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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND THE ISSUE OF WATER
IN THE KAGERA REGION OF TANZANIA
Teresa M. Dresner

University of the Incarnate Word, 2013

Over the last five decades, an abundance of research on sustainable development has emerged in
multiple disciplinary areas, but few studies on the economic, social, and environmental
dimensions of sustainability have examined water issues for rural communities. Consequently,
the purpose of this case study was to understand how a group of rural women from the Kagera
region in Tanzania perceived and experienced sustainable development as a result of their
improved access to water. The following central questions of the study sought to explore the
local meanings of sustainable development and improved water sources: (a) How was life of
rural women from the Kagera region in Tanzania before the rainwater harvester project, and how
did it change as a result of it?; (b) How did the rural women from the Kagera region in Tanzania
perceive and experience the economic, social, and environmental impact as a result of easier
access to water?; and (c) As a consequence of the rainwater harvester project, what did they seek
to sustain, and what did they seek to develop?

Using a qualitative case study approach, I traveled to Bukoba, Tanzania, to interview
members of the Bukoba Women’s Empowerment Association (BUWEA) who were associated
with the water project. The findings of the study revealed the hardships of living without easy
access to water. The rural women of the Kagera region spent countless hours trekking through

harsh terrain in search of water, at times fearing for their safety, while enduring fatigue, illness,



vii
punishment, and having to deal with contaminated water. With support from nonprofit
organizations, the rural women built rainwater harvesters in four villages. Economic, social, and
environmental improvements were reported as a product of easier access to water. Moreover,
their reflections provided their own framework and understanding of sustainable development
based on four themes: membership, partnerships, group projects, and empowerment.

The BUWEA women understand sustainable development as an action constructed under
their own framework with outside support. The concept of sustainable development calls for
strong membership, supportive partnerships, meaningful group projects, and ultimate feelings of
empowerment, all leading to the expansion of their capabilities and enhancement of freedom.
Institutions, policymakers, and NGOs should support local initiatives in a collaborative manner

with mutual agreement on results as a strategy to secure commitment and sustainability from all.
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Chapter 1: Sustainable Development and the Issue of Water
in the Kagera Region of Tanzania

Context of the Study

Sustainable development is a concept that unites developmental and environmental needs
in the present without harming the future. Water is one of the pressing issues in sustainability,
but access to safe drinking water remains scarce in many households. Despite tremendous
advances in human development, over 768 million people on the planet lack access to safe
drinking water, and 2.5 billion lack access to sanitation facilities (United Nations Children’s
Fund [UNICEF], 2013b). Efforts to secure this essential element for basic survival needs require
tremendous energy from the poor. If people, mostly women, are not able to get easy access to
water, they remain impoverished as a result of the all-consuming time and effort of obtaining it,
which often occupies the majority of the day. Women’s empowerment intertwines with
development and environmental problems, as stated by Secretary General Ban Ki-moon: “We
must connect the dots between climate change, water scarcity, energy shortages, global health,
food security and women's empowerment” (United Nations General Assembly, 2011).

Concerns of a world confronted with inequities, marginalization, and continuing
deterioration of the ecosystems have fueled a global movement to eradicate poverty by
integrating development and environment initiatives. The United Nations member states sought
to free humanity from extreme poverty and ecological deterioration in the form of targeted
interventions expressed as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which are set to
conclude in the year 2015. The MDGs offered a set of interventional strategies to combat a
history of exclusion caused by poverty and lack of access to health care, education, gender

parity, and adequate infrastructure.



Notwithstanding targeted interventions, opportunities remain elusive, particularly for
women living in rural areas (Chen& Ravallion, 2007; United Nations [UN], 2011). Rural people
constitute “about three-quarters of the developing world’s poor” (Ravallion, Chen, & Sangraula,
2007, p. 693). Socioeconomic status and cultural traditions have placed rural women and girls at
a disadvantage. They are normally the caregivers and caretakers, roles that impact their ability to
attend school, obtain paying jobs, and keep healthy. Normally rural women are responsible for
growing food crops and caring for animals, time-consuming tasks that are performed using
rudimentary tools and with limited access to water and technology. In 2012, the United Nations
Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD or Rio+20) made a commitment to find
solutions beyond the MDGs not yet achieved. As a result, the post 2015 development agenda
became the outcome from the conference with a mandate to respond to people’s needs and to
identify a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) after the year 2015.

We recognize that people are at the centre of sustainable development and, in this regard,

we strive for a world that is just, equitable and inclusive, and we commit to work together

to promote sustained and inclusive economic growth, social development and
environmental protection and thereby to benefit all.

(UN, 2012b, p. 2)

Discussions on the successes and shortfalls of the MDGs led to the realization of the
missed opportunity to engage local voices in policy-making. Consequently, the Rio+20 sought
an agreement from UN member states to recognize the importance of including the voices of all
stakeholders while following an inclusive intergovernmental process to define the new SDGs for

the General Assembly (UN, 2012b). The notion of sustainable development assumes that people

possess the ability to impact and guide social and environmental factors (Charlton, 1984).



Water sustainability is at the heart of each endeavor within economic, social, and
environmental realms. In regard to the post 2015 development agenda, the UN System Task
Team (2012) stated the following:

Member States have also identified a number of priority areas for sustainable

development. Among these are poverty eradication; food security and sustainable

agriculture; water and sanitation; energy; sustainable tourism; sustainable transport;
sustainable cities and human settlements; health and population; full and productive
employment, decent work and social protection; oceans and seas; disaster risk reduction
and resilience; sustainable production and consumption; gender equality and women’s

empowerment, among others. (p. 41)

The UN has acknowledged that women who contribute and participate in creating sustainable
solutions are empowered. Sha Zukang, Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social
Affairs in the UN recognized the role of women and the importance of gender equality by
affirming that women’s empowerment and the achievement of the MDGs were interrelated (UN,
2011).

Cheston and Kuhn (2002) defined empowerment as “gaining the ability to generate
choices and exercise bargaining power” (p. 12). The need for empowerment arises from the
people’s desire to actualize their dreams or reach their greatest potential regardless of barriers
created within society. The United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM, 2000)
identified important elements of women’s empowerment as “developing a sense of self-worth, a
belief in one’s ability to secure desired changes, and the right to control one’s life” (p. 7). Datta
and Kornberg (2002) stated that empowerment in the present century must have a better
comprehension of the issues of women at all levels, including political, social, and economic
issues. In many areas of the world, women have been excluded from active participation at these

levels as a result of cultural customs. Generally, local customs mandate that women focus at their

personal expenses on their families. This lost opportunity for women to expand beyond their own



families into their communities, within their own countries, has hindered women from effective
change.

Lifting people out of poverty and marginalization, particularly rural women, demands a
holistic approach rooted in sustainability with capacity building and local ownership as
empowering prerequisites (Ettling, Buck, & Caffer, 2010). According to UN Women (n.d.),
women represent 70% of the world’s poorest people. In 2009, of the 793 million illiterate adults
in the world two thirds were women (UN, 2011). Illiteracy contributes to the cycles of poverty,
disease, and deprivation. Concerns about women who have less access to education and are
overworked (Datta & Kornberg, 2002) remain true for more than a decade since the time-bound
MDG to achieve gender equality that was published by the UN.

