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1. Executive Summary 
 

Background 

This research aims to generate information on gender perspectives in 

the development, maintenance and use of piped water and electricity 

infrastructure. The information that is collected will assist the Investing 

in Infrastructure program (3i) to develop appropriate measures and 

indicators for monitoring program activities. Research findings will also 

be used to ensure alignment with the “Do No Harm” principle and find 

opportunities to improve the status of women in the target sectors. The 

analytic framework of the “Do No Harm” approach is employed to 

address areas in which gender and stakeholder relations can be 

improved throughout the different stages of the project cycle. 

The broad aim of the research is divided into 3 separate but interrelated 

studies with the corresponding objectives of:  

1) Understanding how the transition to access water and electricity 

is carried out by the operators and the local community and how a 

gender perspective can improve these transitions 

2) Understanding the roles and responsibilities of men and women 

before and after the introduction of tapped clean water and 

electricity 

3) Understanding how access to better quality water and electricity 

will assist male and female small business owners. 

Methodology 

This project uses a qualitative, case study approach to answer the 

research questions through interviews with 11 male and 13 female 

stakeholders in connecting to piped water and grid electricity. Trained 

female moderators conducted the 24 interviews in February 2017 at 4 

different villages spread across 3 communes in Kratie province, 

Cambodia. 
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Key Findings 

Study 1 

• In most households, husbands and wives jointly decided to 

connect to water and electricity 

• Women played an active role at the household level in overseeing 

the utility connection processes and were the main-decision 

maker in choosing where to locate water and electrical fixtures 

(e.g. taps, switches, outlets). 

• Tensions during the transition process centered around utility and 

connection fees; they were minimal and did not fall across gender 

lines. 

• While a gender perspective is important for empowering women 

and increasing gender equality, it does not minimize tensions since 

they were not found to be gender-related. 

Study 2 

• The household chores of carrying water, collecting and chopping 

firewood, and recharging batteries are gradually becoming 

obsolete as more households get access to piped water and grid 

electricity, or have pumped water and recharged batteries 

delivered to their homes, use gas cookers, or buy firewood. 

• Women tend not to ask men to help out with housework unless 

completely necessary, suggesting that they believe it is their role 

as wives to carry out all domestic chores, which includes making 

decisions within the household, such as selecting tap and outlet 

locations when connecting to water and electricity as found in 

Study 1. This traditional role has not changed in relation to how 

long a household has been connected to water or electricity. 

• While the tasks of carrying water, and collecting and chopping 

firewood are traditionally seen as men’s responsibilities, in reality, 

women and sometimes children often perform them as men are 

out at work most of the time. 

• As a result, while men’s nominal responsibilities are tapering off, 

women are the ones chiefly benefitting from the convenience of 
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tapped water because they are usually the ones doing both men 

and women’s tasks all along. Women’s actual household 

responsibilities have changed since they no longer have to carry 

water, recharge batteries or collect/chop firewood. 

• The actual of role men has remained the same in theory and 

practice, which is to go out and earn money for the family. 

• The significant time savings women enjoy from accessing the two 

utility services have enabled those with sufficient capital to set up, 

or do more home-based business such as grocery selling and 

tailoring. 

• The household division of labor do not seem to be affected by the 

introduction of piped clean water and electricity.  

• No harm has been done to gender relations. 

Study 3 

• The female-dominated businesses in the interview locations are: 

grocery selling, food, snack and/or drink selling, beauty salons and 

tailoring. 

• The male-dominated businesses in the interview locations are: 

carpentry and handicrafts, motorcycle cleaning, welding and 

electronics repair.  

• Businesses that have opened since households have gotten access 

to piped water and electricity include: pig raising, carpentry and 

wood handicraft, vegetable gardening, hair salons and a family-run 

noodle restaurant 

• Respondents say that an uninterrupted supply of water and 

electricity would help businesses operate more smoothly, as well 

as lower utility prices. 

• There are mixed reports as to whether access to water and 

electricity has improved respondents’ earnings. This is true for all 

business types. 

• Female business owners agree that it is much easier to operate 

their daily business with piped water and electricity; they no 
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longer have to rely on men in the family to help them in the daily 

operations of their businesses.
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Key Recommendations 

These recommendations are based on findings from Studies 1-3 as 

well as additional themes that emerged from the data.  

