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ABSTRACT 

Helander, H. 2015. Women’s Perspectives on Corruption and Water Access in Bogotá. Uppsatser 

Kulturgeografiska institutionen, Uppsala University.   

 

Women are often in charge of the drinking water supply of their family and, in particular women in poverty, are 

especially affected when access to water is lacking. Lack of water access is mainly due to governance failures, 

with corruption as the central problem. Thus, addressing the gender aspects of corruption in the water sector is 

needed.  

This study aims to provide a participatory analysis answering two questions: ‘Which problems do women 

in low-income peri-urban areas of Bogotá experience in accessing drinking water and how do they relate these 

problems to corruption?’ And, ‘how can the impacts of lack of access to drinking water, be explained and 

analysed in a context of intersectional power structures?’ 

A feminist qualitative methodological approach was used and implemented by performing focus groups 

with women in community-based organisations in Bogotá, where the expertise of the women was the 

fundamental guiding concept. 

Results indicate that corruption is inseparable from lack to access water, that women in poor 

neighbourhoods are most affected. The (intersectional) characteristics of the area of residence was indicated as 

determining, why a human geography perspective is useful to analyse impacts of lack of access to water.  
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PREFACE 

This thesis is the final product of a field study realized in Bogotá in Colombia in collaboration with Forum Syd 

Colombia and local partner organisations. This project aims to provide a baseline for continuing investigation in 

the area. The field study takes part of a research project on ‘Gender and Water Integrity’ implemented by the 

UNDP Water Governance Facility (WGF) at Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI). The project 

includes a literature review on the nexus water-integrity-gender, a survey directed to organisations working with 

water, integrity and/or gender issues and two field research studies related to women’s experiences of corruption 

in the water sector, of which one was carried out in Johannesburg, South Africa and the other one in Bogotá, 

resulting in this report. This thesis is written within the course Thesis Project STS, Social & Economic 

Geography at Uppsala University, 15 credits at Uppsala University. 

There have been many people involved in this project to which I want to express my gratitude. Firstly, I am 

sincerely grateful to all the participants and participating organisations, for your contribution to the results, the 

progress and the analysis in this study and for your engagement in these issues and for organising meetings of 

focus groups. I also want to express my greatest appreciation to Daniel Rátiva at Forum Syd, who accompanied 

me through the whole research project. Your support has been priceless, not only due to all practical issues 

around the field work, but also our analytic discussions and your feedback on my analysis. I also want to thank 

the other colleges at Forum Syd and the country representative coordinator Claudia Arenas for offering me a 

pleasant workplace. Many thanks to Moa Cortobius and Maria Jacobsson at SIWI, at first place for involving me 

in your research project and secondly for all your support and help that made this field study possible. Finally, I 

also want to thank Maria Hammarling for valuable input on my report and Laura Ardila, Gustavo Santa and 

Karen Roa for receiving me in your house and for your support during my stay in Bogotá.  
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ABREVIATIONS 

 

SIWI – Stockholm International Water Institute 

WGF – Water Governance Facility 

UNDP – United Nations Development Programme 

UNICEF – United Nations Children's Fund 

JMP – Joint Monitoring Programme 

MDG – Millennium Development Goals 

NGO – Non-Governmental Organisation 

CRA – The Drinking Water and Basic Sanitation Regulatory Commission (Colombia) 

SSPD – The Superintendency of Residential Public Services (Colombia) 

WHO – World Health Organization 

OECD – The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

UNCAC – UN Convention against Corruption  

CONPES – The Council of National Economic and Social Policy 

EAAB – Empresa de Acueducto, Alcantarillado y Aseo de Bogotá 

FARC – Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Women are seen as the primary caretaker of the households and thereby in charge of domestic 

chores like cooking, washing and cleaning. Consequently, they are in charge of the family’s 

drinking water supply, a fundamental human need, which 800 million
1
 people worldwide are 

still lacking (UN 2014, p.44). When access to drinking water is lacking, women and girls are 

mainly in charge of collecting water, which affects their access to education, their possibilities 

to develop and to break the cycle of poverty (Boehm 2013, p.200).  

The global water crisis is mainly due to governance failures rather than resource scarcity 

or lack of technical solutions. And there seems to be a consensus that corruption is the central 

problem of the governance crisis in the water sector (Stålgren 2006, p.3; Water Integrity 

Network 2011, p.6).  

Corruption is commonly defined as ‘misuse of entrusted power for private gain’ (UNDP 

2008, p.7). Since women have less access to power positions and less influence in decision 

making (Hossain et al 2010, p.8; World Bank 2014, p.29; Ferreira et.al. 2014 p.14, Shedova 

2005, p.33), the inequalities surrounding misuse of power in the water sector can be studied 

from the perspective of affected women. However, gender is not isolated from other 

inequalities. Historical and contextual mechanisms produce inequality by different categorical 

divisions, whether gender, ethnicity, sexuality, or class (Risman 2004, p.443). As a 

consequence of this context-dependent inequality structure, different groups are affected 

differently by corruption, where poor, marginalized and indigenous groups often being 

particularly affected (UNDP 2008, p.17; Chêne 2010, p.1). To understand the complexity of 

the linkages between power structures, corruption and water access, this needs to be addressed 

using an intersectional approach from the perspective of diverse women in low-income areas. 

Colombia is a country rich in water resources but where 4 million people still lack access 

to safe drinking water and where corruption is perceived to be widespread (Gutiérrez 2013 p. 

2). This can be traced back to the conflictive history and a long period of power concentration 

(Gutiérrez 2013 p.2). Due to poverty and violence that cause displacement of rural 

populations, Bogotá, the capital of Colombia, has grown rapidly in the last decades of the 20
th

 

century (UN-Habitat 2003, p. 205). The many new settlements by immigrants, have resulted 

in that half of the population lives in poor or low-income areas (Secretary of district planning, 

Secretaría Distrital de Planeación, Bogotá 2011)
2
. Many illegal and heterogeneous 

subdivisions have, through empowerment, self-help and community improvements, 

developed to legal neighbourhoods and got access to basic services (UN-Habitat 2003, p.205). 

Previous research has shown that initiatives taken to combat corruption do often not reach 

the institutions most relevant to low-income women and further investigation focusing on the 

gender related aspects of corruption is needed (Matsheza et. al. 2012, p.1). However, there is a 

                                                           

1
 800 million people lack access to improved water sources 

2
 Calculated from statistics on living conditions 
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research gap regarding the gender aspect of corruption within the water sector, which I in this 

thesis aim to address.  

This study is done in collaboration with civil society organisations and residents in low-

income peri-urban areas in Bogotá. The case study will complement other ongoing research at 

Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI) and, by establishing partnerships with 

women’s organisations in Bogotá, it will work as a baseline for further research in Colombia.  

 

1.1 Research focus 

This study aims to investigate how women are affected by lack of access to drinking water 

and how lack of access to drinking water relates to corruption. Furthermore, it aims to 

perform a joint analysis of lack to access to water in the context of power structures. The joint 

analysis refers to the participatory research approach, focusing on the experiences and 

knowledge(s) of women in community-based organisations in Bogotá. The thesis aims to 

answer the following questions: 

 

1. Which problems do women in low-income peri-urban areas of Bogotá experience in 

accessing drinking water and how do they relate these problems to corruption? 

 

2. How can the impacts of lack of access to drinking water be explained and analysed in a 

context of intersectional power structures? 

 

This means that from the perspective of women in community-based organisations in Bogotá 

and their perceptions of corruption, the study aims to analyse the different impacts of 

corruption in the water sector with a geographical and intersectional approach. It presents a 

context- and place dependent analysis of contemporary power structures. This analysis is done 

together with the participating women and based on their knowledge, experiences and 

understanding of corruption, inequality and the power structures that surround them. Using 

and testing an intersectional theoretical approach on women’s view on corruption, this thesis 

aims to contribute to a general understanding of the coupling of corruption related to drinking 

water access on the one hand and gendered power structures on the other. A joint knowledge 

generation process can breed ground for empowerment of women’s community-based 

organisations.  

 

1.2 Delimitations and choice of field study area  

The study was realized in a city due to the fact that a city, unlike most rural areas, offers a 

formal water providing system which was needed. The city of Bogotá was chosen since there 

was an interest from the organisation Forum Syd Colombia, to collaborate with a field study 

and to further work with and investigate this area. The study areas are limited to the areas 

where the participating organisations where based or had members. 

In this study, I do not aim to do a comparison between how men and women are 

affected by corruption while accessing water, the focus is rather on women’s experiences of 

gender structures around domestic water access and their view on corruption in relation to 

societal power structures.  
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The questions whether women are more or less likely to commit corrupt acts or whether 

an increased participation of women in decision making would affect the level of corruption 

will be addressed in other parts of the project “Gender and water integrity” at SIWI and are 

therefore not addressed in this thesis. The same applies to the area of women’s strategies to 

combat corruption and recommendations on how to address water integrity
3
 issues concerning 

gender inequalities. 