Sustainable development approaches toward poverty eradication efforts remain focused
on developing countries, including Tanzania in sub-Saharan Africa. Despite steady economic
growth, Tanzania remains one of the poorest countries in the world. Women of Tanzania, like
millions of other African women, are responsible for over 80% of the labor force in the
production of food and exported crops, but they continue to encounter numerous obstacles
(Boakari, 2004). Women who reside in rural areas in developing countries, such as Tanzania, are
disadvantaged by gender roles. Opportunities to obtain education that lead to remunerated
employment are not accessible to many women and girls because they need to help with child-
rearing responsibilities and household chores, such as fetching water. Nussbaum (1995) asserted
that “customs, in short, are important causes of women’s misery and death” (p. 3).

Lack of easy access to water precludes women from starting and growing their business,
keeping themselves healthy, and attending school. With nearly one billion people living without

access to safe drinking water, it is an unfortunate fact that women and girls are mostly



responsible for obtaining it. Poverty eradication and environmental health cannot be achieved
without basic elements such as water. On World Water Day 2013, Margareta Wahlstrém, the UN
Secretary-General’s special representative for Disaster Risk Reduction, stated:

Today, if you are fortunate enough to leave your tap running as you shave, brush your

teeth or even wash the dishes perhaps take a moment to reflect on what life is like for the

one billion people on this planet who cannot take water for granted: our fellow humans
who have no access to water at all or no access to clean drinking water. Then consider
those who spend an estimated 200 million hours each day globally collecting water—
usually women and girls—leaving them no time to develop or actualize their precious
human potential.

As we focus on the issue of water today on World Water Day, it is perhaps
opportune to remind ourselves that there can be no sustainable development without
sustainable water. Water is one of the two essences of life. (United Nations Office for
Disaster Risk Reduction [UNISDR]. 2013, para. 1-2)

Outside interventions to break poverty and marginalization cycles will have greater success when
local people participate in long-term solutions. The importance of local ownership and local
contexts are recognized to be catalysts for poverty eradication and preservation of the
environment (Crate, 2006; Stiglitz, 2002). Smith (2005) proposed that “first and foremost we
must listen to the poor on their own terms” (p. 18).

Currently, in Bukoba Tanzania, a nonprofit organization named the Bukoba Women’s
Empowerment Association (BUWEA) has embraced empowering activities, capacity building,
and local ownership initiatives using participatory approaches for its mostly rural women
members. The organization aims to alleviate poverty and marginalization of disadvantaged
women in the Kagera region (Caffer, 2006; Nkuba, 2007; Sseruwagi, 2012). Aligned with the
MDGs and the post 2015 development agenda, the women of BUWEA seek to eradicate poverty,

access education, reach gender parity, and preserve the environment. A holistic approach

towards poverty alleviation by BUWEA includes raising economic status through



microenterprises, reaching social agency through social support, and providing access to
environmental resources.

In 2003, the BUWEA women partnered with Women’s Global Connection (WGC),
another nonprofit organization based in the United States. Since 2008, both have investigated
improved sources of water for less advantaged members living in remote villages in Bukoba,
Tanzania, and other parts of the Kagera region. Evaluating better water source alternatives has
led to training opportunities on how to build rainwater harvesters. On two separate occasions in
2011-2012, two BUWEA leaders—with funding from WGC donors—traveled to Kampala,
Uganda, for two-week workshops to learn about water issues and rain harvester construction
from a nonprofit organization named Global Women’s Water Initiative (GWWI). As of June
2013 the BUWEA women have built eight rainwater harvesters to provide water benefits to more
than 450 people living in four different villages: Kishanje, Kabale, Bilongo, and Nsisha. Today,
BUWEA leaders strive to build rainwater harvesters in every rural area where members reside to
allow more of their time to engage in income-generating activities and to secure other social and

environmental benefits associated with improved access to water.



Research Site

The research site is the Kagera region in the United Republic of Tanzania, a sub-Saharan
country of Africa (see Figure 1). Africa is a continent physically and culturally divided into two
different and distinct regions. The northern region, which is close to the European Mediterranean
and the Middle East, became known as the Arab Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa, which sits south of
the Sahara desert, became known as Black Africa, referencing its majority black population. It is

composed of 52 nations (Gannon, 2004).

Figure 1. Map of Africa. From The World Factbook. Tanzania, by Central Intelligence Agency,
(2013).



African countries followed different pathways to gain their independence, some through
armed conflicts and others through peaceful withdrawals. Africa’s independence fueled debate as
some argued that the colonial period brought new ideas, education, and customs from
nonnationals (Calderisi, 2006), while others asserted that most nations were left without basic
structure and infrastructure. Richmond & Gestrin (1998) stated that Europeans arbitrarily set
country boundaries “without regard for the ethnic, cultural, religious, and linguistic homogeneity
that existed in Africa before their arrival” (p. 17). Furthermore, post independent African states
developed or inherited substantial foreign debts, cultural conflicts, inexperienced political
institutions, and social challenges (Boakari, 2004).

In 1964, the United Republic of Tanzania was born out of a union of Tanganyika, after
gaining independence from Great Britain, with the Muslim island state of Zanzibar. Referred to
as Tanzania, it is a developing country in sub-Saharan Africa with a population of approximately
45 million (National Bureau of Statistics [NBS] & Office of Chief Government Statistician
[OCGS], 2013) and with a territory of 947,300 km? (CIA, n.d.). Tanzania is bordered by the
Indian Ocean and eight countries: Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya, Malawi,
Mozambique, Rwanda, Uganda, and Zambia (see Figure 2). The official language is Kiswabhili,
the mother tongue of the Bantu people.

Classified as a least developed country, Tanzania was positioned at 153 out of 187
countries in the Human Development Index (HDI) for 2011 (UN-Water, 2013). The HDI is a
summary of three dimensions of human development, which measures progress on life
expectancy at birth, education, and living standards. The 2012 HDI data for Tanzania indicates

life expectancy at birth to be 58.9, expected years of schooling at 9.1, and purchasing power



parity (PPP) in gross national income (GNI) per capita at 1,383 U.S. dollars (United Nations

Development Programme [UNDP], 2013).
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Distribution by Administrative Units: Key Findings (p. 7), by National Bureau of Statistics and
Office of Chief Government Statistician, (2013).



Table 1 shows an overview of Tanzania and its economic, social, and environmental indicators.

Table 1

Tanzania Indicators

Category

Indicator

Capital city
Population
Age structure

Dar Es Salaam

48,261,942 (July 2013 est.)

0-14 years: 44.8%

15-24 years: 19.4%

25-54 years: 29.3%

55-64 years: 3.5%

65 years and over: 2.9% (2013 est.)

Median age

Population growth rate

Birth rate

Language

Religion

Economic Stats: GDP

GDP: composition, by sector of
origin

Population below the poverty line

Total: 17.3 years (2013 est.)

2.82% (2013 est.)

37.25 births/1,000 population (2013 est.)

Kiswahili or Swahili (official), English, Arabic
Christian 30%, Muslim 35%, Indigenous beliefs 35%
$75.07 billion (2012 est.)

Agriculture: 27.7%

Industry: 25.1%

Services: 47.2% (2012 est.)

36% (2002 est.)

Infrastructure stats:
Drinking water source

Improved
Urban: 79% of population

Rural: 44% of population

Total: 53% of population
Unimproved

Urban: 21% of population

Rural: 56% of population

Total: 47% of population (2010 est.)

Infrastructure stats:
Sanitation facility access

Improved
Urban: 20% of population

Rural: 7% of population

Total: 10% of population
Unimproved

Urban: 80% of population

Rural: 93% of population

Total: 90% of population (2010 est.)

Education Stats: Literacy, defined
as children age 15 and over can
read and write Kiswabhili
(Swahili), English, or Arabic

Total population: 67.8% (2010 est.)