• Better dissemination of key information (e.g. water and 

electricity prices, introduction of new services, changes in 

service providers or regulations) and communication between 

stakeholders  

• Subsidies and sliding-scale payments, installation payments for 

connection fees, or factoring these subsidies for 

underprivileged households into the investment plan to help 

marginalized households and the bottom poor enjoy access to 

key utility services. 

• Include a dedicated component in future projects that 

addresses how to bring better quality education to women and 

rural youth.  

• Advocate for a more equal distribution of unpaid domestic and 

care responsibilities between men and women by encouraging 

men to actively, regularly take on household tasks. 

• Introduce financial literacy and business skills training for male 

and female villagers. 
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2. Introduction 

2.1 Context of the study 

 

Electricity and water and key aspects of modern infrastructure. In Cambodia, as 

of 2016, 31.1% of the population have access to electricity (Energypedia 2017), 

and roughly 3.35 million Cambodians have access to piped water (WHO/UNICEF 

Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply Statistics, 2015). JMP data also 

indicate that, 62% of the rural population had access to an improved water 

supply year-round, and another 7% were estimated to have a piped water 

connection on their premises. 

 

As homemakers, women in rural parts of Cambodia are some of the main 

beneficiaries of these utilities. The aim of this project is to understand the 

gender dimensions of connecting to, and using these two services. This aim is 

split into 3 research studies covering the transition process, men and women’s 

roles and responsibilities in the household, and the impact of water and 

electricity on male and female business owners. The 3 research objectives as 

follows: 

 

• to understand how the transition to access water and electricity is carried 

out by the operators and the local community, and how a gender 

perspective can improve these transitions.  

• to understand roles and responsibilities of men and women before and 

after the introduction of tapped clean water and electricity. 

• to understand how access to better quality water and electricity will assist 

male and female small business owners. 

This study aims to generate information on gender perspectives in the 

development, maintenance and use of piped water and electricity infrastructure. 

The information that is collected will assist the Investing in Infrastructure 

program (3i) to develop appropriate measures and indicators for monitoring 

program activities. Research information will also be used to ensure alignment 

with the “Do No Harm” principle and find opportunities to improve the status of 

women in the target sectors. 
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2.2 Gender and Do No Harm  
 

The Do No Harm (DNH) framework is “a tool for mapping the interactions of 

assistance and conflict and can be used to plan, monitor and evaluate both 

humanitarian and development assistance program” (CDA 2004: 3), especially in 

a context of violent conflict. It has been designed to assess the impacts of 

assistance programs on the sociopolitical divisions that could potentially lead to 

new instances of violence or bloodshed, and involves a 7-step approach (terms 

in bold are key concepts in this approach): 

Step 1: Understanding the context of conflict 

Step 2: Analyze (identify and unpack) the assistance project 

Step 3: Analyze (identify and unpack) dividers and sources of tension 

Step 4: Analyze (identify and unpack) connectors and local capacities for peace  

Step 5: Analyze the assistance program’s impact on the context of conflict 

through resource transfers and implicit ethical messages 

Step 6: Generate programming options 

Step 7: Test options and redesign program (a crucial step) 

The DNH framework and its concepts can be applied to gender analysis for the 

following reasons: 

1) Dividers and connectors are present in every context, even non-conflict 

situations 

2) They can be applied to gender relations 

3) They constitute an important tool that combines gender with conflict 

analysis.  

(CDAC 2010: 1) 
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Specifically, dividers and connectors can be used to probe the relationships 

between men and women in a community, such as through questions about 

what connects or divides men, women and families, or whether a particular 

policy or outcome will strengthen, or weaken the position of men, women, male 

children, female children and/or families in a community. Dividers and 

connectors could be circumstances, situations, ideas, people, or groups which 

respectively divide and connect members of a community. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Questions 
 

Based on the 3 main research objectives, the research questions that formed the 

basis of the in-depth interview discussions for each study are as follows: 

1) How was the transition to access piped water and mini-grid electricity 

provided by private companies carried by the operators and the local 

community? How were women involved in this process? In what ways can 

a gender perspective improve these transitions? 

