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INTRODUCTION

The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation, through the National 
Water Authority (ANA) and its Directorate of Water User 
Organizations, aims to improve water resource management by gen-
erating knowledge, developing capacity, and supervising and engag-
ing water user organizations. ANA believes it is essential that water 
user organizations recognize the range of tools they have available to 
properly manage this public resource.

Agricultural activities use approximately 80% of available water re-
sources. This statistic provides a strong incentive for ANA to con-
tinue to strengthen the capacities of the people who participate on 
water user boards, committees, and commissions to implement mod-
ern irrigation techniques, to plan hydraulic projects efficiently, and to 
encourage inter-institutional synergies. The purpose is to improve the 
quality of life for all.

«A voice. A river. A transformation.» gathers the testimonies of a 
group of women who participate on different user organizations in the 
Chancay Lambayeque basin. The story is collective, intimate, and hu-
man. It reviews the roles that these women play as water users, trainers, 
managers, and leaders; but also as mothers, wives, and educators.

This publication showcases the participation of rural women in the in-
tegrated management of water resources and their desire to be heard.
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CATALINA 
CHAPOÑÁN dismisses 
the idea that women 
are less important. She 
knows their role is not 
to remain silent. Twen-
ty-six years ago she was 
widowed and had to 
start running her farm: 
“I went from being a 
kitten, to defending my 
rights like a lioness.”

Peru‘s water resources do not reach everyone 
equally and it is often women in rural areas are the 

most affected. However, women are now better 
prepared to face the water challenges of the 21st 
century. In the Chancay-Lambayeque basin, the 
activities of a group of women are the source for 

a river of hope that is eradicating outdated gender 
stereotypes and ensuring the well being of 

an entire population. 

But ... who does this woman think she is? Doesn‘t she have 
a husband to keep her under control?” That is what they 
said during the most recent meeting of the water user 
commission in Mochumí, a village located in the lower 

Chancay-Lambayeque River basin. Catalina Chapoñán is a spokes-
person for the organization. The com-
ment was overheard, and not for the 
first time, as she pressed for informa-
tion about the way in which the com-
mission‘s funds were being managed. 

Catalina is 58 years old; she is a mother, 
a farmer, a water user. And she does not 
have a husband. “I had to learn quick-
ly how to stick up for my rights when, 
at 32, I found myself alone with eight 

“

Catalina
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(continue on page 8 )

children, the oldest only 14 years of 
age,“ says Catalina. “I had no resources 
for planting or to pay laborers. The land 
was not in my name. It had been my 
husband who managed the farm.”

To sustain her family, Catalina applied 
to an agricultural company for a loan. 
Forced to mortgage the property, she 
was somehow able to save the harvest. 
She sold the rice for a good price, paid 
off the debts, invested in education for 

all her children, and had enough left over to buy seeds for the next 
sowing season. She wanted to never depend on anyone else again. 
That is when she learned to defend her water rights, first as a user 
and later as a leader. According to Catalina, “Women are accustomed 
to managing the household finances and now we are applying that 
experience to water management. We tend to think less about what is 
best for the individual and more about what will work for everyone.“

A MALE PERSPECTIVE
“Women’s voices have gone unheard. Many are born leaders, 
but their influence has been limited to the spaces allocated to 
them by what is still a very patri-
archal society,” says Laura Silva, 
Director of the Directorate of Water 
User Organizations (DOUA for its 
Spanish acronym) of the National 
Water Authority (ANA for its 
Spanish acronym). “Women farmers 
should have access to the manage-
ment spaces where important issues 
which affect them on a daily basis are 
decided. Like water.”

Water belongs to 
everyone, but not 

everyone can use it at 
once. The water user 

organizations agree on 
how the distribution 

of water should be 
regulated in a fair and 

equitable manner.