Education expenditure

6.2% of GDP (2009)

Note. GDP = gross domestic product. Information obtained from CIA (n.d.).
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In the 1970s, Tanzania was considered an African socialist state under the leadership of
its President Julius Nyerere. In the Arusha Declaration of 1967, which he wrote, he encouraged
people to be self-reliant and not to depend on foreign aid. Furthermore, Nyerere said that “there
are so many needy countries in the world. And even if all the prosperous nations were willing to
help the needy countries, the assistance would still not suffice” (Calderisi, 2006, p. 105). Nyerere
promoted self-reliant investment in education, healthcare, and water and sanitation services but
in reality foreign aid was needed and prevalent. In 2013, development and environmental focus
initiatives, such as the Tanzania Development Vision of 2025, were grounded in the Arusha
Declaration.

The vision articulated by the President of the United Republic of Tanzania, Benjamin
William Mkapa in 2012, emphasized the nation’s commitment to enter a competitive global
economy by overcoming poverty and disease (United Republic of Tanzania Planning
Commission, 1999). Like the Arusha Declaration, it encourages the population to become more
self-reliant and to decrease their dependence on donor organizations. Attainment of the Tanzania
Development Vision 2025 includes an ambitious plan to eradicate poverty by the year 2025. It is
an inspiring plan for a country that has suffered from the devastation of the HIVV/AIDS virus.

The HIV/AID illness is a shared misfortune with African countries, which accounted for
70% of new HIV infections in 2010 (UN, 2012a). Tanzania’s 5.6% prevalence rate places 12th
out of 166 countries in a study of adults living with HIVV/AIDS (Central Intelligence Agency).
The Kagera region experienced one of the early cases of HIV/AIDS in the Ndolage Hospital in
1983, making it the first region in Tanzania to be affected by the epidemic (Lugalla et al., 2004).

From 1978 to 1979, Tanzania fought its first and only war with neighboring Uganda to

defend a portion of the Kagera region. The Kagera region is located south of the equator in the
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northwest part of Tanzania bordering the countries of Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, and the waters
of Lake Victoria (Bukoba-Kagera-Tanzania—The Official Webguide, n.d.). The Kagera region
has 28,953 sq km of land and 11,885 sq km of water from lakes and rivers. Its population was
estimated at 2.5 million in 2012 (NBS & OCGS, 2013).

Economic activities include fishing, livestock breeding, mining, tourism, farming, and
agriculture of coffee, bananas, and other produce. Rural farmers engage in subsistence farming
with low levels of investment in their production of food crops. Conversely, regular rainfalls, its
proximity to Lake Victoria, and the equator seem conducive to building a stronger agricultural
sector.

Agriculture and trade offer the main economic routes out of poverty in the Kagera region,
as De Weerdt (2010) pointed out in his study about rural people in the area. Administratively, the
Kagera region is composed of eight councils, including the Bukoba Municipal Council where the
study took place. Table 2 shows the districts/regions and population of the Kagera region as of

the 2012 Population Census Data (NBS & OCGS, 2013).



Table 2

Districts of Kagera Region

District/Council Population
1 Karagwe District 332,020
2 Bukoba District 289,697
3 Muleba District 540,310
4 Biharamulo District 323,486
5 Ngara District 320,056
6 Bukoba Municipal 128,796
7 Missenyi District 202,632
8 Kyerwa District 321,026

Note. Adapted from 2012 Population and Housing Census. Population Distribution by
Administrative Areas. Table 18.0: Population of Kagera Region by Sex, Average Household Size
and Sex Ratio (p. 183), by National Bureau of Statistics and Office of Chief Government
Statistician, (2013).
Setting of the Study

The Kagera region is situated in the northwestern part of Tanzania. The research study
took place in Bukoba, the capital of the Kagera region. The population of Bukoba is
approximately one hundred and eighty-four thousand. The research study included four

additional villages in the Kagera region where the rainwater harvesters were built: Kishanje,

Kabale, Bilongo, and Nsisha. (see Figure 3)

13
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Figure 3. Adapted from Map of Kagera region. From “Location Kagera Region,” by Bukoba-
Kagera-Tanzania—The Official Webguide, (n.d.).

This study included the voices of the women of the Bukoba Women’s Empowerment
Association (BUWEA) regarding sustainable development, and it explored how the women
perceived and experienced sustainable development as a result of their improved access to water.
In 1996, the organization began as a small prayer group of ten women, under the name of St.
Cecilia, to motivate and to support each other amidst poverty and HIVV/AIDS suffering. Initially,
the group would contribute less than two U.S. dollars per month for a small microloan fund
called the Mary-Go-Round, in honor of the Virgin Mary. One member would then borrow the
entire sum of money to start or improve an economic project. Once a month, their collective
contribution would rotate to help each member start an income-generating project, such as

poultry, piggery, small scale farming, and handicrafts (Buck & Holbrook, 2013).
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A decade later, the group officially registered under Tanzanian law as a nonprofit
organization seeking to empower its members by promoting education and economic
development. The long-term goal of BUWEA is to raise the economic status of women in the
area of Bukoba District of Kagera Region, Tanzania (Sseruwagi, 2013). BUWEA hopes to
eradicate poverty for rural Tanzanian women who have been marginalized as a result of lack of
education, job opportunities, health and wellness, and infrastructure support systems.

As of June 2013, there were 394 BUWEA members belonging to 68 groups in villages in
the Kagera region. The BUWEA organization has experienced steady growth in group
membership and has expanded beyond the initial activity of microlending. Specifically, the
organization has developed capacity-building initiatives and has built a learning center. In
addition, BUWEA has initiated other important group projects, such as soy cultivation and
manufacturing, milling station operations, and rainwater harvesters. Similar to other women’s
groups en route to overcoming their marginalization, BUWEA’s initiatives have placed them on
a promising pathway.

Statement of the Problem

Over the last five decades, an abundance of research on sustainable development has
emerged in multiple disciplinary areas. But at the time of this study, few studies of the economic,
social, and environmental dimensions of sustainability examined water issues for rural
communities. Many governments, institutions, and donors—encouraged by the MDGs and the
post 2015 development agenda to provide support to impoverished people—describe efforts to
lift aid recipients out of poverty through sustainable development programs (Sachs, 2005; Smith

& Thurman, 2007). Despite such endeavors, many admit that they have little connection with aid
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recipients and a lack of understanding of the way that sustainable development can be achieved
in different cultural contexts (Crate, 2006).

When well-meaning policymakers recommend long-term solutions using a top-down
approach without considering local realities, this type of strategy impedes the tactics associated
with sustainable development and poverty eradication. Top-down approaches to poverty
reduction do not work long-term because cultural ways of knowing, living, and performing are
absent from consideration (Riutta, 2007). Policymakers strive to solve complex economic, social,
and environmental problems without input from the targeted population. Decisions on their
behalf further marginalize women and girls who have been traditionally disadvantaged by their
local cultures’ assigned gender roles that prevent them from full participation in problem solving
(Chambers & Conway, 1992; Escobar, 1995; Jull, 2003). Awori (2008) asserted that “rural
women leadership values their capacity to manage their own lives, not having to wait for others
in order to carry out their plans” (p. 4). Notwithstanding gender, nationality, or ethnicity, poor
people are aware of their reality and have created their ways of knowing.