2) What are the roles and responsibilities of men and women before and 

after the introduction of tapped clean water and electricity? How have 

these roles/responsibilities changed? How have men and women of 

various ages benefitted from these utility services? 

3) How has access to better quality water and electricity assisted male and 

female small business owners? What issues or challenges do they face in 

their work and what can be done to increase their business? 

Due to the significant overlap in themes from the 24 interview responses, this 

report combines findings from all 3 study objectives and will address each 

objective specifically in the findings section, but the discussion and 

recommendations will draw from all 3 studies and apply broadly to the concerns 

of each.  
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3.2 Research design 
 

This project uses a qualitative, case study approach to answer the research 

questions through 24 in-depth interviews with 11 male and 13 female 

stakeholders in piped water and grid electricity. The interview guides were 

developed by the technical advisor for gender together with 3i and project staff 

from Indochina Research. The in-depth interview method is used here because 

the face-to-face, personalized interaction between the interviewer and 

respondent allows for a direct, detailed probing of information, and for critical 

insights to emerge.  

Interviewees were recruited to match the 17 different respondent profiles listed 

in the table below. The 24 in-depth-interviews covers both genders, and spans 

different age groups. It also seeks to include the perspectives of the major 

stakeholders and decision-makers; hence the use of purposeful sampling. Both 3i 

and Indochina Research worked together to identify key stakeholders, interview 

subjects, and to make appointments for the interview. Because the respondents 

do not all come from the same village, the utility providers for water or 

electricity they use are different so it is important to note that they may or may 

not be referring to the same utility company. The table below gives a detailed 

breakdown of the study objectives, respondent profiles, and rationales for the 

research design.  
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Research Objective Method Gender Profile Explanation 

Objective 1: 

 

To understand how 

the transition to 

access water and 

electricity is carried 

out by the 

operators and the 

local community 

and how a gender 

perspective can 

improve these 

transitions. 

7 IDI M Village chief A storytelling technique is 

used in IDIs to map the 

decision-making process 

from each stakeholder’s 

perspective. 

 

This mapping allows for 

analysis on areas of tension, 

a key component of the “Do 

No Harm” framework.  

F Deputy village 

chief or member of 

development 

committee 

M Water service 

provider 

M Electricity provider 

F Young female 

F Women’s 

committee 

representative 

F Market seller or 

“typical” women in 

village 

We purposefully chose a 

group of women to give 

voice to women in this study, 

regarding their ability to take 

part in decision-making 

process. 

Objective 2: 

 

To understand roles 

and responsibilities 

of men and women 

before and after 

the introduction of 

tapped clean water 

and electricity  

 

9 IDIs 

 

 

No age 

quota 

 

 

F Connected for a 

long time                       

(>5 years) 

IDIs with women in proxy 

villages analyze the change 

in roles and responsibilities 

in the household at each 

stage of infrastructure 

connection. 

 

This addresses how gender 

roles are changing at a 

household level, and 

highlight expected outcomes 

for 3i target areas. 

F Recently 

connected to 

water/electricity 

(<1 year) 

F Not connected to 

water/ electricity 

M Connected for a 

long time                       

IDIs with males to contrast 

perspectives on gender roles 
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Research Objective Method Gender Profile Explanation 

(>5 years) within households 

M Recently 

connected to 

water/electricity 

(<1 year) 

M Not connected to 

water/ electricity 

Objective 3: 

 

To understand how 

access to better 

quality water and 

electricity is likely 

to assist male and 

female small 

business owners. 

8 IDIs 

 

Business

es that 

have 

been 

connect

ed in the 

past 12 

months 

M, F Small business 

owners (rural) 

The impact transitioning to 

infrastructure has on 

businesses will be analyzed 

in regards to geographic 

location. For the purposes of 

this study, small businesses 

are ones with 0-1 staff and 

medium businesses who 

have 2-5 employees. Semi-

urban businesses are ones 

that are located in or near 

market centers, and rural 

businesses are ones that are 

located away from these 

market areas. 

M, F Small business 

owners (semi-

urban) 

M, F Medium business 

owners (rural) 

We posit differences based 

on business size and 

location. Businesses include 

agribusiness/farming, retail 

etc. 