Resource management of water is not the focus of this study, only the issue of access to 

drinking water will be discussed. In the field work, environmental aspects such as pollution 

were often raised to discussion. It was clear that the environmental aspect is important, as well 

as the situation in the rural areas and in other regions in Colombia. This falls outside the 

objective of this study and will therefore not be presented in the results. The peace process 

and the violence in Colombia were also mentioned several times and seemed to be related to 

all sectors in society, but the complexity of the issue do not fit in this thesis. 

  

                                                           

3
 With water integrity I refer to the definition used by SIWI:  “the adherence of water stakeholders and 

institutions to governance principles of transparency, accountability, and participation, based on core values of 

honesty, equity and professionalism” (WGF at SIWI 2015-04-10). 

http://www.watergovernance.org/integrity
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2. CASE STUDY – BOGOTÁ 

This chapter aims to contextualize the field study and the reality of the participants. First, I 

will give a brief background on the general situation in Colombia which is important for the 

understanding of the local context and the power structures on the political level. This is 

followed by a short introduction of the legal framework of water management in Colombia 

followed by a brief analysis of corruption. I will then narrow down to the specific situation in 

Bogotá, which includes water management and relevant administrative divisions. 

 

2.1 Background about Colombia 

Colombia was governed by an elite two-party system for more than a hundred years, resulting 

in weakened rule of law over time. A land reform was never implemented, which has allowed 

a rising concentration of land and capital in few families. This was a significant reason for the 

longest revolutionary civil war in South America that Colombia has been suffering from for 

more than six decades. Left-wing guerrillas (most notably the FARC) were challenged by 

both security forces and paramilitary groups founded by large land owners and other 

economic interests. Also the rise of drug cartels between the 1970s and end of the 1990s has 

deepened the armed conflict to a violent fight between land owners, drug cartels, paramilitary 

groups and guerrillas to seize power over certain areas of the country (Gutiérrez 2013, p. 2). 

During the governing period of the former president Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010), the 

government of Colombia led a military campaign against the guerrillas, which to an 

increasing extent was financed by drug trafficking. This resulted in weakened guerrilla forces, 

but also in high costs in terms of civilian victims and displacement of population. 

Furthermore, trials are still on-going regarding the security forces serious assaults, 

extrajudicial executions and relations between members of the governmental coalition and 

paramilitary groups. The present president Juan Manuel Santos started a programme of 

institutional reform and pacification, resulting in that the Colombian government is currently 

holding peace talks with the FARC (Gutiérrez 2013, p. 2).  

 

2.2 Water Integrity in Colombia 

Even though Colombia is one of the countries in the world with the largest assets of water 

resources (Boehm 2013, p. 207), there are significant problems in access to safe drinking 

water (García 2013, p. 11). However, the differences between rural and urban areas are big, as 

well as between regions. In 2010, the coverage of water was 98% in the urban areas and only 

72% in rural areas (Boehm 2013, p. 206). Therefore Bogotá is not to be seen as representative 

for Colombia. 

In the constitution from 1991 it is established as a responsibility of the state to ensure the 

efficient delivery of public services to all citizens of the country (art. 49, Constitution of 

Colombia). Briefly, the water management is organized as follows: The Drinking Water and 

Basic Sanitation Regulatory Commission
4
 (CRA) is responsible for regulation of monopolies 

in the service of water supply, including setting rates, quality standards and efficiency criteria 

                                                           

4
 In Spanish: Comisión de Regulación de Agua Potable y Saneamiento Básico 
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(Boehm 2013, p.207). The Superintendency of Residential Public Services
5
 (SSPD) unit aims 

to evaluate the administrative, financial and technical management of the utilities. SSPD is a 

decentralized, technical entity in charge of control, inspection and surveillance of 

organizations providing public residential services. The service of water supply is the 

responsibility of municipalities (Boehm 2013, p. 206-207).  This results in a huge number of 

providers, estimated to 13,500 in the country, which makes the tasks of regulation and control 

difficult (Boehm 2013, p. 208). According to SSPD, the resources allocated to water access 

services in the period from 1996-2003 would have eliminated the lacking of drinking water if 

it had been used efficiently (García 2013, p.11). 

Although Colombia is especially affected by corruption they also demonstrate a number 

of anti-corruption strategies (García 2013, p.11). Transparency International’s Corruption 

Perception Index 2014 ranks Colombia 94
th

 out of 175 assessed countries, with a score of 37 

on a scale of 0-100, where 0 means that a country is perceived as highly corrupt and 100 as 

very clean (Transparency international 2014). On the other hand, Colombia scored 80 in 

Global Integrity’s report 2011 that assess anti-corruption and good governance mechanisms, 

with 0 standing for weak and 100 for strong anti-corruption strategies (Global Integrity, 

2011). 

The anti-corruption strategies were formally adopted 1991 by setting up of the Mission 

for Public Administration Ethics and Efficiency. Since then, multiple anti-corruption 

instruments have gradually been developed (García 2013, p.11). The legal framework also 

includes the right of citizens to participate via multiple channels, which is considered in the 

constitution (art. 270, Constitution of Colombia), and The National Council of Economic and 

Social Policy (CONPES) has devised multiple anti-corruption policies. Although Colombia 

has a broad legal framework and some water integrity tools, civil society does not access 

these rights (García 2013, p.13; Boehm 2013, p.15). Boehm (2013, p.215) concludes that 

there is a big gap between law and practice. 

To combat corruption in practice, Matsheza et. al. (2012, p.1) and García (2013, p.13) 

believe that it is crucial to involve civil society and NGOs. In general, rules and regulations 

are applied as a top-down strategy but there is a call for an increase of bottom-up strategies in 

Colombia (Boehm 2013, pp.204-205). In accordance with Matsheza et. al. (2012, p.1) and 

García (2013, p.13), Boehm (2013, p.205) recognizes the importance of a bottom-up approach 

that includes the low levels in the corruption chain.  

 

2.3 Contextualizing water access in Bogotá  

Bogotá, the capital of Colombia, has 7.5 million inhabitants (District Department of Planning, 

Bogotá 2011) and is located in central Colombia, see figure 1. Bogotá has grown rapidly in 

the last decades due to intern immigration of displaced population caused by the armed 

conflict and poverty. Parts of the previous illegal settlements have now gotten access to water 

services (UN-Habitat, 2003, p. 205).  

The provider of water is the public company Empresa de Acueducto, Alcantarillado y 

Aseo de Bogotá (EAAB), which also provides the services of garbage collection and sewers. In 

                                                           

5
 In Spanish: Superintendencia de Servicios Publicos Domiciliarios 

http://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results%202015-04-14
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2012, the Mayor of Bogotá implemented a vital minimum of free water to the low-income 

areas of Bogotá. This was presented as an application of the right to water declared in UN 

resolution 64/292 of 2010 and adopted by the Constitution of Colombia. The vital minimum 

aims to meet the basic needs of access to a minimum amount of drinking water and to prevent 

commercialization of a basic human right. It consists in 12,000 liters of free drinking water 

per billing period of two months to people living in the stratification (strata) one or two  

(EAAB). The subsidy of a vital minimum is financed by the higher stratas in the district of 

Bogotá (EAAB). 

The stratification is a Colombian operating system to classify people’s economic level 

and thereby also their ability to pay, based on where they live. It is done by identifying the 

characteristics of households and their environment, to classify them into six strata, where 

strata one are the poorest and strata six the richest. This stratification system is a general base 

for subsidies systems (El Tiempo, 2014). 

In Bogotá more than 3.6 million people live in strata one and two and additionally 

123,000 people are without strata (District Department of Planning Bogotá, 2011), this groups 

together 48% of the population. However, EAAB writes that 39% of the population in Bogotá 

benefits from the subsidy (EAAB).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Location of Colombia and Bogotá 

Source: Own composition of maps from Wikipedia (left) and Pinterest (right).  
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3. PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON WATER INTEGRITY AND GENDER 

Access to safe water is a global humanitarian problem. According to UNICEF and WHO 

Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP), 800 million people worldwide lack access to improved 

water sources (Onda et.al. 2012, p.1). Unlike JMP, other researchers who have investigated 

the access to safe water that not only considered how and from where the water was collected 

but also the quality of the water, have received the figure of 1.8 billion people without access 

to safe water (Bartram et. al. 2012, p.180). Moreover, conservative estimates show that the 

lack of access to clean water causes the death of five million people worldwide every year 

(Stålgren 2006, p.3). 

The research community within water integrity issues is united in the conviction that 

safe and equitable access to and control over water is a basic right for all and essential for the 

eradication of poverty, peace-building and the maintenance of life-sustaining ecosystems for 

future generations (Stålgren 2006; Water International Forum 2013). 