Yunus and Jolis (1999), in response to implementing capacity training initiatives before
granting credit to poor people, asserted that poor people have innate skills just by surviving.
Thus, it is important to trust poor people’s opinions in the decision-making process to create their
own solutions. When local voices are missing from conversations on ways to promote
sustainable development to transform their lives, the experience of the stakeholders is lost
because people living in poverty are most interested in changing their present situation. Nkuba
(2007) wrote, “from the women’s comments, it is true that these women no longer embraced
self-depreciation—a characteristic that convinces them of their own unfitness to perpetuate

dependence” (p. 227).
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Another problem is the scarcity of academic literature on how rural women perceive or
experience sustainable development. A conceptual theoretical framework to understand the
multidisciplinary and complex concept of sustainable development is vague at best, and it
remains a perplexing topic. Jabareen (2008) cited that “a critical review of the multidisciplinary
literature on sustainable development reveals a lack of a comprehensive theoretical framework
for understanding sustainable development and its complexities” (p. 1). In addition, Ciegis,
Ramanauskiene, and Startiene (2009) argued for the need of indicators and quantitative
frameworks to advance in the field.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this case study was to understand how a group of rural women from the
Kagera region in Tanzania perceived and experienced sustainable development as a result of
their improved access to water.

Research Questions

The following central questions of the study sought to explore the local meanings of
sustainable development and improved water sources.

1. How was life of rural women from the Kagera region in Tanzania before the rainwater

harvester project, and how did it change as a result of it?

2. How did the rural women from the Kagera region in Tanzania perceive and experience

the economic, social, and environmental impact as a result of easier access to water?

3. As a consequence of the rainwater harvester project, what did they seek to sustain, and

what did they seek to develop?



18

Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework allows the researcher to place the research study in a larger
context by linking the research type and goals of the study with the results (Radhakrishna,
Yoder, & Ewing, 2007). If a theoretical framework is absent, a second strategy may rely on a
descriptive framework or approach. This study used the capability approach, an economic theory
pioneered by Amartya Sen (1973; see Figure 4). Sen is a leading economist and philosopher
from India who was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 1998. Despite being
trained in the field of economics, much of Sen’s work has focused on inequality and poverty
influenced by agency, quality of life, and empowerment (Mitra, 2003; Tungodden, 2001). Sen’s
approach provided a framework to study the expansion of the “capabilities of persons to lead the
kind of lives they value—and have reason to value” (Sen, 1999, p. 18). It aligned with the
purpose of this study to unearth local perspectives, lack of resources, and experiences of
BUWEA women as they relate to sustainable development and water.

The capability approach is a normative theory, rather than an explanatory one, that does
not seek to explain but to aid in conceptualizing the notions of functionings and capabilities
(Yohannes, 2008). A dual assessment of quality of life was presented by Sen within two core
concepts: “functionings and capability. Functionings relate to being and doing such as
nourishment, health, and shelter, while capability refers to access to” (Alkire, 2005, p. 120).
Both concepts parallel the proposed study in that they considered the BUWEA women’s
capability to live a life that they have reason to value and to achieve utilities or subjective well-

being. Figure 4 demonstrates the relationships of the concepts (Wells, 2013).
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Resources Capability set Functionings |, i Utility
(Characteristics of (functionings available achieved (subjective well-
goods available) to choose from) being)

3

Y

Personal ‘utilization function’
(depending on interpersonal differences:
physiology, and physical and social
environment)

Figure 4. Outline of the core relationships in the Capability Approach
http://repub.eur.nl/pub/40509/Thesis%20-%20Wells.pdf.

Sen provided a theoretical framework to investigate real life unjust situations and the
possibilities of turning them into more just situations (as cited in Vizard, 2005). Sen (1999)
proposed “five distinct types of freedom” (p. 10) to help advance the capabilities of people: (a)
political freedoms, (b) economic facilities, (c) social opportunities,

(d) transparency guarantees, and (e) protective security. Nussbaum (2006) expanded on Sen’s
work by advocating a list of ten central capabilities in social justice. Sen (2004) response to
critics was “to have such a fixed list, emanating entirely from pure theory, is to deny the
possibility of fruitful public participation on what should be included and why” (p. 158).

Questions about the capability approach framework and its operational application have
been raised over the years with claims that it is vague (Muffels & Headey, 2013). However,
studies on the operational applications and challenges using the capabilities approach found
strength in “facilitating reflective participation” (Schischka, Dalziel, & Saunders, 2008, p. 244).

Sen (1999) believed that economic and social development facilitated the process of
expanding choices described as freedoms. Increased freedoms relied on societal and economic
determinants, such as health care, education, and economic opportunities. Absence of

opportunities or resources assumed an unfreedom, which in this study was the negative process
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of obtaining water that produced negative health, education, and economic effects. Access to an
improved source of water provided BUWEA women freedom or utilities in their socioeconomic
development.

In addition, this study was guided by Parris and Kates’ (2003) taxonomy of sustainable
development goals, which seek a balance between nature and people. Parris and Kates’ (2003)
intragenerational concerns, as expressed in the MDGs, inspire efforts to cease inequities in the
present while promoting conservation of the planet for future generations. Their taxonomy
served as a guide in this study’s Interview Protocol when I conducted open-ended interviews
regarding the impact of having easier access to water in its three dimensions: economic, social,
and environmental. In addition, it enriched the subject of sustainability with reflections of what

to sustain and what to develop. Table 3 shows the goals of sustainability and development.
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Taxonomy of Sustainable Development Goals (4)
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What is to be sustained

What is to be developed

Nature People
Earth Child survival
Biodiversity Life expectancy
Ecosystems Education
Equity
Equal opportunity
Life support Economy
Ecosystem services Wealth
Resources Productive sectors

Environment

Consumption

Community
Cultures
Groups
Places

Society
Institutions
Social capital
States
Regions

Note. Adapted from “Characterizing and Measuring Sustainable Development,” by T. M. Parris
and R.W. Kates, 2003, Annual Review of Environment and Resources, 28 (1),

p. 561. Reprinted with permission (see Appendix E). Copyright 2003 by Thomas M. Parris and

Robert W. Kates.

Significance of the Study

The research study sought to accomplish the following four goals. First, this study aimed

to contribute to the body of knowledge of sustainable development and water issues. Second, it

intended to illuminate the perceptions of traditionally poor and marginalized rural women. Third,

the study hoped to explain the women’s experiences accessing improved water in their villages.

And fourth, the study proposed to uncover the women’s views on sustainable development in its

economic, social, and environmental dimensions.
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In addition, knowledge of what the women wanted to sustain and what they wanted to
develop may potentially add to the sustainability dialogue. Specifically, policymakers, local
government, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and other women organizations may
benefit from this study given the importance of SDGs in the post 2015 development agenda and
the absence of participatory approaches from indigenous stakeholders (Freire, 1998; Mertens,
2009; Scoones, 2009). Furthermore, the rural women who are creating their own pathway into
sustainability may enlighten the local and global dialogue on poverty eradication strategies.
Observations into the women’s journey to alleviate poverty and to achieve empowerment by
accessing water may provide critical local knowledge and insight into critical needs.
Limitations of the Study

This case study involved a group of rural women who have participated in the rainwater
harvester project to improve access to water in the Kagera region of Tanzania. The participants
were all members of BUWEA, a local nonprofit organization that supports women’s
empowerment projects. As a result of their experiences with improved access to water, their
unique stories represented a snapshot in time, a glimpse into their lives captured by a single
researcher. The results of the case study, obtained by using a qualitative paradigm, are subjective
and cannot be generalized to other women’s groups.