M, F Medium business 

owners (urban) 
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3.3 Research location 
 

Interviews were conducted with respondents from 5 villages in Kratie province, 

Cambodia. Using data provided by 3i in the Project Design Document, it was 

found that electricity and water infrastructure coverage has been limited but is 

changing in parts of Kratie and Mondulkiri provinces. Kratie province was 

selected as a key research location, as sites that have undergone recent 

transformations and connection to infrastructure are of particular interest in this 

study. The interview sites cover both rural and semi-urban locales where village 

households had varied in their access to water and electricity – 4 (3 female, 1 

male) had never connected to either utility, 3 others (2 male, 1 female) had 

recently connected, while the remaining 17 (8 female, 9 male) respondents had 

been connected for at least a few years, if not longer. 

 

Map of Kratie Province.  

Source: http://www.visiting-cambodia.com/img/provinces/kratie/map-

cambodia-kratie.jpg 
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3.4 Data collection and analysis 
 

The in-depth interview questions were translated into Khmer, and pilot-tested in 

Phnom Penh. In Kratie, the interviews were then conducted by trained 

moderators (the Project Coordinator and Fieldwork Manager, due to their 

experience) from Indochina Research over a period of 7 days in late February 

2017. Because this study specifically deals with gender and in some interviews 

enquires about potentially sensitive topics such as women’s participation in 

decision-making and domestic conflicts, only female interviewers were used. The 

actual profiles of the respondents (with identifying data removed to protect their 

privacy) can be found in Annex 1. Interviews took place at respondents’ homes 

or workplaces and were audio-recorded with their permission. The audio 

recordings were then translated and transcribed in English, and reviewed by the 

Project Coordinator. 

An inductive content analysis of the 24 transcripts was carried out. For Objective 

1, the interview transcripts were examined to piece together the various stages 

of the set-up processes for water and electricity provision. Responses were 

compared to assess who had a voice in the decision-making process, and which 

groups were excluded. Following 3i’s project design parameters, the “Do No 

Harm” analytic approach is used to identify ‘dividers’ and ‘connectors’ and local 

capacities for people to maintain positive connections.  

For Objectives 2 and 3, transcripts were analyzed to identify recurring themes, 

while taking into consideration the respondents’ access to water/electricity, 

socioeconomic status, educational background, occupation, gender, age, and 

geographic location.  

3.5 Ethical considerations 
 

Participants were briefed about the interview and its objectives beforehand and 

informed consent was obtained. Participants were also notified of their right to 

refuse any question or withdraw from the study at any time, and of data 

confidentiality.  
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3.6 Limitations 
 

While in-depth interviews are an effective tool for probing deeply into a 

particular topic, some female respondents were not familiar with the experience 

of being interviewed by an outsider, and found it difficult to say much. With 

respect to sensitive topics such as domestic conflicts and men and women’s 

responsibilities, while most respondents appeared to be quite open in their 

responses, they may not have been comfortable sharing anything too personal, 

given the stigma attached to domestic violence and the cultural influence of the 

Chbab Srey, which has been part of the school curriculum until 2007 and among 

other codes of gendered conduct, calls on women to “Be respectful to your 

husband… Do not bring outside problems indoors. Do not take internal problems 

outside” (Salvá 2016). This speaks to the sanctity of the home and of family 

honor, or at least the need to maintain such an image and not express any 

negative views about what goes on within the family. 

In some instances, women’s husbands were also present or within earshot of the 

interview, and this may have precluded a more detailed sharing of information 

regarding gender issues in the household or community. Relatedly, as there is 

little privacy in village settings, especially when family members, other villagers 

and customers are nearby or when respondents are at their shops selling food or 

other products to customers, a more intimate exploration of some of the 

gender-related topics would have been difficult to carry out. Due to the nature 

of rural interviewing, respondents were also frequently interrupted by work and 

family demands, breaking their attention and the flow of the conversation. 

Ethnographic participant-observation over time may be a more suitable method 

for elucidating the gender dimensions of rural infrastructure development and 

use, but is both costly and time-consuming. 

