks that involve water reduces 

the economically productive time for the women that have paid jobs. Over half of the 

women interviewed work part time in informal jobs, such as selling food, snacks, or 

other products. The time they have to work and make their own income often 

depends on how much time they have after completing their other tasks at home. 

When water is lacking, basically all other tasks in the household become complicated 

and more time consuming. This causes both psychological stress and physical 

problems:   

 

Adela (25): “My sister suffers from joint pain. She really suffered 

horribly, because she has to haul jugs without a tricycle. It’s a 20 or 

25-minute walk to the hydrant. So now my sister suffers from pains in 

her joints, waist and arms. She gets worn out easily and falls”. 

  

Outcomes from mechanism of social networks  

Mechanisms of social networks for accessing water refers to mechanisms such as 

getting water as a gift from neighbors or relatives, or borrowing equipment, for 

example, booster pumps or hoses to access water, as well as sharing responsibilities 

for fetching and administrating water with other women.  

 

Social relations appeared as an important tool for accessing water for women in 

Caltongo, especially in times of need when the hydrants are working poorly. Having 

family in the area and establishing good relationships with neighbors functions as a 

security network for difficult times. Women living in households shared between 

more than one family or more than one generation of women also have an advantage 

since the responsibilities of fetching and administrating water can be shared, thus 

decreasing the workload for each individual. One of the interviewees stated that she 

cooperates with most of her neighbors and tries to be helpful to others when she can, 

but that this relationship cannot be taken for granted: 

 

Reina (35): “When some neighbor didn’t get water, we usually help 

out and give them some water or let them pump for a while, even if it 

is our turn. But not everyone cooperates that way”. 

 



47 

 

The dependence on other people can be challenging for people that are new in the 

community. Various interviewees mentioned that it can be hard to be included as 

many are hostile against newcomers. This is related to the fact that water is already 

scarce and new people in the community mean that water have to be shared between 

more households. A few of the interviewees mentioned that they are in fact positive 

to stricter land regulations as they believe that the population growth of the 

community is unsustainable.  
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7. Discussion  

The conducted field study found that women in Caltongo draw from three main 

mechanisms for accessing water: political participation, cash payment for water and 

social networks. According to the interviewees, political participation around 

community water is equal between men and women, although men and women tend 

to participate in different kinds of activities. Women mainly engage in activities 

regarding water for household consumption, whereas men participate in activities 

regarding water for irrigation and simpler tasks of water engineering.  

With regards to political participation, my research found that it does not lead to any 

long-lasting changes for the water security in the community. Nevertheless, some 

women’s engagement in the political sphere strengthens their position in the 

community and empowers them to actively shape informal mechanisms of accessing 

water. Many of the interviewed women, however, stated that they do not participate 

in community meetings and activities. Commonly stated reasons for this are too high 

social cost for participating or disbelief in the efficacy of their participation. The 

choice of not participating in community meetings and activities sometimes leads to 

social exclusion and complicates access to water. 

The mechanism of cash payment for water and water services leads to difficulties for 

poor women to access water. In some cases, it also leads to exclusion and conflict as 

women who do not pay community fees for common investments in water 

infrastructures are excluded from using shared resources that were bought with these 

fees.  

Lastly, social networks are an important mechanism for accessing water in Caltongo. 

The social networks work as a safety net for women, when they for different reasons 

are unable to require water themselves. Social networks are also used to share 

responsibilities for water and decrease the workload for each woman.  

Looking back at the concept of “good” water governance, which sets the frameworks 

for how water governance is adopted at a local level in Mexico, I made two 

observations throughout the study. First, seeing water as an economic good, leads to 

mechanisms that involve cash payment for water, resulting in difficulties for poor 

households to meet their basic needs. This has been stated by many researchers 

before me. The second observation evolves around democratization processes by 

involving various stakeholders in water management. As the research found that the 

political involvement by people in Caltongo (both men and women) did not result in 

long lasting changes for the ability to access water, these institutional efforts merely 

appear as a political gesture with little content. However, as discussed, the political 