Moreover, | served as executive director of the WGC for about three and a half years
prior to conducting the research study. Immersion trips to Bukoba led to a relationship between
me and the women of BUWEA, which allowed kinship and a sense of familiarity. To minimize
biases, I relied on the analytical processes and tools explained in Chapter 3, the high ethical
standards from the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) coursework, and the

Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of the Incarnate Word (UIW). In addition, |
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used other research studies about BUWEA and two translating services, one in the field and the
other as a virtual transcriber and translator.

Cross-cultural limitations included the language and interpretations made by the
researcher. The participants’ native language was Kiswahili and the dialect of Kihaya. To
minimize the limitations of the study, English, Kiswabhili, and Kihaya were used by engaging the
services of an experienced translator. The same translator accompanied me to the BUWEA office
interviews with the Kiswahili speakers and traveled to the villages to translate group interviews.
According to Liamputtong (2008), the researcher and the translator should debrief after each
interview to examine the information. Therefore, the translator and | met at the end of each day
and on weekends to review the tape-recorded interviews. The tape-recorded Kiswabhili interviews
were later transcribed and translated into English by a virtual translator.

Overview of the Methodology

I used a case study approach to conduct an intensive investigation of local stakeholders’
perceptions and experiences of sustainable development as a result of their improved access to
water. The case study design is recognized as a qualitative research method that uses multiple

sources of data to illuminate local perspectives and experiences.
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Yin (2013) offered a twofold definition of case study:
1. A case study is an empirical inquiry that
* investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its

real-world context, especially when
» the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident.

(p.16)
2. A case study inquiry

* copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many
more variables of interest than data points, and as one result

* relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a
triangulating fashion, and as another result

* benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data
collection and analysis. (p. 17)

Schram described a case study as one that illuminates a decision or set of decisions, the
rationale behind them, their implementation, and their results (as cited in Yin, 1994). This case
study aimed to explore the deliberate choice of the participants to embrace capacity building by
learning how to (a) build rainwater harvesters, (b) use local resources and materials to make the
water tanks, (c) probe feelings derived from the project, and (d) investigate their plans to sustain
the improved access to the water project.

According to Creswell (2009), a case study provides “an in-depth exploration of a
bounded system based on excessive data collection” (p. 439). I utilized sources of data that
included observations, in-depth interviews, fieldwork, and documents pertaining to the BUWEA
organization and the water project. An inductive and systematic approach illuminated the

evidence in its natural setting. Themes emerged based on the experiences and stories of this

single case study involving the women of Bukoba.
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Chapter 2: Review of Related Literature

This review of related literature contributes to the understanding of the complex and
multidisciplinary nature of sustainable development and its connections to rural women and
water. This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section explains the issues of water,
particularly in Tanzania. The next three sections discuss sustainable development, with section
two defining it, section three relating its history, and section four describing its three dimensions.

Sustainable development gained global popularity in the latter part of the 20th century as
a pathway that unites economic and social advancements with environmental needs. Inequities
suffered by the world’s poor and changes in natural resources guided discussions of human
development and conservation of the environment by policymakers and scholars alike. In this
light, the Millennium Declaration, aiming to “improve the human condition” (Sachs, 2005, p.
211), inspired the hopes and dreams for a world free of war, poverty, inequity, disease, and
depravation. Despite efforts to achieve the MDGs, many donors and institutions lacked the
understanding of how sustainable development builds in different cultural contexts.

Evidence of this global movement and its popularity appeared in publications, studies,
reports, and measurements on progress by the United Nations, the World Bank, and other
institutions. Knowledge that the underprivileged were disadvantaged in their access and use of
natural resources linked development efforts with the plight of the poor. However, discourse
over what it means to transform the lives of the poor and how to transform them has fueled
debates. One of the criticisms is that the dialogue on poverty eradication has not included the
voices of the very people whose lives have been negatively touched by this phenomenon (Crate,

2006; Smith, 2005). Top-down approaches to address problems and the absence of local
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meanings remain a constant barrier to the sustainability of the programs (Easterly, 2006;
Scoones, 2009).
Issues of Water

Water is indispensable for living. Indeed, the global community recognized this
necessary element as a human right in the International Decade for Action Water for Life 2005-
2015 campaign. The year 2013 was declared the International Year of Water Cooperation by the
UN General Assembly to encourage mutual aid among constituents. In addition, “water
management can help overcome cultural, political, and social tensions, and can build trust
between different groups, regions, or states” (UNDP, 2013).

The proclamations coordinated by the UN aimed to fulfill prior resolutions,
acknowledgements, and reaffirmations of equitable access to safe drinking water and sanitation
(UN, 2013b). A fundamental commitment was made in the UN Millennium Declaration, wherein
189 countries agreed to achieve eight goals, 21 targets, and 60 indicators by the year 2015. The
MDGs represented developmental and environmental ideas related to poverty, disease,
ecosystems, and human rights. The most commonly known eight goals and targets are the
following:

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

a. Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than
$1 a day;

b. Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women
and young people;

c. Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger

2. Achieve universal primary education

a. Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to
complete a full course of primary schooling

3. Promote gender equality and empower women

a. Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005,
and in all levels of education no later than 2015

4. Reduce child mortality
a. Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality rate
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5. Improve maternal health
a. Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality
ratio;
b. Achieve by 2015 universal access to reproductive health
6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
a. Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS;
b. Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIVV/AIDS for all those who
need it;
c. Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major
diseases
7. Ensure environmental sustainability
a. Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and
programmes and reverse the loss of environmental resources;
b. Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction in the rate of
loss;
c. Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe
drinking water and basic sanitation;
d. Achieve, by 2020, a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million
slum dwellers
8. Develop a global partnership for development
a. Address the special needs of least developed countries; landlocked countries and
small island developing states;
b. Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory trading
and financial system;
c. Deal comprehensively with developing countries’ debt;
d. In cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits of new
technologies, especially information and communications. (UN, 2011,
pp. 6-63)

The environmental MDG Number 7 sought to ensure environmental sustainability,
including a target to halve the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking
water and basic sanitation by 2015 (UNICEF &World Health Organization [WHQ], 2009). The
2010 UN Environmental Programme report stated that “over half of the world’s hospital beds are
occupied with people suffering from illnesses linked with contaminated water and more people
die as a result of polluted water than are killed by all forms of violence including wars” (as cited
in Pink, 2012, p. 83). Approximately 1.5 million children under five years old die as a result of
diarrhea, a water and sanitation related illness prevalent in developing countries (UNICEF &

WHO, 2009).



28

The MDG drinking water target was met in 2010 amidst recognition that sub-Saharan
Africa was at 61% coverage versus the 89% global population with improved water sources. In
2013, the Millennium Report announced that the world had achieved “halving the proportion of
people without access to improved sources of water, five years ahead of schedule” (UN, 2013a,
Target 7.C). Nonetheless, the same report acknowledged that reaching the target escaped many
people living in sub-Saharan Africa who accounted for almost 40% of all people lacking
improved drinking water. The WHO and UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water
Supply and Sanitation defined basic drinking-water supply post 2015 as one that protects the
source from outside contaminants, and the “use of an improved drinking-water source” is to be
“< 30 minute water collection round trip” (WHO & UNICEF, 2013, p. 11).