Finally, because some of the events (e.g. electrification and water connections 

dates and processes) of the research participants who were interviewed took 

place several years ago, their memories of these events were not perfect or as 

accurate as if they had been interviewed earlier. In fact, several respondents 

could not remember many details. The research design tries to mitigate this by 

interviewing villagers who have connected to the utility services for varying 

lengths of time, and the aim of the “Recently connected to water and electricity” 

respondent profiles is to provide insights into the transition to piped water and 

grid electricity as it unfolds. 
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4. Study 1: The transition process and gender 
 

Objective: to understand how the transition to access water and electricity is 

carried out by the operators and the local community, and how a gender 

perspective can improve these transitions 

4.1 Background information on the utility providers  
 

4.1.1 Water supply 
 

 

The current water facility 

The existing water company, whose owner was interviewed, has been supplying 

water since 2007 to households located at the upper side of the pagoda. 

However, the Ministry of Transportation won the latest bid to supply piped 

clean water to 6 villages in the area and has subcontracted with a new private 

company which will take over the water supply operations in April 2017. They 

have built a new water tower and treatment facility with a larger water storage 

basin and are in the process of installing a new piping system with larger pipes. 

The new system will provide purified running water to the villagers, and once 

this happens, the existing water company will shut down. Their contract will not 

be renewed as the Ministry outbid them; they have been subcontracting for 

MIME until the new water system is ready. The current provider accepted this 

outcome since it was decided by the government, and understood that they 

lacked both the technical expertise and the capital to operate an improved 

water system. 
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The price of water will increase from 1800 KHR to 2100 KHR in order for the 

business to be profitable, and there will be an installation fee of 24,000 KHR for 

less than 10 meters of piping, and 50,000 KHR for 10-20 meters of piping (this 

does not include the price of the piping material and the water meter, which are 

to be purchased by the house owner). This information was disseminated 

through an announcement (the “20 day announcement”). While the purpose 

was to gather feedback from the villagers, according to the commune chief,  

“villagers do not understand it, they do not care much because it is 

determined by the Ministry for the operator. This price is the 

starting price. The Ministry requires the price to be decreased 

gradually from year to year.” 

The current provider has not had enough money to expand its operations. Their 

water basin is too small to cater to the growing number of households who want 

access to piped water. Back in 2007 when they were building it, they did not 

plan sufficiently far ahead or have the technical know-how to set up a more 

efficient system: 

“It is because we lack technical knowledge, we don’t know the 

proper techniques of how to install the pipes to create a strong 

water pressure and flow… we just did it according to what we 

knew. We did not have much money to begin with, that was why 

we didn’t install things properly. We were trying to save money. 

But as a result, we lose out on a lot of money.” (Water provider, 

male, 39) 

Some time ago, an NGO was going to help them expand their business, but 

found their water treatment process unsatisfactory. The owner also thought that 

the proposed construction of the 2,600 megawatt Sambo Dam nearby may have 

further deterred the NGO, since many households or even the entire village 

might have to be relocated.  

By the village chief’s estimate, many of the households in the village are 

connected to piped water. The demand for water connections is rising but the 

current provider is unable to extend their service. When they did manage to 

connect households, they did not have enough water to reach the newly-

connected homes, so they have stopped setting up any new ones until the new 

provider takes over. Previously, when they were still connecting households, the 

company charged installation fees ranging between 20,000 - 50,000 KHR 

depending on the distance of the home from the water basin. The households 
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were responsible for buying the piping materials specified by the provider. Water 

users pay their bills directly to the water business at the owner’s home. 

Difficulties reported by the current water supplier: 

• Not being able to connect and supply all the households in the area who 

wanted piped water. 

• Some service users have no money to pay their water bills, owing the water 

provider up to 400,000 KHR over months and years as they keep asking for 

extensions. This seems to be quite an issue for the provider, as it puts him in 

an awkward position when dealing with fellow villagers with outstanding 

payments: “I cannot deal in this town, there is no solution so we decide to stop 

supplying the service to them and some people pay us back some of the 

money when they have no water and when they have money they are re-

connected but again they start to pay us bit by bit until the arrears keep 

increasing again. This is a big problem for me. If we stop supplying water to 

them, it will be difficult as we live in the same village.” 