This humanitarian catastrophe is not due to lacking of natural supply of water, nor is it 

due to lack of technical solutions or other problems of engineering. Instead, this global water 

crisis is primarily a crisis of governance, where inequality and an increase in competition for 

water resources is taking place. Corruption is at the core of the governance crisis in the water 

sector. (Stålgren 2006, p.3; Water Integrity Network 2011, p 6) 

 

3.1 Defining corruption 

Due to its various contexts there are some challenges in defining corruption. Political, 

economic, social, and cultural aspects influence the interpretation. Efforts to define corruption 

incorporate a moral and ethical assessment, a strict legal definition, a ‘governance deficit’ and 

a broader articulation of corruption as a multi-causal and multifaceted phenomenon with 

political, economic, and social causes and consequences (UNDP 2012, p.13). 

A commonly used definition of corruption, which is also adapted by UNDP, is ‘misuse of 

entrusted power for private gain’ (UNDP 2008, p.7). Other definitions in use are often closely 

related but there are differences. For instance, Rose-Ackerman’s definition ’misuse of public 

power for private gain’ (Rose-Ackerman 1999, p.91) excludes corruption in the private sector 

which UNDP, by adapting their definition, intended to include (UNDP 2008, p.7).  

Another distinction is the focus of the discussion of incentives for corruption. Rose-

Ackerman focuses on self-interest (1999, p.2), the private gain part of the definition, while 

Viswanathan (2012, p.37) and Robinson (1998, p.5) focus more on the aspect of power. 

Furthermore grassroots
6
 women’s perceptions of corruption go beyond the conventional 

definition and describe corruption in terms of specific misuses of power, including sexual 

exploitation, illegal actions, and physical abuse (Matsheza 2012, p.1), and are thereby 

implicitly addressing gender power. 

As shown, corruption can take many forms and be practiced in many contexts. A relevant 

distinction of different types of corruption is the one between the high level of ‘grand’ 

                                                           

6
 I refer to grassroots women as women part of a community-based organization. Grassroots organisations 

are often used synonymously with community-based organization (Manji, Naidoo 2004, p.1). 
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corruption and low level of ‘petty’ corruption. ‘Grand’ corruption involves bribery or 

embezzlement of huge sums of money while petty corruption, which is also called 

bureaucratic corruption, occurs where public policies are being implemented, for instance, in 

service delivery where people meet the government as clients and users of public services. 

(UNDP 2008, p.9) 

Viswanathan (2012, p.34) argues that corruption is founded on injustice and inequality. 

He states that the more powerful access and enjoy privileges and services that should be 

entitled to all equally, but he also acknowledges that corruption can occur at all levels of the 

power structure (Viswanathan 2012, p.37).  

In this thesis, the definition of corruption is defined by the participating women’s view 

and understanding of corruption in their society, which substantially aligns with Viswanathan 

but will be fuller discussed in section 6.3 as a part of the result. 

 

3.2 Corruption in the water sector 

According to the World Bank 20 to 40% (Stålgren 2006, p.3) of the water sector’s worldwide 

finances are being lost to dishonest and corrupt practices. An average level of 30% corruption 

would represent a leakage of USD 20 billion over the next decade (Stålgren 2006, p.3). 

The water sector is characterized by a number of factors that increase the likelihood of 

corruption and contribute to the current situation. According to Stålgren (2006, p.8) these 

include; large-scale construction and monopolies, high level of public sector involvement, 

technical complexity (which decreases public transparency and leads to an asymmetry of 

information), high demand for water services (which reinforces the power position of 

suppliers and spur bribery) and a high frequency of interrelations between suppliers and 

consumers (which fosters an atmosphere of discretionary action). 

To address the problems of corruption, a number of international initiatives are taken to 

strengthen legal and institutional frameworks for accountable and transparent governments 

(Matsheza 2012, p.1). The UN Convention Against Corruption (UNCAC) came into force in 

the end of 2005, after international and OECD Members had already adopted a common 

international convention together with revised recommendations to combat bribery in 

international trade in 1997 (Stålgren 2006, p.17). 

As several rapporteurs agree on, the civil society must play a fundamental role in 

combating corruption (Stålgren 2006, p.8; Matsheza 2012, p.1; Boehm 2013, p.215), why 

working with civil society organisations is advisable. Stålgren also states that poor people are 

most affected by corruption in the water sector (2006, p.10). He argues that corruption in the 

water sector undermines the development of society as a whole, discourages investments and 

undermines the efficiency in water service provision and water resource management. He 

believes that this contributes to the death of millions of people that die from illnesses caused 

by lack of access to clean water (Stålgren 2006, p.10). Poor people have very small (if any) 

opportunities to enter alternative markets when corrupt public systems fail to deliver. If a 

scarce resource is distributed based on capability to pay bribe, the poor have no chance, and 

typically the poor also lack contacts in influential institutes that can determine the delivery in 

corrupt systems. Moreover, corruption undermines democracy and the legal system that 

otherwise is a way to empower the poor (Stålgren 2006, p.11).  
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3.3 Gender and corruption 

There are two main reasons why a gender analysis in the water sector is needed. Firstly, the 

division of domestic tasks between men and women and secondly, the structural differences 

in power between the two sexes. This division and gendered power structure will be further 

developed and problematized in the following chapter. Here, I will briefly present previous 

research related to the gendered aspect of corruption in the water sector.  

Even though the definition of corruption itself acknowledges the linkage to power, not 

much previous research focuses on how consumers of public services experience and perceive 

power structures in corrupt practices. However, UNDP conclude in their report Seeing beyond 

the state: Grassroots Women’s Perspectives on Corruption and Anti-Corruption (Matsheza 

2012) that grassroots women clearly recognize the aspect of power and believe in organizing 

for empowerment to fight corruption. The discussions about the linkage between gender and 

corruption do often not focus on the power differences between the groups but on empirical 

differences of consequences for women and men. There are however approaches on how to 

address corruption and explain the underlying factors and incentive of corruption that focus 

on the dynamics of power and authority rather than individual self-interest (Robinson 1998, 

p.5).  

Previous research shows that although several initiatives are taken to combat corruption 

on the structural level, these efforts do often not reach the institutions and decision-making 

structures most relevant to women (UNDP 2012, p.1). UNDP states that women, “as primary 

caretakers of their households”, are disproportionally impacted by corruption (UNDP 2012, 

p.1). In the water sector this means that corruption, which impairs the efficiency of the water 

delivery, affects women more, since women and girls are mainly the ones in charge of 

collecting water (Boehm 2013, p.200). 
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4. FRAMING GENDER AND POWER STRUCTURES  

This chapter presents the analytic framework of gender and feminist theory on which this 

thesis and project are based. Hence, the theoretical framework has influenced both the design 

of the method as well as the implementation and the analysis. The chapter addresses the issues 

of dualism, categorization and the terms sex and gender. Since a fundamental base of this 

thesis also is the aspect of power and power structures, the connection between gender and 

power is discussed, followed by a section of intersectional theory of power structures. 

 

4.1 Categorizing 

The discussion within feminist and gender theory about the division of the sexes/genders, and 

of the terms sex and gender is broad. Firstly, the need of categorizing humans in these (most 

of the cases) two groups according to particular biological attributes is problematic for many 

modern feminist theorists (Kobayashi 1994, p.xxx). Secondly, the differences between gender 

and sex are widely discussed and have changed throughout the times (Lindeborg 2012, p.47). 

The categorization itself is also a necessary condition for the construction of gender, which 

for many modern feminists is connected with female subordination, lack of control and 

limitation in their construction of identity. However, categorization can work as a tool for 

analysis, as Kobayashi (1994) expresses:  

 

..both because they [categories] reflect empirical conditions and because we seem to need to work 

through them to achieve theoretical progress. And, ironically, without categories we also run the political 

risk of making our subjects invisible by denying their commonality. But the challenge is twofold: we 

must utilize categories that are meaningful to and that will address the problems of contemporary women; 

and we need to establish a dialectical relationship between what we read as material historical categories 

and our emerging analytical system. (Kobayashi1994:xxxi) 

In this study, I find it necessary to use categories as a tool for the analysis, while being aware 

of some problems related to categorization and of the big risk of creating new myths in my 

attempt to visualize power structures. In the use of gender and sex I go for the simplicity, just 

as Lindeborg (2012, p.44) I refer to gender as the social construction of sex. 

 

4.2 The concept of gender 

The gendered power differences are the core and the origin of feminist theory, on which this 

thesis is based. Feminism is the recognition of women’s social and structural subordination to 

men and women’s and men’s unequal power, opportunities and social prestige (Hutchinson 

1984, p.24). I will study gender aspects by identifying and acknowledging these gendered 

power differences as well as the interrelated gender roles.  