THE TINAJONES DAM 
is the heart of the hydrau-
lic system of the Chan-
cay-Lambayeque river 
basin. Its water storage 
capacity of 320 million cu-
bic meters is vital for ag-
riculture development in 
the lower basin, especially 
during the dry season.
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The Global Water Partnership defines this 
concept as “a process which promotes the 
coordinated development and manage-
ment of water, land and related resources, 
in order to maximize economic and social 
welfare in an equitable manner without 
compromising the sustainability of vital 
ecosystems.”

This process can be adapted to different 
social, cultural, political, economic, or envi-
ronmental contexts and is applicable from 
the local level, to the regional, and ultimate-
ly, to the national. It contains three general 
objectives: 

promote more equitable access to water 
resources to address poverty;
ensure that water is used effectively and 
for the benefit of the greatest number of 
people;and
achieve the sustainable use of water.

In this context, the National Water Author-
ity has added a fundamental element: the 
hydrographic basin as the center of the 
hydrological ecosystem, “a territory that is 
defined by nature itself, essentially by the 
boundaries of the areas of surface water 
runoff that converge towards the same 
channel. The basin, its natural resources, 
and its inhabitants have physical, biological, 
economic, social, and cultural conditions 
that afford them special characteristics.“

Integrated Water 
Resource Management 

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN 
THE CHANCAY-LAMBAYQUE BASIN 

Source: Junta de Usuarios de Agua Chancay-
Lambayeque / Autoridad Nacional del Agua
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ANA has 719,041 water users reg-
istered nationwide, organized into 
126 boards and 1,685 commissions 
spread right across the country. 
Although, by law, water is a public 
resource, an important task is still 
pending: strengthening water or-
ganizations to ensure the resource 
reaches everyone on an equal basis, in 
terms of quantity, quality, and access. 

Because of concerns such as scarcity, 
pollution, and climate change,  wa-
ter resources need to be managed in 
an integrated way. In practice this 
implies a participatory approach, 
and a recognition of the central role 
that women play in providing, ad-
ministering, and protecting water. 

Despite this global trend, by allocat-
ing it to productive activities, and in 

particular agriculture, our society continues to view water through a 
more masculine lens.  “Women care about the countryside too, but 
also about other issues related to water, such as health, the sanitation 
in our homes, or the education of our children,” says Clara Vásquez, 
a water user from the town of Capote.

The bias is also noticeable within water user organizations them-
selves: for example, of the 964 managerial positions that exist at the 
national level, less than 10% are occupied by women. Low levels 
of education, barriers to obtaining land title, and the persistence of 
gender stereotypes are all formidable challenges that confront wom-
en in rural areas and are difficult to overcome. 

which represent 
719,041 farmers.

water user boards,

commissions

committees

At national level 
ANA has registered:

126

1 685 

8 591

Water user organizations are non-
profit civil society associations 
that can be organized into boards, 
commissions, and committees.  They 
enable members to participate in 
the multi-sectoral management and 
sustainable use of water resources.

Under different names and structures, 
water user organizations have formed 
part of framework of the Peruvian 
state since colonial times. Because 
these bodies have responsibility 
for the distribution of water, the 
operation and maintenance of 
hydraulic infrastructure, and the 
collection and administration of 
tariffs, they also provide a public 
service and play a strategic role in 
the use and conservation of the 
resource. These organizations are 
decisionmakers and strategic actors 
in the process to institutionalize 
the National Water Resources 
Management System.

Water user organizations currently 
face internal limitations, such as a 
lack of technical and management 
capacity to insist on inclusion in 
the process to improve water 
governance across the country. The 
challenge is to transcend their local 
role and participate more actively 
in the formulation of public policies 
and national laws.

The state guarantees the 
autonomy of water user 
organizations and the National 
Water Authority regulates their 
behavior. The 1969 General Water 
Law regulates users on boards and 
commissions responsible for water 
with agricultural uses. The Water 
User Organizations Law came 
into force in 2015 and introduced 
structural changes, such as the 
election of leaders through a vote 
of all users. •

Water User 
Organizations(OUA)

(from page 4)
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LidiaGaona

“The training promoted 
by the board with the 

support of the local water 
authority is fundamental. 