involvement of women in the community can lead to strengthened positions in the 

community for those involved. Still, as these people tend to be the ones who already 

hold most advantages in the community, it could be argued that mechanisms of 

political participation manifest already existing inequalities. T 

The research also found that political engagement as well as engagement in 

community activities sometimes lead to gender conflicts, where men argue that 

women neglect their responsibilities in the household. Some women responded to 

this by being less engaged, whereas others defied their husbands in this matter. This 
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is interesting as it can be interpreted as a renegotiation of gender roles and 

responsibilities, which in the long run may have the potential to reshape mechanisms 

for water governance. Overall, however, I could not observe that the interviewed 

women are currently questioning their gendered responsibilities in terms of fetching 

and administrating water for domestic use. This may lead to conflict in the future. 

The women’s´ entry into the public sphere by engaging in the mentioned community 

activities as well as carrying out paid jobs can be seen as a result of an ongoing social 

change in Caltongo. This change can be empowering, as woman gain a voice in the 

community. However, it can also have negative outcomes as the women’s increased 

workload in the public sphere is not balanced by equally decreased responsibilities in 

the households.  

The results of the study are, to a large extent, coherent with previous studies. 

Interestingly, however, is that the situation in Caltongo differs from previous studies 

in that women are not excluded from the decision-making processes around water 

access. As discussed before, one explanation for this could be the separation of the 

organization of water access for domestic use (women) and for irrigation (men). An 

interesting direction for future research is therefore to investigate the relation 

between water access for irrigation and household consumption in Caltongo. This 

could help to identify potential conflicts and gender inequalities in the area. 

The model of water governance by Cleaver and Hamada (2010) was very helpful to 

guide me through my research. Using such a clearly structured framework, however, 

holds the risk to just look for similarities to the theoretical framework, thus drawing 

attention away from other themes that may be important to the interviewees. I 

considered this while conducting the interviews, as well as when analyzing them. 

The fact that I observed the aforementioned deviations from previous studies, makes 

me confident that I succeeded at avoiding this risk to some extent. 

Lastly, as stated by some of the interviewees, the lack of water infrastructure in 

Caltongo causes some inhabitants to discharge black water into the canals, thus 

causing contamination of local water sources. Here, the interviewees highlighted also 

interesting outcomes for the environment. The contamination has raised the local’s 

awareness of environmental pollution and led to informally organized activities such 

as collaboratively cleaning the canals. Furthermore, all of the interviewees recycle 

water.  

As part of the peri-urban interference, Caltongo is undergoing rapid social and 

environmental change. In the future, it would therefore be interesting to investigate 

how the available resources, mechanisms and outcomes of water access evolve over 

time.   
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8. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to understand the specific governance arrangements for 

accessing water for household consumption in Caltongo and the outcomes these 

arrangements have for women. My first research question was:  

 

“What are the governance arrangements for accessing water for domestic use in 

Caltongo?”   

 

The research found that the arrangements that women in Caltongo use to access 

water are based on three main mechanisms: political participation, cash payment for 

water and social networks. Accordingly, the second research question was 

 

“What outcomes do these governance arrangements have for women in Caltongo?” 
 

The outcomes of the identified governance arrangements for accessing water are 

different for different women that were interviewed. The outcomes depend on the 

women’s abilities to effectively draw from and actively shape the mechanisms 

described above, i.e. their  agency to shape the mechanisms. This means the 

outcomes are closely related to the third research question 

 

“How do women in Caltongo practice agency to actively shape arrangements of 

water governance and improve their access to water? “ 
 

The agency to actively shape the mechanisms to water access and thus also the 

outcomes are related to factors such as social status in the community, family 

situation, and economy. Some women are empowered by their political and social 

engagement in the community, to organize how to access water in ways that improve 

their situation. Also strong social ties allow them to rely on others in times of need. 

Other women, on the other hand, are a lot more exposed to water insecurity as they 

are limited by their financial or social status, and do not have the agency to shape the 

mechanisms for water access. The outcomes for these women are significantly worse 

and range from physical and psychological stress to social exclusion. 
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