In September 2000, Tanzania was one of the 189 nations to sign the UN Millennium
Declaration committing to the time-bound, quantified goals and targets. In 2013, Tanzania
revealed that it was failing to reach the MDG for water and sanitation by the year 2015.
Endowed with a vast body of water sources that include lakes, dams and rivers, and wetlands,
Tanzania has the potential to satisfy its water needs but lacks the infrastructure, management,
and financial resources. Specifically, Tanzania has seven lakes: Lake Victoria, Tanganyika,
Nyasa, Rukwa, Eyasi, Manyara, Chala, and Jipe. The country also has seven dams and rivers:
Pangani, Wami, Ruvu, Rufiji, Mbwenkuru, Matandu, and Ruvuma. The wetlands in the country
encompass 5,439,000 hectares of lakes and swamps representing 5.8% of the total land surface.
The 2013 United Republic of Tanzania: UN-Water Country Brief showed a long-term average
annual precipitation of 1,071 mm or approximately 42.2 inches of rain. Though there were no

reliable data on natural disasters, it was estimated that 5.4 million people in Tanzania were



29

affected by floods between 1989 and 2011 (UN-Water, 2013). In addition, variances in rainfall
affect water flow during long dry seasons, which extend from June to October.

Kates (1971) offered an historical insight into the complexity of water management in
Tanzania when he observed a lack of consistency and coordination between agencies and
policymakers ten years after the country’s independence. The water supply and sanitation in
Tanzania, from the colonial period to the current time, changed from centralized to decentralized
governance. Decentralization may be characterized as giving responsibility for water and
sanitation service provision to local government authorities. Giné-Garriga, de Palencia, and
Pérez-Foguet (2013) stated that studies show local governments possess a communication
advantage over central government when methods of collecting data for evidence-based
decisions are proposed based on local priorities. The Ministry of Water was tasked with
overseeing the management of water resources institutions at the national, regional, and village
levels in Tanzania. Two organizations currently support water supply and sanitation policies in
urban and rural areas. The urban water supply and sanitation authorities and the community-
owned water supply organizations support policies that promote the active participation of the
private sector and the beneficiaries of the service (Tanzania National Website, n.d.b).

Water, as a sector in the Tanzanian economy, contributed a small percentage of the gross
domestic product (GDP) at 0.2% for some years (Tanzania National Website, n.d.c). However,
as a resource, it played an important role in the socioeconomic development of the country. In
2012, approximately 79% of Tanzanians participated in the agriculture sector, which produced
maize, millet, rice, wheat, cassava, banana, plantain, and coffee. Agriculture, a mainstay of the
country’s economy, is largely dependent on the quality and quantity of water resources.

Unpredictable climate conditions and poor technology affect the sector’s productivity. Labor and
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land productivity remain low, perhaps because “about 70 percent of Tanzania’s crop area is
cultivated by hand hoe, 20 percent by ox plough, and 10 percent by tractor” (Tanzania National
Website, n.d.a, para. 2). Yet, agriculture contributes more than 50% to Tanzania’s national
income and employs approximately 80% of the rural population (Siyao, 2012). Women provide
almost half of the agricultural labor. Tanzania ranked 119 out of 148 countries in 2012 on the
Gender Inequality Index (GII), a Human Development measure that evaluates gender-based
inequalities in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment, and economic activity
(UNDP, 2013).

In a study of small-scale sugar growers, rural women were mostly overworked, had no
time to seek information, and were not involved in important decision-making (Siyao, 2012).
Rural women in agriculture traditionally do not negotiate or reap the results of their harvest in a
culture where men represent the household in economic transactions (Nelson et al., 2012).
Although generalizations cannot be made because of small changes that have slowly occurred,
the gender gap and issues in agriculture remain a topic of contention.

Most people living without a clean drinking-water source in Tanzania reside in rural
areas. By the end of 2011, for example, 83% of the rural population lived without access to an
improved-water source (WHO & UNICEF, 2013). Unsafe water sources may be categorized as
surface water and other unimproved sources. Surface water is collected directly from rivers,
lakes, ponds, and irrigational channels. Unimproved sources include unprotected dug wells and
unprotected springs and water delivered by cart or tanker.

A landmark study about domestic water use and environmental health in three African
countries—Uganda, Tanzania, and Kenya—made the connections between poverty, gender, and

the environment with water access (White, Bradley, & White, 1972). The study, Drawers of
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Water: Domestic Water Use in East Africa, investigated a major problem of water that continues
to haunt humanity in many parts of the world. G. F. White, one of the authors, described their
experience during an interview with Reuss:

We went into about 35 different sites and inquired about how people decide to use water.

... We did something which is rudimentary but nobody had done before. We found out

where they got their water, how much they used, and what it cost them to use in terms of

time, energy, and health. . . . In almost all cases people have alternative sources from
which they can draw water. Thus, they make two decisions everyday: how much water
they draw, and where they will go to get it, which involves who will go to get it,

generally it was a she. Reuss quoted (as cited in Kates, 2011, p. 6).

The study was later duplicated by a Drawers of Water Il Team that included senior African
researchers led by Thompson (Thompson & Cairncross, 2002). The longitudinal study
investigated whether or not there were any changes in domestic water use compared to the
original data gathered by White et al. (1972). Water quality and quantity, domestic use, and other
variables indicated changes, yet the role of women, as the main supplier of water resources, had
not changed.

An analysis of 25 countries in sub-Saharan Africa “estimated that women spend a
combined total of at least 16 million hours each day collecting drinking water; men spend 6
million hours; and children, 4 million hours” (UNICEF & WHO, 2012, p. 31). The burden of
time and energy is unevenly distributed by gender roles as dictated by customary norms.
Children and women in rural areas collect water on average four times per day requiring 25
minutes for each trip (Nelson et al., 2012). As a matter of fact, a global trend is that women are
mostly responsible for securing and managing water resources (see Figure 5). Consequently, the

task of collecting water prevents young girls from attending school and women from engaging in

other productive activities (WaterAid America, 2013).
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Figure 5. Distribution of households by person responsible for collecting water. From The
World’s Women 2010: Trends and Statistics (p. 143), by United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, 2010. Reprinted with the permission of the United Nations.
Definition of Sustainable Development

A review of the literature related to the concept of sustainable development reveals that
there is an abundant amount of research in sustainability science with distinctive but overlapping
disciplines. Kates (2001) identified four distinct research-based programs dedicated to the
science and theory, the practice, and the action of sustainability. These four research-based
programs are (a) biological, (b) geophysical,
(c) social, and (d) technological. This study focused on social research, which is centered on the
people and the planet. Kates (2001) described it as “how human institutions, economic systems
and beliefs shape the interactions between societies and the environment” (p. 20).

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED)—also

known as the Brundtland Commission—ypresented Our Common Future, a report that united

development initiatives with the environment and equity. Since the introduction of this report,



33

sustainable development has remained at the forefront of the global agenda. In Our Common
Future, sustainable development was defined as follows:

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within

it two concepts: The concept of “needs,” in particular the essential needs of the world’s
poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations imposed by
the state of technology and social organization on the environment’s ability to meet

present and future needs. (WCED, 1987,

p. 37)

Since the Brundtland Commission offered this definition, others have evolved over the years.
However, this definition still remains the most cited and commonly used in multidisciplinary
fields. The use of the concept derives from an array of motivations by the stakeholders, including
advocacy, research, and policy-making. Stakeholders representing various fields, institutions,
nations, and localities have included sustainable development as part of their mission and vision
statements associated within their purpose area. The Brundtland definition is embraced as the
one that allows stakeholders from various fields to interpret it to fit their aspirations and goals.
However, many also describe it as vague and elusive. Critics of sustainable development argue
that the term is complex, ambiguous, fluid, unspecific, and open to interpretation (Ciegis,
Ramanauskiene, & Martinkus, 2009).