We need spaces to 
discuss our rights and 

obligations. Female users 
no longer come just to 
listen. Now they have 

their own voice” .
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There are, however, exceptions, like the Chancay-Lambayeque river 
basin, where the path to a more modern form of water resource gov-
ernance is being laid out. 

Bringing together more than 30,000 people, the Chancay-Lambayeque 
Water Users Board ( JUCHL for its Spanish acronym) is the coun-
try‘s largest such organization. Now, for the first time, two women sit 
on its board of directors. And they are not the only ones who occu-
py important positions: the Manager is a woman, as is the General 
Accountant, the Training Officer, the Communication Officer, the 
Planning and Budgeting Officer, and the Customer Service Manager. 
”If we are taking on these roles, it is because the users recognize that 
our results are positive,” says Lidia Gaona, JUCHL Manager. 

”Women are more honest and trustworthy,” says Jorge Figueroa, 
JUCHL Board President who, together with the other directors, was 
responsible for placing a woman in charge of management for the 
first time in the country. ”Women do not like corruption. They are 
much more direct and transparent, and these are characteristics of 
great benefit to our organizations. The example of Lidia shows just 
how a woman with solid technical training can take on a position of 
great responsibility”.

ENGINEER AGAINST THE ODDS
Lidia Gaona‘s life story has seen as many twists and turns as the 
course of a mountain river. That today she is an agricultural engi-
neer is almost a miracle. When she was young, and with the help of 
her mother, Lidia chose to flee her native Cajamarca late one night 
in the face of her father‘s refusal to allow her to enter university. 
Even after she had enrolled at Lambayeque’s Pedro Ruiz Gallo 
University, Lidia had to overcome the prejudice of those who ques-
tioned why she would want to pursue a ‘male career.’ Although 
more than three decades have passed since then, Lidia’s eyes still 
fill with fire as she recalls those experiences. But her character is 
an imitation of water, the resource to which she has dedicated her 
entire professional life. Sometimes she is as calm as a lagoon or as 

gentle as a stream; at others, as intense 
and powerful as a waterfall. Lidia 
knows exactly when each characteris-
tic is called for. 

Lidia’s baptism as a professional took 
place in the irrigation channels of Ferreñafe during the 1998 El Niño 
phenomenon. With floodwaters having wiped out the hydraulic in-
frastructure, she joined a team working tirelessly to rebuild the system 
in order to save the harvest. Lidia would later move to Lima in search 
of employment. But living in the capital city, Lidia soon discovered 
that her heart belonged in the country. Her vocation was water, so she 
returned to Chiclayo and applied for a position on the JUCHL, which 
she eventually won on merit. 

The Chancay-Lambayeque basin was selected in 
2011 to implement a new model of water resource 
management that promotes the coordinated 
management of water, land, and resources to drive 
economic and social development. 

A WATER MONITORING ROOM 
This facility is part of the Water Re-
sources Management Modernization 
Program. It receives and processes 
information in real time from nine hy-
dro-meteorological stations and deli-
vers alerts when indicators related to 
the El Niño phenomenon appear.

of which 95 are 
occupied by 
women, located 
primarily on the 
coast (50) and in 
the mountains 
(42)

The 126 water 
user boards 
registered in the 
country have

management 
positions,

presidents 
are women.

vice presidents 
are women.

964

5

9
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In 2001 Lidia became the director of a team maintaining 3,410 kilo-
meters of canals, some of them dating back to pre-Columbian times. 
They are the veins that bring life to the fields of rice and sugarcane, 
and to the fruit trees standing on land dominated by dry forests and 
carob. The heart of the entire system is the Tinajones Dam, a muscle 
strong enough to pump water to every corner of the lower basin. 
Lidia is very conscious that progress for the farmers depends on the 
effectiveness of her team. 