Gender roles became a cornerstone in this study since both previous research as well as 

the majority of the participating women acknowledged that the main part of domestic duties 

related to water is gendered and in this case performed by women. Previous feminist 

geographers, such as Hutchinson (1984, p.24) and Forsberg (2003, p.24), recognize the 

division as gendered spaces: the ‘private’ sphere of the women (home, family and domestic 
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concerns) and the ‘public’ sphere of the men (waged work and formal political activity). 

Other feminist scholars build a sex/gender analysis upon a Marxist foundation, a material 

base, and invented the concept of reproduction as a ‘sister’ category to production (Lindeborg 

2012, p.57). These are of course results of dualistic categorizing, for which reason I want to 

underline that it should be understood as an analytic tool rather than a definite fact.  

Within human geography, the traditional geographers were challenged by Gillian Rose 

when in 1993, she exposed the masculinity of the studies within human geography, meaning 

that the sphere of women had been neglected (Forsberg 2003, p.24). Based on this discussion 

and with the purpose of visualizing the realities of women, I use this concept as a tool for my 

analysis and as a concept of discussion in the research process. 

This presupposed division of sex/gender brings along the complexity and the 

problematics related to dualism. My view is consistent – also the sex/gender categorization is 

to be used as a tool for a structural analysis. An important problem, however, is the one of 

essentialism: is the category sex/gender more essential than others? I attempt to handle this 

issue through the concept of intersectionality that will be further explained in the following 

section.  

What is worth mentioning already here is that the indigenous group taking part in the 

study did not agree that a division of gender roles or a gendered power structure as applicable 

on their culture. They rejected the application of a theory where women are structurally 

subordinated men on the indigenous culture and society, meaning that these theories are 

developed by and for the occidental culture. This again questions the categorizing approach, 

as well as it shows how power structures are context dependent. And even though feminist 

theorists agree on the structural subordination of women and are thereby not consistent with 

the indigenous participators of the study, the context dependence of power relationships is 

widely discussed and mostly in terms of intersectionality. 

 

4.3 Intersectionality 

Lately, intersectionality has become a buzzword within gender studies (Winker, Degele 2009, 

p.13). The term was coined by the American researcher Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 as a 

result of the need of recognizing the several dimensions of inequality that black women 

experience on different levels of US society (Winker, Degele 2009, p.12). Crenshaw extended 

the one dimensioned model of patriarchy to a model of explaining inequality that also 

included race and class – which since then has been extended to explain the interaction 

between other inequality dimensions as well, such as sexuality, age, religion and nationality 

(Winker, Degele 2009). 

The concept of intersectionality intends to bring along an extended, multileveled analysis 

of differentiations in several respects. However, the term is criticized to focus more on 

specific sections and tend to see these as isolated, independent categories that can be stacked 

additively instead of focusing on the relations of inequality or marginalization. Since there is 

no fixed definition or consensus on how the term should be used and what should be included, 

Kathy Davis formulated the hypothesis that the present popularity of the concept of 

intersectionality is due to the ambiguity and vagueness of the term. Within this wide frame 

different theoretical trends in gender research can be found and peacefully coexist (Winker, 
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Degele 2009, p.13).  However, a common view on intersectionality seems to be focused on 

the need of a both/and strategy, as Patricia Hill Collins articulated: 

 

We cannot study gender in isolation from other inequalities, nor can we only study inequalities’ 

intersection and ignore the historical and contextual specificity that distinguishes the mechanisms that 

produce inequality by different categorical divisions, whether gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, 

sexuality, or class (Risman 2004, p. 443).  

 

Winker and Degele (2009 p.15) use the concept of intersectionality as context specific and 

object-related social practices of interactions generating inequality on three levels: social 

structures, symbolic representations and in constructions of identity. In this study I will focus 

on the level of social structures. 

As a consequence of the context specific and object related base of intersectionality, the 

analysis seek to determine the central categorical divisions that are the most relevant for the 

analysis of power structures in the participants’ local contexts. As a tool to manage 

intersectional analyses Collins suggests dynamic centering that provides a closer look at two 

or more central entities and focuses on their mutual construction and interrelation (Olesen 

2013, p.278). 
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5. METHODOLOGY 

The previous chapter considered the theoretical framework of the thesis. This chapter is 

interrelated since it also deals with feminist science, but here, I will deepen the gender 

theories to feminist theories and practice. The first section will bridge the discussion between 

the theoretical framework and the methodological approach by introducing feminist 

qualitative research and how this is implemented in this research process. The second section 

considers the selection of participants and is followed by two sections describing the process 

of the field study. 

 

5.1 Feminist qualitative research and epistemological standpoint 

Analysing power relationships and using feminist theories requires a methodological 

approach consistent with the theory. A feminist methodology directs the focus on 

marginalized groups and a qualitative method enable a deeper understanding of the different 

perceptions and impacts of corruption, which is particularly useful in a new research area like 

this one. Moreover, previous research from UNDP (2012, p.16) acknowledges the lack of 

attention paid to the impacts of corruption on women in poverty and the role they can play in 

fighting corruption, why their perspectives and knowledge are the focus of this study. The 

concepts of feminist qualitative research that have guided the process both in small and big 

decisions are based on Olesen (2011 resp. 2013). I will explain the concept and exemplify 

some of the most determined ways this approach has been implemented. 

A dominant theme in feminist research is the issue of whose knowledge is valuated in the 

study. Feminist research seeks to raise attention to marginalized women, usually in an 

intersectional perspective (Olesen 2013, p.267). Accordingly, the participants in this study 

were women from marginalized or low-income neighbourhoods and with different ethnicities 

and their knowledge have been placed in the focal point of the study. By doing so, I face 

critical epistemological issues regarding how knowledge is produced and how it is valued, for 

instance academic versus indigenous knowledge or lived experiences. Also a discussion of the 

researcher’s attributes and relations to the participants is a central issue of reflection (Olesen 

2013, p.279, 280).  Feminist scholars of colour seek to move away from colonial legacies and 

stress the importance of subordinated women’s (and men’s) knowledge as legitimate 

foundations for attempts to realize social justice (Olesen 2013, pp.276-277). Therefore the 

participants have had a crucial role in the knowledge generating process of this investigation, 

where their knowledge and input have guided the design, the implementation and the analysis 

of this project. The resulting participatory research approach and how it was implemented, 

will be further explained later in this section. 

Olesen recognizes that the researcher’s attribute, history and context also enter the 

research interactions. Consequently, a researcher can only reach a partial reality and 

objectivity is hard to assert (Olesen 2013, p.279). However, reflexivity can heighten 

awareness of the subjectivity and help to position the study. Reflexivity recognizes that both 

researcher and participants produce interpretations already while producing the data, meaning 

that the data is an interpretation of how participants and researcher perceive the issues of 

discussion (Olesen 2013, p. 280). To decrease the risk that my own interpretations strongly 
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influence the results I have mainly used two strategies. Firstly, I have discussed the project, 

outcomes and focus group meetings with my co-worker Rátiva, who knows the local context 

of Bogotá and who has accompanied the whole research process. He played inter alia the role 

as a gatekeeper and helped me in the reflexivity process. Secondly, I discussed the outcomes 

with the participants in the second focus group as well as on a final meeting, which gave them 

a chance to comment and reflect on both the other participants’ and my own understanding 

and interpretation of the issue. 

Based on a feminist qualitative research approach, previous research that acknowledges 

grassroots women’s role in fighting corruption (UNDP 2012, p.1) and my own belief in 

challenging contemporary academic structures, using the participatory method suited the 

project. That implies a participatory knowledge generation process, where the “researchers” 

and “participants” fully share aspects of the research process (Olesen 2011 p.137). For this 

study, this implied involvement of the participating organisations through the whole process. 

In order to assure that the outcomes align with the knowledge of the participating women, we 

discussed the theory with the participants and did a common analysis. For this participatory 

study, focus groups were a suitable method due to various reasons. They serve as a platform 

for a common knowledge generation and for sharing and discussing aspects of the research 

project in a way a group interview, which is more strictly controlled by the interviewer, 

doesn’t allow. Furthermore, as Pini (2002, p.339) argues, they enable connections to be made 

between individual and collective experiences, provide a space for discussion and reflexivity 

and have a potential of empowering. This space for discussion and reflexivity is needed to 

fulfil the purpose of this study, to create a joint analysis of lack to access to water in the 

context of intersectional power structures as well as to breed ground for empowered 

organisations.  

In order to access local knowledge and to breed ground for future actions, community-

based organisations formed the base of this study. Working with organisations has several 

benefits, as UNDP writes:   

 

Another significant advantage of routing the research through grassroots organizations was that the 

women involved were already mobilized around issues of governance. Thus, far from being helpless, 

these women are empowered and have valuable experience in taking action to address corrupt practices 

(UNDP 2012 p. 19). 

 

This method has both strengths and weaknesses regarding the reliability of the results. On the 

one hand, the research project will be a cumulative investigation building on their knowledge 

and analyses that emerge out of organisational and social work. On the other hand, the 

investigation will be biased based on their particular interests and perspectives. Therefore, I 

will in the following section briefly introduce the participating organisations to give an insight 

into the context in which the study was realized. 