In 1992, the Declaration on Environment and Development described sustainable
development “as long-term continuous development of the society aimed at satisfaction of
humanity’s needs at present and in the future via rational usage and replenishment of natural
resources, preserving the Earth for future generations” (UN, 1992). The special significance was
the inclusion of environmental concerns to equitably meet the development issues and to protect

the present and future generations. Dernbach described the notion of development as four related

concepts: (a) peace and security, (b) economic development, (c) social development, and (d)
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national governance (as cited in Ashford & Hall, 2011, p. 9). These four concepts reflect the
outcomes of treaties and international agreements.

All definitions of sustainable development agree on implications related to basic beliefs
of social justice and equity; concepts of needs and limitations; questions of what to sustain and
what to develop; three dimensions involving economic, social, and environmental factors; and
time orientations of present and future generations. The definition from the Brundtland
Commission proposed the concept of needs and the idea of limitations. The concept of needs
intertwine with development initiatives targeting the suffering of the underprivileged, suffering
that is caused by poverty, disease, illiteracy, and marginalization. Similarly, the idea of
limitations emphasizes the needs of the planet and the deterioration of the environment while
considering the needs of the present and the future.

In regard to sustainable development, time orientation underscores the ethical
considerations and issues of social justice and equity in the present time, referred to as
intragenerational, and in the future, referred to as intergenerational (Soubbotina, 2004). Parris
and Kates (2003) observed that “sustainable development has broad appeal and little specificity,
but some combination of development and environment as well as equity is found in many
attempts to describe it” (p. 559). Discourse on what is to be sustained, what is to be developed,
how to link environment and development, and for how long a time emanate from studies that
attempt to give context to time orientation (Goodland, 1995; Kates, 2010; Redclift, 1987). In
2013, global conversations about future development and environmental efforts remained
grounded on the concept of sustainable development, which continued to advance through UN

conferences, agendas, and declarations.



35

History of Sustainable Development

There are several developmental and environmental initiatives from policymakers,
scholars, and private industries that promote the evolution of sustainable development, many of
which are rooted in global initiatives led by the United Nations. Much of the literature on
sustainable development is referenced in the context of a UN conference, declaration, or report.
As a result, this section on the history of sustainable development focuses on significant
milestone events led by the UN. Some of the major highlights are shown in Table 4.

Academic researchers and policy analysts have studied sustainable development since the
1960s. Yet, it was not until 1972, in the UN Conference on the Human Environment in
Stockholm, Sweden, that the concept gained international awareness. The conference highlighted
two important points: (a) the issue of degradation and the abuse of natural resources and (b) the
understanding that Earth has limited resources (United Nations Environment Programme
[UNEP], 1972). The resulting Stockholm Declaration marked a milestone in transferring local
and national environmental concerns into an international dialogue on global ecological issues
(Brunnee, 2009).

According to the WCED (1987), “Humanity has the ability to make development
sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (p. 15). This concept of sustainable development is
grounded in the belief that inequities of the poor in the present generation should not be a legacy
to pass on to future generations. Thus, there is a need to balance aiding the poor and protecting
the world’s natural resources (Kates, Parris, & Leiserowitz, 2005; Stoner & Wankel, 2008). The
green revolution movement, which focuses on protecting environmental resources while building

sustainable communities, changed the relationship between people and the planet (Clark, 2010).



Table 4

Significant Milestones in Sustainable Development From the UN

YEAR LOCATION CONFERENCE KNOWN AS DECLARATIONS &
RESOLUTIONS
1972 Stockholm, UN Conference on the | The Stockholm | Declaration of the
Sweden Human Environment Conference UN Conference
(UNCHE) on the Human
Environment
1987 Oslo, World Commission on | The Brundtland Our Common
Norway Environment and Commission Future (also
Development (WCED) known as the
Brundtland
Report)
1992 Rio de UN Conference on The Earth Agenda 21
Janeiro, Environment and Summit
Brazil Development (UNCED)
2000 New York, UN Millennium The The Millennium
NY Development Goals Millennium Declaration
(MDG) Summit
2002 | Johannesburg, World Summit on Earth Summit The
South Africa Sustainable 2002, Johannesburg
Development (WSSD) | World Summit, Declaration
or Rio+10
2012 Rio de UN Conference on Earth Summit The Future We
Janeiro, Sustainable 2012 or Want for All
Brazil Development (UNCSD) Rio+20

Anand and Sen (2000) asserted that “the growing concern with sustainable development reflects
the basic belief that the interest of the future should receive the kind of attention that those in the

present generation get” (p. 2030). The need for development interventions was reinforced in the
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late 1980s when many African countries were suffering from a variety of calamities. Poverty,
hunger, droughts, and the HIVV/AIDS pandemic, among other crises, created a profound impact
on many sub-Saharan African countries. These interconnected events reinforced the concept of a
sustainable development approach towards eradicating poverty.

In 1992, the UN held a Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil. The resulting document, known as Agenda 21, was a collaborative agreement adopted by
participating nations calling for an action plan to address some of the more pressing issues of that
time period. It reaffirmed the commitment from wealthier nations to help disadvantaged ones,
such as those in sub-Saharan Africa. Many African countries were besieged by debt and
indebtedness was one of the problems that prevented some developing countries from achieving
progress in their development efforts. As a result, wealthier nations were encouraged to take an
active role in addressing the problems of external debt burdens (UN, 1992). A global partnership
for sustainable development to address the ills of poverty, marginalization, and environmental
degradation, shaped strategies related to debt burden, equity issues, education, health care, and
the rights of women. Initiatives were born out of a shared belief that the integration of
environment and development would provide for a better future as long as all nations worked
together to meet measurable goals (UN, 1992).

Beyond statements or dreams, world leaders pushed for a set of key indicators to help
identify, monitor, and measure progress across disciplines. The ultimate goal of setting measures
was to achieve sustainable development within its three dimensions: economic, social, and
environmental. During the same time period, African leaders were challenged to address a

combination of social and economic degradations due to poverty, hunger, and disease. Two of
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those socioeconomic issues were water and disease. In 1992, 1.3 billion people in the world
lacked access to safe water, and 2.3 billion people lacked access to sanitation.

The ideals of development and protecting the environment progressed when the
Millennium Declaration was unanimously approved by UN member nations and 23
organizations on September 8, 2000. The Millennium Declaration became an international
pledge to achieve time-bound MDGs by the year 2015. The UN adopted the Millennium
Declaration and implemented MDGs in several disciplines, which were widely communicated
and embraced by global and local communities. Being different from other promises to eradicate
poverty, the MDGs were systematically and comprehensively established with resources to
finance, implement, measure, and advocate them. International and local governments allocated
funds, identified indices, and published reports to monitor progress. These MDGs sought to
address daunting inequities and environmental concerns that hindered improvement of social and
economic conditions of the poorest nations.

In 2002, the UN hosted the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg,
South Africa, also referred to as Rio+10 or Earth Summit 2002. This summit provided a forum
for global leaders to recommit and reaffirm prior UN declarations 30 years after the Stockholm
Declaration of 1972 and ten years after Agenda 21 of 1992. There was a realization that the
planet’s natural resources and the needs of the poorer nations had to be balanced with those
needs of the more developed countries. World leaders recognized that poor and rich countries
had to work together to achieve sustainable solutions to economic, social, and potential
environmental catastrophes. Furthermore, developed nations agreed to participate in a solidarity
fund to eradicate poverty by donating 0.7% of their national income to the fund (UN Millennium

Project, 2002-2006). Of special interest in the literature of that time period are the references to
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the different priorities of the developed and developing countries; these same countries were
sometimes referred to as the North versus the South or rich countries versus poor countries.
Conflicting agendas to advance development efforts sometimes clashed with those of the
environment. Despite the controversies, the Earth Summit 2002 directed a pathway to improve
lives and ecosystems while considering population growth and natural resource degradation.
Although dialogues among nations reflect the opposing priorities of the North and South,
conversations remained grounded in the belief that development and environment are problems
of humankind.