“My job is to ensure there are no conflicts and to coordinate the activ-
ities of the board with those of fifteen committees,” the engineer says. 
According to Lidia, the magic word is ‘dialogue’. She believes that 
women are very well equipped to manage technical and social issues, 
whilst at the same time generating a climate of trust and recognition. 
“Being women, we have no limits. We can fulfil all our obligations, 
both those we encounter in the workplace and those still imposed in 
the home by society’s machismo culture. I am a mother and a profes-
sional and I never do things by halves.” 

HAYDEÉ DE LA CRUZ is convin-
ced that women analyze problems 
more comprehensively and therefo-
re provide more realistic solutions. 
“We are more reliable and though-
tful. And we bring more perspecti-
ve to the issues”.

PROFESSIONALS WITH VISION
“Women can do anything because we are very organized.” The phrase 
belongs to Haydeé de la Cruz, President of the Ferreñafe Water Users 
Committee. Haydeé originally studied nursing, but chose instead to 
assist her family on their sugar cane farm. “It used to be that a woman 
would move from dependency on her father to dependency on her 
husband.” Haydeé broke with that tradition. When she inherited her 

family’s land, Haydeé had the title trans-
ferred into her name. 

She was also the first female caporal 
(foreman) in Ferreñafe, responsible 
over many years for cleaning and main-
taining her sector’s irrigation canals:  
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The board has registered 1,684 
canals in the lower basin. Taymi is 
the longest, at 48 kilometers, and 
supplies water to almost half of 
the valley. Some 80.13% of these 
canals—2,717 kilometers—are 
without lining, which causes water to 
be lost as a result of leakage along 
the journey.

Hondo river’s channel at Mórrope
An unlined canal and sluice gate system in Reque. 
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“I led a lot of men, and although at 
first they questioned my decisions, they 
never showed me disrespect.”

In those days Haydeé would get up at 
four o’clock in the morning to cook and 
prepare breakfast for her family. At five 
o’clock she would go with her husband 
to the cane fields. At seven o’clock she 
would return home to wake up the chil-
dren and take them to school. She would 
then return to the fields, until twelve 
o’clock, when she would go home again 
to cook lunch. The children would arrive 
one o’clock, eat, and then go out to play; 
Haydeé would take a minivan back to 
the farm. Around four o‘clock she would 
organize the following day and spend 

some time on user committee work, or on her caporal responsibilities; 
that is, unless she had to attend a meeting of the school classroom 
committee, “because we mothers are also responsible for our children‘s 
education.” Today, Haydeé’s three children are all professionals. 

Gregorio Quiroz, President of the Capote Users Commission, ac-
knowledges the achievements and strength of the rural women of 
Lambayeque: “They are always very active, putting themselves for-
ward, and bringing a more comprehensive perspective 
to the issues, unlike men, who tend to focus more on 
solving specific problems. Women need to be given 
the space and we need to open it up.” 

THE VALUE OF TRAINING
Gregorio arrives at the El Mango farm to support an 
initiative of Clara Vásquez, a water user and member 

More than 30 women 
have created a WhatsApp 
group where they update 

one another about 
the activities of the 

different commissions 
and coordinate their 
own meetings. They 

also send messages of 
encouragement, when 

they have problems, and 
congratulations, when they 

achieve a good result.

clara

CLARA VÁSQUEZ: 
“Although I am not a 
professional, I have lear-
ned to defend my water 
rights, encourage dialog, 
and promote consensus 
amongst the users on my 
commission. Training is 
very important. Without 
knowledge it is impossi-
ble to move forward”.

(continue on page 28)
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TRAINING WORKSHOPS. Tra-
ining helps users overcome the 
fear of saying what they think in 
public. “I want to make women 
part of the management of our 
main natural resource—water,” 
says the trainer Clara Vásquez.



Amenaida  Espino

Clorinda  taboada

Maria  del  Jesus
Vasquez

Caty  Quiroz

Ebli  Serna“As the wife of a user I have no 
rights over water. The training 
represents a space where we 
share our concerns and resolve 
them together”.

“We used to be ignorant on 
the subject of water. Thanks to 
our participation we now know 
our rights and we put them to 
good use”.