Transferring the theoretical standpoint into a methodological approach also requires an 

explanation about the relation between theory and research in the study, since that shows how 

the study was conducted. As a consequence of the theoretical standpoint of valuating the 

expertise of the participants, this thesis takes an analytic inductive approach. That implies a 
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flexible use of the theoretical framework where theory and empirical analyses are interwoven 

(Watt Boolsen 2007, pp.27-28). In practice, the theories and their applicability have been 

discussed and evaluated with the participants in the focus groups. The expertise of the 

participants has been one of the most determined guidelines during this work, which means 

that the knowledge of the women has rather been a reason to change or adapt the theoretical 

framework than trying to make their experiences fit a theoretical frame. However, the theoretical 

framework has been a guide to operationalize the concept of gender, to develop research 

questions and to the common analysis of power structures. 

 

5.2 Selection of participants 

The selection of participants was a purposeful selection where the participants were connected 

to some civil society organization and were engaged in community and social issues. Based 

on the methodological approach, a guidance profile for the selection of participants was 

developed. Participants should be women responsible for ensuring access to water in their 

family and with experiences of contacts with the public officials of the water company. The 

participants should live in low income areas, which were defined as stratas one and two in the 

Colombian stratification system that will be further explained in section 5.3. To reduce the 

risk of the women’s experiences being influenced by the type of water provision system or 

company, they should all benefit from drinking water services supplied by the Water 

Company and Sewage Bogotá (EAAB). 

Based on this profile of participants, the participating organisations gathered a group of 6 

to 11 women for a focus group. The organisations involved were the following: Two focus 

group meetings were held with the woman organisation AMMAC, Association of Women and 

Mothers Breaking New Ground,
7
 based in the township of Santa Fe, as well as with the group 

of female community leaders, Communities in Movement
8
, in the locality of Bosa. I will refer 

to these groups as Santa Fe and Bosa respectively. One focus group was organized together 

with the indigenous association MUTESA, Women, Weave and Knowledge
9
 in the first round 

of focus groups and with the board members of Afrocolombian Women Victims of Forced 

Displacement
10

 (part of the organization Afrodes) in the second round. They are referred to as 

Mutesa and Afrodes since they are gathering people from different areas of the city.  The 

participants in these two focus groups consisted of indigenous people respectively 

Afrocolombians that had been displaced from other regions. Another smaller focus group in 

the first round was held with the multifaceted community-based organisation, The Mutual 

Association “The Progress”
11

 in Perseverancia. The focus groups were taking place between 

the 12
th

 of February and 11
th

 of Mars 2015 and lasted, in most cases, between two and two 

and a half hours. 

                                                           

7
 In Spanish: Associación de Mujeres y Madres Abriendo Caminos  

8
 In Spanish: Comunidades en Movimiento 

9
 In Spanish:  Mujer Tejer y Saberes 

10
 In Spanish: Mujeres Afrocolombianas Victimas de Desplazamiento Forzado 

11
 In Spanish: Asociación Mutual El Progreso  
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The implementation of the field study was done in collaboration with the Colombian 

office of Forum Syd, which gave access to their network of contacts to local NGO’s. From 

Forum Syd, the political scientist Daniel Rátiva provided the project technical and practical 

support. Rátiva was mainly in charge of coordinating the focus groups and activities together 

with the partner organisations. 

5.3 Conducting the study - collecting and analysing data in focus groups 

The different organisations were in charge of inviting participants to the focus groups and the 

discussions were hold in Spanish and moderated by me with assistance from Rátiva. As a 

consequence of the integrated analysis in the data collection, the focus group discussions and 

the processing of the data was also an integrated process, which I will further explain. 

In the first set of focus groups, a semi-structured and flexible method was used. That 

allowed the participants to raise their concerns regarding water, water access, corruption and 

gender issues. The main themes discussed were: 1) the participants’ relation to and stories 

around water and water access, 2) gender roles in their households and 3) their definition and 

experiences of corruption. Around these themes the participants brought their concerns and 

perspectives into discussion. The guide for these discussions is found in Appendix A. 

The outcomes of the first focus groups were analysed through thematic categorization of 

the transcriptions to determine the central concerns of the women. Based on the resulting 

main themes, parts of the outcome were linked to the theoretical framework and a preliminary 

analysis took form which was taken back into discussion in the second set of focus groups. 

The second set consisted in short presentations of the analysis of the different themes, 

followed by a deeper joint discussion and analysis using the analytic tools that the theoretical 

framework provided. The discussed themes resulted to be 1) the applicability of an 

intersectional power structure theory on the corruption and the impact on different groups in 

society, 2) corrupt practices in relation to basic human needs and the distinction of different 

types of corruption and 3) the understanding and view on water in relation to corruption. 

The continuing analysis consisted in a categorization process inspired by Watt Boolsen 

(2007, pp. 90-91) where the thematic areas were shaped and changed throughout the process 

in order to organize the data in a way that is fruitful for the analysis. The majority of the 

interventions deal with several issues and could therefore qualify in many categories. 

Irrelevant information for this study was downgraded and interventions and discussions were 

summarized. Reading and structuring the data gave me a holistic perspective that I tried to 

mediate as truthfully as possible. The analysis was based on the resulting categories and 

cross-cutting frequent themes. 

A first preliminary result was presented at a closing meeting at Forum Syd Colombia in 

the end of the field study period, which was an important occasion to receive feedback on the 

interpretation and analysis from the participants, which is consistent with the feminist and 

participatory methodology and decrease the risk of false interpretation due to my own 

personal attributes.   
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6. EXPERIENCES AND ANALYSIS 

As described in the methodology section, the study is realized as an integrated process of 

collecting data and analysis, where analysis and empirical experiences are interwoven. 

Consequently, this chapter is a presentation of the outcome of the field study, including the 

experiences of the participants and our common analysis, as well as my own reflections and it 

links the outcome to the theoretical framework and to previous research.  

The chapter starts with a section about the gender aspects of water access, including a 

short reflection on the theoretical context. This is followed by a section that summarizes the 

problems women are facing in relation to water access and thereby addresses the question of 

which problems women are experiencing in access to water. These two first sections are 

mainly of a descriptive character. The third section links lacking access to water with 

corruption by summarizing the discussions held about how the participants define corruption. 

In the last part of the section I discuss the implications of their definitions of corruption and 

how it relates to the theory and the research focus. The last section starts with the participants’ 

perspectives of how different groups in society are taking part in corruption respectively get 

affected by corruption and continues with a summary of the common discussion of the 

theoretical framework as a tool of analysis.  

 

6.1 Impacts on women from lacking access to water 

In most groups, there was no doubt about women being more affected than men by the lack of 

access to water (Bosa; Santa Fe; Afrodes). This was primarily due to their tasks and 

responsibilities in the household which depend on water access; therefore it was also the task 

of the woman to ensure the access to water. Several participants recognized the gendered 

impacts of water access and one stated: We are more women as victims and the most affected 

are us, the women (Santa Fe 2015-03-04). Many comments in this discussion expressed this 

responsibility of the women as an obvious fact. Sometimes was the gender aspect explicitly 

added, as one participant said: There are times in this neighbourhood when there is water for 

only two hours and normally it is the women who go to collect it because the men don’t get up 

(Afrodes 2015-03-11). 

The group in Santa Fe recognized a clear power structure based on gender and a clear 

division in traditional gender roles between the sexes. We have been taught to take certain 

responsibilities and do certain tasks. But now this is changing (Santa Fe 2015-02-13) said a 

woman meaning that there is an ongoing change towards more gender equality in the new 

generations. One woman explained how the gender roles and the work division in the houses 

look like: 

 

Because it is the man who has always arrived home and has had his clothes clean, his food ready and his 

house clean. But what did the woman have to do during the whole day to obtain this water? If we are at 

home and need to make a claim or complaint against the water company, who will go? The man won’t 

offer to ask permission from his company to go, no, it falls on me to go or to see what to do, because it’s 

down to the women and it is difficult for us to do these things (Santa Fe 2015-02-13). 
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The Afrocolombians affirmed the different gender roles regarding the tasks in the households 

(Afrodes) and in Bosa they also meant that it is often the case that women take the 

responsibility of these chores, but they stressed that it must not, and it should not, be like that. 

The group of women in Santa Fe claimed that gender roles and power inequalities are 

reinforced by the catholic religion that was imposed during the colonialization. Only, the 

indigenous participants had a different perspective on gender and gender structures in their 

cultures. They see the sexes as complementary and talk about complementary roles without 

any subordination of any of the two. They also argue that, as a consequence, are women and 

men equally affected of lacking access to water (Mutesa).  