• The water is not clear during the dry season; they need to spend more on 

white alum (10kg for every 2 days) and gasoline during that time. 

• Water stealing. Some villagers take the water meter out while the water is 

running and others change the direction of the measurement. As with the 

issue of users not paying their bills, the water provider has a hard time 

confronting these villagers. He says, “we can talk to them but it will be difficult 

to face each other later. I don’t complain about it to the commune chief as if I 

really get angry with them, I will cut off the water supply, and I told them, 

‘even if you have so much money, I will not supply water to you’. But when 

they beg me repeatedly, I supply it to them again.” 
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4.1.2 Electricity supply 
 

 

Electricity plant 

The operations manager participated in the research interview as the “Electricity 

provider” (male, 46) as the owner was difficult to reach and would not in any 

case have known much about the day-to-day business operations. The manager 

is responsible for connecting households, looking after the generators and 

electricity billing. There are 3 machines at the facility, but usually only one is in 

operation. The large 290 KVA generator runs from 7:00 a.m. to 12:00 a.m. and 

the medium 100 KVA unit runs from 12:00 a.m. to 7:00 a.m. The small 60 KVA 

generator is kept as a reserve. If there is any problem with the large generator, 

they combine both the medium and small generators keep the electricity supply 

going.  

The village served by the electricity provider interviewed has had electricity 

since the 1980s, provided by a series of private operators. As for the electricity 

company who was interviewed for this study, the business has been in operation 

since 2007. The previous owner ran an electricity company in Snuol and decided 

to open a similar business in the village where he set up a small electricity 

network with wooden poles, but the operations manager does not know why he 

chose to start his business in the village where this research took place. 
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After running it for 2 years, the former owner was able to get a license which 

allowed him to operate for the next 10 years. But he had financial problems and 

was forced by Electricité du Cambodge to sell his business in Snuol to them, so 

he moved to the current village but came under pressure again from EDC who 

wanted again to take over his business. He then decided to sell it to a friend of a 

friend - the present owner - in 2014 for $250,000 (for the electricity system 

alone, without the electricity machines, which the former owner sold off 

elsewhere). According to the manager, they ran out of money to keep the 

generator running and had to borrow fuel, but the debt issues were finally 

resolved when the company changed hands. 

The standard fee a 10-watt connection costs 197,000 KHR, which includes an 

initial deposit of 130,000 KHR. The connection comes with an electricity meter 

and mains switch; households need to pay for their own wires which they can 

purchase from the company who will measure out the length required. At the 

time of interviewing (February 2017), the price of electricity is 1800 KHR per 

kilowatt hour. Electricity users pay their bills at the local AMK (bank) branch. 

According to the village chief, about half of the 440 households in the village are 

connected to electricity. The electricity company currently covers 3 out of the 8 

villages in the commune, and is setting up electricity lines and expanding to a 

fourth village. It There is talk that electricity from the national grid will be 

available in the area from 2018, but it is not a direct service as the existing 

company will simply buy electricity from EDC Kratie and supply it to the villagers 

at a profit so the tariff will not be as low as that offered by EDC itself. According 

to the operations manager, some villagers do not want state electricity because 

they say the supply gets cut a lot, even though at 1000 KHR per kilowatt hour it 

costs 800 KHR less, almost half the current price. There is some uncertainty as to 

how the electricity plant will operate after it connects to the public grid from 

Kratie, but the manager is relieved that they will no longer have to operate the 

diesel generators to supply the electricity.  

Difficulties reported by the electricity provider: 

• Under the former owner, the service was intermittent and there were 

frequent electricity cuts, sometimes even up to 3 days, and many people 

complained. This has improved since the new owner took over. 