“I feel now stronger. I have 
learned how to speak in public 

and say what I think, because 
water is an issue for everyone”.

“Machismo in rural areas has 
been very limiting. Before, to 
attend training we had to ask 
husbands for permission and 
assure them that only women 

would be attending”.“The training helps us to feel 
more secure and be more 

independent. Now we need 
to express these feelings 

during the meetings of our 
committee”.

Chancay-Lambayeque Users 
Board Head of Training and 

Communication.

Merli  Ubilluz

MagdalenA   PuyCAn

“Women must have a 
voice so as to present 

our initiatives on the 
management of water 

resources. That is why the 
training is so important 
for us, to gain not only 

knowledge but also self-
confidence”.

“We want the water to 
reach us and all users. The 

training is helping us to 
become better leaders”.

Chancay-Lambayeque 
Users Board Councilor.
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“Being illiterate has not stopped me from learning about my 
rights. In meetings with other women I have learned not to be 
ashamed. Thanks to them I have regained my freedom”.

Maria   mercedes  tapia

“ANA has been promoting new 
intervention strategies for training, 

awareness, engagement, and 
supervision that focus on the real 
needs of the organizations. Water 

is for everyone and on behalf of 
everyone; and as a state we want any 

user to be able to participate in its 
management”.

Training is essential to encourage the users to participate in integrated water resource manage-
ment in all the basins.

ARCHIVO AUTORIDAD NACIONAL DEL AGUA

ANA is the public institution 
charged with managing, conserving, 
and protecting water resources in 
their natural sources, such as lakes, 
rivers, lagoons, and aquifers.

ANA promotes a culture which 
places social, economic, and 
environmental value on water. 
The organization coordinates with 
other ministries, fosters campaigns 
that promote a water culture, and 
encourages participation by water 
user organizations, whose activities 
it also monitors and evaluates.

The Directorate of Water User 
Organizations (DOUA for 
its acronym in Spanish) has 
responsibility for organizing and 
undertaking activities around water 
tariffs, the recognition of water user 
organizations, and their supervision, 
oversight, and capacity building.

To ensure that the rules and 
regulations it promotes as a 
governing body apply equally 
to all users regardless of gender, 
ANA has begun to adjust its 
communications strategies. “The 
realities in Peru are very different 
depending on where you live: 
along the coast, in the mountains, 
or in the jungle. Some 22% 
of councilors nationwide have 
primary education, 56% completed 
secondary education, and 22% 
achieved an upper technical or 
university qualification,” says 
DOUA Director Laura Silva. 

“It is important that each organi-
zation has available the tools nec-
essary to organize itself technically 
and administratively. Users have to 
identify their needs and put them 
in the operation and maintenance 
plan in a participatory way.” •
 

The National 
Water Authority (ANA)

Laura Silva Rojas 
Director of the Directorate 

of Water User Organizations.
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of her local irrigation commission. He is accom-
panied by two other members of his board, both 
men. Clara is very special and dear to the hearts 
of the women farmers because her initiative has 
freed them from marginalization. Clara decided 
to close the education gap by organizing what she 

calls “self-directed training workshops that are designed for wom-
en, although husbands can also attend.” As Clara explains: “Many 
women lack education, but the training provided by the engineers is 
too technical and hard to understand. The users leave more confused 
than when they arrived. This generates fear and insecurity and so we 
shut up during the assemblies to avoid making fools of ourselves.”

Clara Vásquez has distributed paper and markers among those 

attending her workshop so they can write down 
how they feel. “I do it this way so they do not get 
tongue tied and can instead express themselves 
with confidence,” says Clara. “Before they acquire 
technical knowledge, I first need to rebuild their 
self-esteem. Here we are more like sisters than workmates.” 

If the water users of Capote see Clara as a strong and determined 
woman, she herself has a confession: although she tries to hide it, 
hosting the workshop terrifies her. Clara is brave to admit it. She 
feels a sense of responsibility because the workshops have become 
very important. The women are discussing their water issues. The 
next step will be to speak at an assembly in front of other users. 
Some have already been confident enough to make this leap.