The outcome conforms to the structural geographical gender division that is explained 

by the concept of the ‘production’/‘public’ and the ‘reproduction’/‘private’ sphere 

(Hutchinson 1984, p.24; Forsberg 2003, p.24). As previous research by UNDP has also shown 

(Matsheza 2012), the responsibility for securing water often falls on women. Thus, access to 

water belongs to the ’reproductive’ or the ‘private’ sphere. Therefore, women should be 

considered an important stakeholder when addressing water integrity issues. 

 

6.2 Women’s experiences of problems with water access  

A central problem that often permeated the discussions was the price of the water. There was 

a consensus in all groups that the water is very expensive: Many people complain about that 

the water is very expensive (Bosa 2015-02-21). The water is the most expensive that one pay 

(Afrodes 2015-03-11). Although the lower stratas receive the vital minimum of twelve cubic 

meters of water per billing period of two months, some women stated that it is not enough 

since they are many families sharing the house. In my house we are living twenty people, it is 

like a tenement more or less. Well there it doesn’t, the vital minimum isn’t enough 

(Perseverancia 2015-02-18) and other explained that they do not get the vital minimum in 

their area, meaning that only strata one are benefiting from it (Santa Fe). 

In all groups the participants explained their routines to save and recycle water. To 

reuse the water from the washing machine was very common (Santa Fe; Bosa; Afrodes; 

Mutesa; Perseverancia). A woman in Perseverancia said:  We save the water from the washing 

machine to be able to flush the toilets (Perseverancia 2015-02-18). In Santa Fe a woman 

explains: I have always recycled, I used to collect rainwater, well, when it rained. I always do 

the dishes in two washbasins. I also reuse the water from the washing machine (Santa Fe, 

2015-03-04). The recycling and saving of water were often discussed in relation to the water 

costs and the ability to pay the bill. However, in several groups they also mentioned limited 

water resources. I save [water] to save money rather than as a result of awareness or 

knowing that Bogotá’s water sources are running out (Perseverancia 2015-02-18). 

The participants were very concerned about paying the bill in time to avoid that the 

water company cut the water. You have to pay very punctually so that water does not get cut 

(Mutesa 2015-02-12) However, several of the participants witnessed unexpected and 

inexplicable increases on the bill that in some cases have caused significant problems. In 

many neighbourhoods of Bogotá the people have found that the water bill, which is normally 

about 20 thousand [Colombian pesos], suddenly comes to 80 thousand COP [..], the water 

suddenly got very expensive (Bosa 2015-02-13). Eventually, the increases of the billing 
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amount might reach a point where it can be hard for many families to afford to pay. One 

woman explained: 

 

Furthermore the rubbish bill, to do with the sewage system, also comes in the same bill as the water 

company. So the invoices started to arrive with amounts of a hundred and forty-five or a hundred and 

eighty [thousand Colombian pesos] and at that time I didn’t have that money available every two months. 

So it was pay the bill or do the shopping and feed my children (Santa Fe 2015-02-13.). 

 

Another participant had a similar experience with rising costs during three years and finally 

receiving a bill almost 17 times higher than what she used to pay three years before (Santa 

Fe). During these three years she paid the rising cost while she did complaints by the water 

company until she did not manage the cost any longer. The woman stated that if you stop 

paying the bill, you have to face the uncomfortable consequences (Santa Fe).  

What often happens in an early phase is that the water company decides to cut the water 

(Santa Fe; Bosa; Mutesa), which was also the case in the mentioned situations (Santa Fe). 

Some women explained how officials come to the lower stratas and cut the water without 

notice (Afrodes). Once they have cut the water, there will be a significant extra cost for the 

reconnection (Santa Fe; Mutesa). Therefore, to assure the water access and in order to manage 

to pay the costs of accessing water, there are ways to avoid a water cut. One person explained:  

 

The people who are sent to cut off the service sometimes ‘volunteer themselves’, as they say, well they 

are paid some money and then, well, they pretend that they couldn’t find the address, because the cost of 

the reconnection is, I’m not sure, but almost a minimum wage (Mutesa 2015-02-12).  

 

When discussing the gender aspect of petty corruption, another woman explains: When they 

have come to cut the water, I do it like that; I prim myself up and flirt with them (Bosa 2015-

02-21). Many women in the focus groups talk about the fear of water cut and of foreclosure, 

but many also add that they now know their rights and in what situations the officers have no 

right to cut the water. 

 

You see, they sent someone to me to cut it off [the water], [and I said…] no sir, you cannot cut it off and 

if there are children under seven [..] you cannot cut off the water supply because water is vital [..] they 

have a right and you cannot violate that right (Afrodes 2015-03-11) 

 

When a household do not manage to pay the unpaid bills the debt rises by the interest rates 

and they end up with ever increasing debts which can result in a foreclosure of their house 

(Santa Fe; Bosa). One woman said: One time, a social worker from the water company came 

to the house and she told me that they were going to take over it (Santa Fe 2015-02-13). From 

the group in Bosa we heard a similar story: If one doesn’t pay the water, it’s accumulating 

and that are reported to the bank, the bank take over the house and pay the water company its 

part (Bosa 2015-02-21). Another woman in Bosa said: And this [happens] in various parts, 

here in general you see it, they say why did you sell? Because I owe the water company too 

much (Bosa 2015-02-21).    
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Due to the increased billing amount, many participants had experiences of doing 

complaints. A number of obstacles and issues were determined related to the complaints 

process, where the time consumption seemed to be central. Transport and queuing make you 

spend a whole day in doing the complaint (Afrodes; Santa Fe), one woman said: I didn’t have 

a job and had time to argue several days with the water company [...] but if one need to work, 

it results to be easier to pay than to stop working (Santa Fe 2015-02-13). Another participant 

explained why it is difficult to do a complaint: 

 

If I have to make a claim or a complaint against the water company I have to spend about five or six 

thousand on transport, I have to spend a whole day or a whole afternoon and then the huge queues and 

those traffic jams so then I end up paying and not claiming (Santa Fe 2015-02-13).  

 

However, a main obstacle that many participants testified to is that the water company has 

demanded that they pay the bill before they do the complaint. For those who could not pay the 

bill it became impossible to do the complaint (Santa Fe; Bosa). A participant explained: 

 

In the township Sucre, they get a water bill when there is not even a sewage system. They let the 

people pay first of all, before they do a claim; if you don’t pay, you can’t do the complaint. The 

people don’t even have the right to complain. And the following invoice will be more expensive (Bosa 

2015-02-21). 

 

Besides the water bill, the households have an extra cost for the water meter, which also have 

been frequently mentioned in all groups as a problematic area. The water meter is not 

designed so that users can see their water consumption (Mutesa; Santa Fe; Bosa). 

Furthermore, another problem is related to the cost of the water meter; one woman explained 

that she thinks it is a side business by the water company. She meant that they wanted to 

change her water meter even though it worked and she was arguing with the water company 

for a long time to not have to pay for a new one, in the end she got compensated (Santa Fe). 

People living in rented apartments, which were mainly the indigenous and the 

Afrocolombians, never get to see the bill (Afrodes). The tenants claim that the landlord often 

divide the costs per person, instead of for quantity of water that they use, without any 

exceptions for babies or small kids and that this covers more than their share (Mutesa; 

Afrodes). We don’t know if the landlord abuses the tenants [...] many do that (Mutesa 2015-

02-12), explained one participant. Another argued that: In the end of the day the owner does 

not pay anything (Mutesa 2015-02-12). They meant that there is a lack of transparency, while 

claiming: many do not show the bill, they have never showed me the bill (Mutesa 2015-02-

12). 

The experiences show the wide range of problems that women are facing in relation to 

access to drinking water. These empirical experiences also formed the basis for the 

discussions about corruption and power structures which will be further explained and 

discussed in the following sections. 
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6.3 Defining corruption in relation to water 

Based on the definition of UNDP, corruption is Abuse of entrusted power for private gain 

(UNDP 2008, p.7) on which all the groups in general terms agreed. In relation to private gain, 

some participants argued that corruption could also be the lack of interest in the community 

and in the wellbeing of all citizens (Santa Fe; Bosa). I think that corruption has more to do 

with individual appropriation; there are no collective interests, so one take economically 

ownership of the rights of all the people who really need them (Santa Fe 2015-02-13). The 

other women agreed and meant that the politicians do not care about the communities, their 

only interest is their personal gain: They are not interested in the wellbeing [of the citizens], 

that there are good, accessible public services, [they are] just [interested] in filling their own 

pockets (Santa Fe 2015-02-13). Accordingly, another participant in another group suggested 

that what happens in the illegal settlement, where there is no infrastructure and no interest 

from the state to provide the same services as for the rest of the inhabitants, is also corruption:   

 

Another type of corruption is what happens in the urban slums: as if they were not part of society.  