Ban Ki-moon, Secretary-General of the UN, proclaimed:

Eradicating extreme poverty continues to be one of the main challenges of our time, and

IS a major concern of the international community. . . . The goals are ambitious but

feasible and, together with the comprehensive UN development agenda, set the course for

the world’s efforts to alleviate extreme poverty by 2015 (UN Millennium Campaign,

n.d.).

Lack of access to water, gender inequalities, disease, and a disproportionate array of
problems in Africa attracted the attention of international policymakers. The 2001 International
Conference on Fresh Water in Bonn, Germany, brought to light that 1.2 billion people in the
planet still lived in poverty without access to safe drinking water, and that approximately 2.5
billion people did not have access to proper sanitation (Rogers, Jalal, & Boyd, 2006). Similarly,
58% of those infected with the HIV virus in 2002 were African women. Kofi A. Annan, the
former Secretary-General of the UN, reported on the ravaging effects of the HIV pandemic on
African women and girls. He said:

When she dies, the household will risk collapsing completely, leaving children to fend for

themselves. The older ones, especially girls, will be taken out of school to work in the

home or the farm. These girls, deprived of education and opportunities, will be even less
able to protect themselves against AIDS. (Annan, 2002, para. 7)
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In 2012, world leaders met again in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil to attend the UN Conference
on Sustainable Development, also known as Rio+20. World leaders discussed development and
environmental issues, the status of the MDGs, and potential follow-up initiatives after the MDGs
deadline in 2015. The major outcome of the Rio+20 conference was the agreement to initiate a
post 2015 development agenda that would continue beyond the MDGs by identifying a set of
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Major successes of the MDGs included global
awareness, agreement on measurements, and producing good reports for better communication.
Yet, a main criticism was the lack of inclusion of major stakeholders in their development and
measures. The proposed post 2015 development agenda seeks to remedy the process by engaging
academia, civil society, and additional stakeholders in the creation of a set of SDGs to be
founded on prior efforts from UN initiatives. The SDGs propose a vision to be shared by UN
member states in which human development advances are attained while honoring the ecological
limits of the planet (UN System Task Team, 2012).

Three Dimensions of Sustainable Development

According to Jiliberto, sustainable development is not based on the economic, social,
ecological, or institutional dimension, but rather on “their system as an integrated whole” (as
cited in Ciegis, Ramanauskiene, & Martinkus, 2009, p. 33). Sustainable development integrates
three dimensions: economic, social, and environmental as a holistic, shared belief that prosperity,
justice, and security can be achievable as global priorities. These dimensions are consistently
present in a multitude of disciplines, and they are considered part of the decision-making
process. The three dimensions have evolved in their depiction, representation, and significance
over time. But, they are still recognized as necessary to eradicate poverty and protect the human

environment.
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Descriptions and representations range from a pillar approach, to three overlapping
spheres, to a nested approach with general sustainability based on all three (Goodland, 1995).
Studies exploring the three dimensions consider each dimension in itself and its relationship with
the other dimensions to achieve sustainability. Rogers et al. (2006) asserted that sustainability is
a term used to interconnect with development and environment. Griggs (2013) nested concept
demonstrates the changes in the population, the society, and the earth since the early 20th
century. Figure 6 illustrates the accelerated growth of the economy and society beginning in the
1950s but the planet remains with finite resources. Human activities may have a negative impact

on the earth’s ecosystems.
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Figure 6. Rethinking Sustainable Development in the Athropocene. From “From MDGs to
SDGs: Key Challenges and Opportunities” by D. Griggs. 2013, Future Earth, p. 19. Reprinted
with permission (see Appendix F).
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Economic dimension. The economic dimension is usually linked to economic growth,
access to financial markets or services, and entrepreneurial opportunities. Economic rationality is
a premise that goods are produced efficiently enough so that they can be sold at a competitive
cost (Ayala-Carcedo & Gonzalez-Barros, 2005). Measures dominating the literature on
economics include consumption and spending patterns, supply and demand of goods and
services, and the impacts on global, national, and local economies across sectors. Economic
growth is represented in the gross national product (GNP) per capita, which increases over time.

Despite the efforts of international programs, such as the UN Development Decade for
Women from 1975 to 1985, and other organizations to promote gender equity, women in several
sub-Saharan African countries still suffer exclusion and discrimination (Dibie & Dibie, 2012).
African women’s access to economic resources has been slow due to gender roles and unequal
opportunities in formal education, including science and mathematics (Beoku-Betts, 1998).
Traditionally, the role of women has been focused in agriculture, which provides a glimpse into
their substandard economic progress for subsistence. Tanzanian women provide 80% of the labor
force in agriculture and generate 60% of the food (Boakari, 2004), which shows that rural
women are critical agents for enhancing the food supply, food security, and nutrition. The
concept of livelihoods conceptualizes the “economic activities poor people undertake in their
totalities” (Adato & Meinzen-Dick, 2002, p. 2). Charman (2008) studied the impact of
democratization and liberalization of agricultural services on gender gains by women of
Southern Africa. A bottom-up approach, training in crop production, and access to finance and
loan services promoted the position of women and their subsequent feelings of empowerment.
Yet, an array of socioeconomic issues prevents women not only from participating fully in

society but also from reaching their potential. In addition, a chiefly patriarchal society prevents
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women from attaining equitable access to education and employment opportunities (Nkuba,
2007).

The role of African women might be better understood by examining the historical
perspectives (Boakari, 2004) and tacit assumptions. Land ownership is critical for economic
development and subsistence in many African societies. According to formal civil law, women
may own property but the customary law prevails over civil law in some cases. For example, old
customs and tribal laws have denied African women land ownership, with a devastating
economic impact on entire female-led families. Cohen (2006) observed that women, particularly
widows, would be destitute of their land after their husband’s death. It is customary law that they
gain access to their husbands’ land while married, but women’s property rights end if their
entitlement of land was based on their marriage. However, with the assistance of changing
government, institutions, and NGOs, African women have slowly gained rights in land
ownership and have slowly entered the economic development process (Dibie & Dibie, 2012).

The economic status of women who reside in rural areas is disadvantaged by additional
factors, such as lack of access to health care, scarce educational opportunities, assigned gender
roles, and poor water availability. Difficult access to water precludes women from growing their
business, attending school, and keeping healthy. It is estimated that more than “fifty percent of
Tanzanians in rural areas have no access to safe drinking water, and in some areas the proportion
of people with access to clean potable water is lower than twelve percent” (Yohannes, 2008, p.
117). The process of supplying water keeps women from engaging in income-generating
activities because of the enormous amount of time and effort invested in obtaining water on a
daily basis. Outside interventions have not been sustainable as a result of economic, financial,

and technological constraints. For instance, Huby and Stevenson (2003) studied intervention
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models that were meant to improve the water supplies of the rural people in Tanzania. However,
these “dig-install-depart” models, implemented by well-meaning organizations, failed to succeed
(Huby & Stevenson, 2003, p. 196). Their findings showed that short-term interventions and early
withdrawals without community participation, and more importantly, the lack of input from
women led to the failure of these w