THE PRACTICE. As part of 
their training, Luz Marina’s 
students help to clean the 
canals which surround the 
school. They need to be 
fully operational in time 
for the rainy season when 
the big rice and sugar cane 
harvest begins.

THE THEORY. Luz 
Marina Musayón is a rice 
grower and secondary 
school science and 
environment teacher 
at Túcume’s Excelencia 
Private College. “We have 
an obligation to better 
educate young people 
to change society‘s 
behavior”.

(from page 18)
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“Water is a scarce resource 
and on many occasions we 
have been the last to receive 
it because we are women. Are 
our crops less important?”

“Pollution and climate change 
are problems that affect us all 
... So I ask myself: what kind 
of planet do we want to leave 
our children?”

NoraSalazarChancay-Lambayeque 
Users Board councilor.
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LEAPING INTO POLITICS
At its source a river is tiny and discrete, almost in-
significant. Along its course it is fed by tributaries 
that help it grow and evolve. Once in the basin, the 
river‘s flow decreases, it moves more slowly, but it 
gains wisdom and begins to fertilize the land and 

make it more productive. Nora Salazar is 67 years old. The river is a 
metaphor for her life. 

Twenty years ago, the agricultural cooperative where she was executive 
secretary was dissolved. As compensation, Nora was granted a plot of 
land. She was transformed from an administrator into a farmer. And 
into a water user. That was where the real challenges began. 

“We take part in agriculture just like the men. Previously we would 
approach the board to claim our rights to water, only to be told that 
‘this’ was the job of our husbands.”  Such attitudes inspired Nora to 
form a women‘s committee for Ferreñafe to tackle the marginaliza-
tion that confronted them. “During the first meetings we struggled 
to interpret the laws and understand the regulations. But we weren‘t 
going to let that stop us becoming involved in farming. Our desire 
to learn has always been much stronger.”

Nora also had practical experience. She once immersed herself very 
literally in the problem, when, as president of her local irrigation 
channel committee, she waded into the water to find out why the 
canal had filled with sand. Nora suffers from osteoarthritis now, but 
what aches more than the pain in her legs and hands is the fact that 
the water does not reach everyone equally. So, when she was invited 
to apply for the position of councilor on the JUCHL in 2016, Nora 
accepted without hesitation.

Since last year, by participating on the board of directors, Nora 
Salazar and Magdalena Puyen have been the strongest voices for 
women in the JUCHL‘s 46-year history. They have set the agenda, 
adding issues such as health, pollution, and climate change—all re-
lated to water, but rarely discussed in the past. 

“Women bring the honesty that institutions like ours 
need, because they do not seek to benefit from it. 
Leaders must look after the needs of all users”.

Jorge Figueroa
Chancay-Lambayeque Water Users Board President.

MEETING OF THE BOARD 
OF DIRECTORS. For the 
first time in its 46-year his-
tory, two women form part 
of the board’s highest de-
cision-making body. Every 
week the group meets for 
up to four hours to discuss 
issues that affect more than 
30,000 users.
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The current manager, Lidia Gaona, believes that with Nora and 
Magdalena as councilors, the board has significantly improved its 
level of analysis and participation: “Now there is greater respect 
among all the members and decisions are taken with a greater sense 
of responsibility.” The two of them have managed to get other coun-
cilors to undertake field inspections more frequently, instead of 
simply relying on the reports the technical officers send. Thanks to 
this style of management, a space now exists to debate better ways 
of working, a space where women are no longer ignored—a space 
where they now have a voice. •

The participation of users in water 
management must be an exchange of social, 

environmental, cultural, and economic 
knowledge about this resource.

THE XIII MEETING OF WATER USERS brought together more than 200 women in the city of 
Lambayeque. During two days—29 and 30 November 2018—a representative group of rural 
women from the Chancay Lambayeque basin discussed how to increase their participation on 
the governing bodies of water user organizations.
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