Corruption in the sense that on one side of the street children of rulers study in one of the most powerful 

universities in Colombia and on the other side of the street in the peripheries, divided by the circle of 

exclusion or the bypass, you find people that for not having paid a bill their water has been cut- and that’s 

a bill that can be worth twenty thousand Colombian pesos
12

. If people have nothing to eat and are not able 

to pay the water bill then unfortunately yes, it is an irony but when there is nothing for the water, there is 

nothing for food (Bosa 2015-02-13). 

 

One of the indigenous leaders said that the corruption is deviation of means for an agreement, 

or not fulfilling the commitments of the arrangements (Mutesa). Another participant 

explained corruption in terms of personal interests that hinder the process for which the 

money was intended, as she said: that people empowers themselves at the expense of the 

public (Bosa 2015-02-13). In one group the lack of transparency was addressed: Corruption is 

all the harm they do to the people without being clear, without being transparent, and since 

one is innocent, one doesn’t know (Mutesa 2015-02-12) as well as altering the law. One 

participant summarized various aspects of corruption: 

 

Corruption is not only focused on economic resources, corrupt practices can be committed by altering 

laws [..] corruption is an illegal thing, as they say, improper, it violates the rights of the society, or any 

living being, even if it is an animal, that is what corruption is for me (Mutesa 2015-02-12). 

 

Since water is such a fundamental element on which we are all depend and since all women 

had a relationship to water, discussing water and corruption with grassroots women showed a 

lot of their views on water as an element as well as their view on the governance of water. 

Firstly, it was a clear difference in the views on water between the women coming from other 

regions and the women from Bogotá. With very few exceptions, all the displaced immigrants 

were talking about the drastic change in the relation to water and rivers when they came to 

                                                           

12
 About eight dollars 
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Bogotá. They were all surprised that water is charged in Bogotá and that the water is so 

expensive. Secondly, some participants in Perseverancia as well as the group in Bosa 

questioned the accuracy of selling water. Based on the belief that water is a common good 

that belongs to all people they questioned how it is possible for someone to appropriate the 

water and charge for giving people access to it. A woman in Bosa said: Business authorized 

by whom? Do they ask Mother Earth for authorization? (Bosa 2015-02-21) A participant in 

Perseverancia said: Shall we pay for something that doesn’t even belong to anyone? Water 

should not be paid (Perseverancia 2015-02-18). They stated that selling water is corruption 

itself (Bosa: Perseverancia). This statement was met with agreement by many participants 

although several women meant that the supplied water has an aggregated value, consisting in 

the treatment and the distribution (Perseverancia; Santa Fe). But at the same time, one of these 

women refused to pay the water bills since she finds the system so corrupt that she does not 

want to participate economically in it, and instead she tries to be auto sufficient, using mainly 

other water sources. 

The necessity of water goes far beyond laws and water invoices. Different views on water 

and on the legal system also led to a discussion regarding the connections between human 

rights, control of water resources and corruption. To assure the water access of their families, 

women had taken part of corrupt practices, for example illegal connections and bribery. 

However, this also led to a discussion about the difference between this kind of corruption 

and the corruption practiced by people in power positions. Some participants argued that the 

corruption is present at all levels of society (Perseverancia; Bosa), but the definitions differed. 

One woman said: I’m corrupt as soon as I’m harming others. No matters if I’m poor 

(Perseverancia 2015-02-18). She argued that by connecting to the water distribution net 

illegally she is not corrupt, since it does not harm anyone. However, many other participants 

meant that illegal connections are corruption, as well as trying to prevent water cuts in their 

houses (Santa Fe; Bosa). These discussions resulted in a distinction between two types of 

corruption, one with interest in profit and another due to necessity of satisfying basic human 

needs (Santa Fe; Bosa; Afrodes).  

It was recognised that from a legal perspective, some practises to ensure water access are 

corrupt. Depending on people’s personal views, this could be morally right or wrong and the 

women in Santa Fe did not want to moralize, because this is what religions do to oppress 

people, they argued. Therefore, they argued that it was inadequate to differentiate the two 

types of corruption based on morality. The reason for, or the aim of the corrupt practises 

appeared to be a more useful way to distinguish between the two: corruption in order to 

satisfy basic human needs and corruption for personal economic profit (Santa Fe; Bosa; 

Afrodes). However, there was no sharp line between the two. If illegal water is used by a 

single person washing clothes for other to earn a living it was considered as driven by a need 

of human needs, but if services were scaled up to cleaning cars with illegal water and with a 

few employees it was no longer considered as necessity-driven corruption. The quantity and 

the direct connection with human basic need were determined as important variables for 

distinguishing between the differences (Santa Fe). 

This wide ranging discussion about corruption involved both economic profit of selling 

water as well as unequal access in different parts of the city. In line with what could be 



23 

 

expected based on the previous research that acknowledge corruption as a core problem 

(Stålgren 2006, p.3), the women strongly indicated that lacking access to water is a direct 

consequence of corruption, but also that corruption in their context can provide access to 

water. 

UNDP (2012, p.13) recognizes that efforts to define corruption includes moral and 

ethical assessments. In this case, this becomes apparent in how different views on water leads 

to different moral positions, and in turn, to different definitions of what corruption in the 

water sector is. Defining water as a common good implied that to cover for water is defined as 

corruption, which in that case implies that the whole water sector is corrupt. 

That there are different kinds of corruption is consistent with UNDP’s description of 

corruption as a multi-causal and multifaceted phenomenon (2012, p.13). The two defined 

types of corruption were also interrelated since the reason for corruption caused by basic 

human needs was seen as a consequence of the corruption of politicians by not assuring all 

people’s access to water. The effects of corruption at one level are dealt with through 

corruption on another level. ‘Petty’ corruption caused by basic human needs can therefore not 

be separated from ‘grand’ corruption as a different phenomenon, since they are closely 

interlinked. To be able to analyse power structures and corruption the distinction between 

corruption driven by basic human needs and that driven by personal economic profit is 

helpful, why the focus of this thesis will be on the corruption driven by personal economic 

profit.  

 

6.4 The differences of  impacts on different social groups 

The joint analysis of which groups in society are the corrupted ones and which are the 

affected, often focused on the decision makers and politicians on one hand and the poor 

communities on the other. When it comes to corrupt groups a participant in Bosa said: From 

the president and all the politicians that are corrupting other corrupt people (Bosa 2015-02-

21). To explain how the corruption permeates the entire political system another woman 

explained: 

 

I wanted to go into politics; for the wellbeing of the community did I want to get involved and do 

something [..] but it’s like when one starts to talk about to get into the politics, it’s like, you already feel 

like you’re becoming a corrupt person, it’s what happens, you feel like that you will become corrupt and 

more when you talk to people who know the area better (Bosa 2015-02-21). 

 

The lacking and the insufficiency of services, education and health were all mentioned as 

corrupt areas. As explained in previous sections, there is an unequal access to these sectors, 

were the poor are the most affected and this is by the women perceived as corruption. In Bosa 

they explained that people with little access to water are the people living in strata one, in 

slum areas of internal migrants and people in poverty (Bosa). A participant expressed her 

view on the priorities of the politicians: 
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The major politicians are the worse corrupt people that exist, they make all negotiable, everything is 

for sale so that we, the poor, don’t have the right to water that is practically donated, but sold [..] it’s 

affecting us, the poor, the most (Bosa 2015-02-21). 

 

A recurring theme was that the government give particular groups preferential treatment. It 

was commonly argued that the higher stratas, rich and educated people as well as certain 

cultures are prioritized by the government (Perseverancia) In Bosa they visualize the 

differences in the level of attention an area receives from the municipality by explaining how 

the services end at the boundary between rich and poor areas.  

 

The water is lacking in the townships at the hills and in the urban slums. They live just next to the big 

universities that have water access, there is like an invisible barrier in between. It’s the responsibility of 

the water company but they ignore them. Excluded from power, that is corruption. The same is happening 

in La Paz. They are excluded neighbourhoods, they have no services, and it’s just next to [the university] 

los Andes, the same in the township of Sucre and in Soacha and also in Usme. It’s illogical; there is also 

no sewage service. (Bosa 2015-02-21) 

 

Moreover, the women in Santa Fe claimed that the power is concentrated to a number of 

families and that new generations often replace their family members at power positions 

(Santa Fe).  

Also big companies and their directors are seen as important actors for corrupt practises 

(Santa Fe). Discussing the groups where corrupt practices are exercised and the affected 

groups in society one woman said:   

 

I see it more like these groups that are in charge of the administration in the big companies, in the big 

transnational corporations, those who wield power, they that in this moment, at least let’s say the 

managers, those in the highest position. The victims are us, the users of these public services or of the 

products they are selling to us (Santa Fe 2015-02-13). 

 

With the indigenous and the Afrocolombian groups we also discussed whether ethnicity 

makes any difference to how they are affected by corruption. There were no clear examples or 

such experiences on an individual level but as a collective group living in certain areas and as 

displaced population a pattern was detected. The Afrocolombian group argued that as a group 

they are oppressed and marginalized in various ways, adding: Maybe it’s the same with the 

indigenous communities, lets say the same, the vulnerability, it’s also something collective 

(Afrodes 2015-03-11). For the women participation in this study there was a correlation 

between being displaced population, ethnic minorities and living as tenants. A big majority of 

this group lived in rented apartments, which decreases the control of the water access and the 

costs of water (Mutesa; Afrodes).  

The intersectional perspective was applied and discussed in the groups, in order to 

identify different characteristics and categories. Besides women being recognized as 

particularly affected by lack of access to water, there was no consensus regarding the gender 

aspect and the approach to visualize the power structures by defining “categories”. The 
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categorization and the predefined focus on females were questioned in the group of 

indigenous and in the group in Bosa (Mutesa; Bosa). An indigenous leader argued that the 

separation in gender categories cannot be done in the indigenous culture: Women on one side 

separated from men do not work in the indigenous culture [..] one do not work only with 

women, here we always work holistically [..] and what we don’t want is the western mind-set 

here (Mutesa 2015-02-12). The division of people due to sex, sexuality etc. is not done in the 

indigenous culture, claimed a leader in the indigenous community, adding: Neither do we 

separate people due to age nor class peoples (Mutesa 2015-02-12). She exemplified:  

 

This is a house of women and there has always been participation of the entire community [..] the western 

world has for long been dividing people. [..] for us, what is important, is the community and to further 

strengthening the collective participation in securing the rights of indigenous peoples (Mutesa 2015-02-

12). 

 

In Bosa the essentialism of a gender division was questioned: why don’t do it by stratas? 

(Bosa 2015-02-21) was one of the first reactions on the methodological approach of involving 

exclusively women. The critique was directed based on the underlining idea that women are 

seen as responsible for the household duties, which some participants are opposed to. 

However, agreeing on the importance of not reinforcing the gender roles but using it as an 

analytic tool, both gender aspects and other social aspects were seen as relevant for an 

analysis of how different groups are differently affected. Adding poverty and stratas as two of 

the most determinant aspects of power structures, the participants agreed on that the 

intersectional theory visualizes differences that facilitate a change (Bosa). 
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7. FINAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

The study addresses the experiences and problems that low-income women face when 

accessing water, as well as their view on the power structures causing these inequalities. The 

theoretical framework includes an explanation of inequalities in terms of intersectional power 

structures, which means that people’s likelihood to be affected by certain inequalities depends 

on their context-dependent characteristics (Winker, Degele 2009). Previous research shows 

that corruption is a central problem causing lack of access to water (Stålgren 2006, p.3) and  

that women are likely to be particularly affected when access to water is lacking, particularly 

women in poverty (Boehm 2013, p.200). Based on the experiences of low-income women in 

Bogotá, problems in accessing water and inequalities were discussed in the context of 

corruption and power structures. The study shows that women  facing problems in accessing 

water clearly relate that to corruption and inequalities which can be explained in terms of 

intersectional power structures. 

In this section I firstly aim to answer the research question ‘Which problems do women 

in low-income peri-urban areas of Bogotá experience in accessing drinking water and how do 

they relate these problems to corruption?’ And, secondly, to answer the question ‘how can the 

impacts of lack of access to drinking water, be explained and analysed in a context of 

intersectional power structures?’ Together with the theoretical framework, this makes possible 

a more general analysis of couplings between corruption, drinking water access and gendered 

power structures, which I aim to do in a final discussion of the results. 

In line with what could be expected, the results indicate that women living in low-income 

peri-urban areas of Bogotá are particularly affected of lack of access to drinking water. The 

women experience a wide range of problems, from unexpected increases of the billing 

amount, water cuts and difficulties to make complaints to serious challenges in getting access 

to water when they do not manage to pay it and threats of foreclosure of their houses. 

Likewise, women relate problems in access to drinking water to corruption, which conforms 

to previous research. Bad water governance is seen as the core problem and corruption as the 

most determinant reason for lack of access to water (Stålgren 2006, p.3). The result indicates 

mistrust in power institutions and an abuse of power positions, which could be due to the 

relatively high concentration of power, land and economic resources in Colombia. 

Consequently, based on this field study, it is hard to distinguish the corruption from the entire 

political system, why I argue that it is not possible, nor meaningful to distinguish lack of 

access to water due to corruption from lack of access to water due to other reasons.  

The second research question, ‘how can the impacts of lack of access to drinking water, 

be explained and analysed in a context of intersectional power structures?’ requires a more 

extensive discussion. Firstly, the historical context of concentration of power has resulted in a 

delimited group of privileged people. The women indicated that some groups are enjoying 

these privileges due to socio-economic status or because they belong to a certain family. Since 

corruption is abuse of power (UNDP 2008, p.7), the access to power forms the basis of 

corrupt practices why politicians and people in power positions were considered the most 

corrupt.  However, since the concept of intersectionality is object related and this study are 
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realized from the  perspective of women in low-income peri-urban areas, this study  makes 

possible a more nuanced analysis of the relevant categories of the not-so-privileged groups. 

Although various aspects can be identified as significant for the probability and extension 

of how one is affected by lacking access to water, living in poverty resulted to be a uniting 

factor and the residential area a central entity. The most determinant attribute was living in 

poor areas such as low stratas or in the urban slums of internal migrants. Due to the context of 

many displaced Afrocolombian and indigenous communities on the countryside, which is a 

consequence of the armed conflict, a correlation was detected. Belonging to one of these 

ethnicities, being displaced, living in urban slums of internal immigrants and living as tenants, 

coincided in this study. The interrelation between these categories, cause a manifold 

oppression that make these groups more likely to be affected by lack of access to drinking 

water. 

In order to generalize the results and draw conclusions of how water integrity issues 

might relate to gendered power structures, I will first briefly relate the results to the 

theoretical framework and to previous research. Women are particularly affected by lack of 

access to traditional gender roles, what previous feminist geographers call the ‘private sphere’ 

or the ‘reproduction sphere’ (Hutchinson 1984, p.24; Forsberg 2003, p.24). The predominant 

view on were corruption exists was in institutions of power, such as the politics and 

enterprises, i.e. in the ‘public sphere’, according to the same theoretical framework. Hence, 

the concept of ‘private’ and ‘public’ spheres (as well as ‘reproduction’ and ‘production’) can 

be one way to describe corruption and its impacts on water access in terms of gender 

geography. When it comes to other intersectional aspects of power structures, there were 

seldom individual indicators on linkages between other intersectional power structures and 

problems with access to water, but a focus on a collective level and on the area of residence. 

The main reason for the area-related differences is probably the characteristics of the water 

sector and its distribution system: a large infrastructure system where an area is 

interconnected through the water pipes. Thus, I argue that when analysing differences of how 

people are affected by corruption in the water sector, it is more fruitful to apply the 

intersectional perspective on a spatial, geographical level rather than on an individual level. 

Therefore, I conclude that a human geography perspective where intersectional social 

structures are transmitted to a spatial level can be useful to understand the coupling of water 

integrity and gendered power structures. 

As a final reflection on the study, the perspectives of grassroots women on water integrity 

have proven to be important by several reasons; women are not only particularly affected by 

lack of access to water, and thus by many researchers seen as important to combat corruption, 

they have in this study visualized power structures and violation of human rights. Bringing 

women together in focus groups to discuss these issues have resulted in common knowledge 

generation and an energized determination to create changes. Continuing projects in the area 

can strengthen civil society and empower women in community-based organisations to play a 

role in combating corruption. Participatory action research could contribute to a deeper 

understanding of power structures in the community-based organisations and to put theory in 

practice.  



28 

 

In summary, from the perspective of low-income women in Bogotá, problems in access 

to drinking water are closely related to corruption. The impacts can be explained in terms of 

intersectional power structures, where women in poor neighbourhoods are the most affected. 

Consequently, gender and residential areas are important aspects in detecting and analysing 

the impacts of lack of access to water.  
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APPENDIX 1 – QUESTION GUIDE FOCUS GROUPS 

 

Meeting 1: 

Access to water and how it is related to corruption, gender and power structures 

 

1. Presentation round 

2. Do you want to tell something of the area where they live and about your relation to water? 

Alt. Participants are asked to draw a picture of a memory related to water and explain. 

3. How do you divide domestic tasks in your families? 

4. How do you get water and what problems have you faced in accessing water? 

5. What is corruption for you? How would you describe corruption in general? 

6. What experiences do you have of corruption? What happened? Where? Who was involved? 

7. Do you think that corruption affects your access to water? In what way? 

8. If corruption is related to power, which are the groups in power positions?  

9. Do you think that all groups in society (eg independent from strata, gender etc.) are affected in 

the same way by corruption in the water sector? What other factors do you think could 

influence how one is affected? (Richness, age, neighborhood, education, cultural identity) 

Why? 

10. Do you have a question or comment? 