• Users would also complain in the past that the company was falsely inflating 

their electricity usage, especially with the cuts as they believe that the patchy 

flow of electricity affects the meters. 
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• Since they switched to cement electricity posts from the wooden ones, trees 

sometimes get in the way and they need to get the owner’s permission to cut 

them down, but in one case, the villager would not agree and demanded 

300,000 KHR as compensation. The electricity provider then sought the help 

of the commune chief to persuade the villager. “If the commune cannot solve 

it, they will contact the communication department to come. So, the 

communication department comes and measures the length of land of the 

state. If the tree is on the land of the state, they will chop it down. Now day 

the communication department has power on that. They measure from the 

middle of the road and claim that the land is for the state. If they said 25m 

from the middle of the road, they let us do on that as we want…. After seeing 

many people come to measure something like this, they didn’t complain any 

more. Now I am asking one person to cut down his tree... he didn’t allow me to 

cut it down. I told him that tomorrow I will invite the commune leader to go 

with me. There are 3 coconut trees that is under the electricity line. We need 

to cut it down. If we don’t cut it down, it might cause accident. The electricity 

there is high, 2500 voltage, that it might cause fire if something touch it. We 

need to solve it. He might come with me today but he was busy. [Interviewer: 

So, we still solving in community level yet.] Yes, next maybe EDC might come. 

They will not talk much and just measure and cut it. They will not ask much. 

Unlike us we need to ask and inform to the people. They just cut down the tree 

and take it… if there is conflict related to the electricity wire, we call them to 

solve it. [Interviewer: Who cuts down the tree? The communications 

department or EDC?] EDC. The communications department gives authority to 

EDC. If it relates to electricity, I think only EDC has more power.” (Electricity 

Provider, male, 46). 

4.2 The process of transitioning to piped water and small-grid electricity 

The processes of connecting villages to piped water and electricity are outlined 

below, based on interview data with key stakeholders including the village chief, 

commune chief, representative of women and children’s affairs, water provider 

and electricity provider.  

Generally, some form of consultation is held with villagers to gauge their level of 

interest in the utility service, although not all villagers are aware of this meeting. 

According to the commune chief, information about these meetings to select or 

give permission to a potential service provider are not widely disseminated to 

the community so they are attended only by commune council members and 

their assistants. The rest of the process goes through the hands of the suppliers, 

local and provincial authorities, and the relevant ministries (Ministry of Industry 

and Handicrafts for water and Ministry of Mines and Energy for electricity). The 
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service providers will go around the village to register each household. Later on, 

households who didn’t connect earlier would have to approach the water or 

electricity company themselves to set up the connection. 

4.2.1 Piped water 

 

The water supplier first surveyed the villagers to see how much demand for 

water there was. There had to be adequate demand as it is expensive to install 

the piping system. After they had established that many people wanted piped 

water, they wrote a letter seeking permission to run their business, first from the 

village chief, then from the commune chief and the district hall.  

Before the village chief approved the water supply proposal, members of the 

commune council and the village development team including the association of 

women’s affairs discussed the advantages (saving time) and disadvantages 

(affordability for the poor as they will have to spend more money for the 

installation of the water system) of piped water in the village and agreed as a 

whole to go ahead. A few members of the village development team voiced their 

disagreement, as they were representing the villagers on the affordability of the 

connection fee. They then negotiated with the provider for villagers to supply 

their own piping and for the provider to charge a low fee for the labor costs of 

installation. The village chief noted that most members of the council were 

“knowledgeable” and appreciated the benefits of running water. The accounts of 

villagers who were interviewed corroborate this, as all respondents expressed 

that they felt great happiness and relief as their households got connected. They 

were very eager to have piped water in their homes. 

According to the commune chief, a key criterion for development projects that 

take place in the area to be approved is that they must benefit women and 

children, indicating that there is a degree of gender analysis taking place in 

decision-making at the commune level. The other criteria they consider are: 

impact on natural resources and the environment, length and sustainability of 

the project, benefits for a high proportion of people in the community, and 

benefits to health, a top priority.  

Because the water supplier was such a small business, a license was not required 

and what they submitted was a request letter for permission to “pump water 

[from the river] for distributing, to serve the people” (Water provider, male, 39). 

This is more of a formality as the commune merely keeps the request letter as 

evidence that the supplier had asked them for permission.  They will not prevent 
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the water supplier from operating. Before long, when the provincial department 

of industry and handicrafts learns that there is a new water supplier, they will 

pay them a visit to fill up a form for permission from the provincial level, and to 

collect taxes, which are 50 USD per month. The district office also collects 

100,000 KHR from the water provider each month.  

The water supplier didn’t wait long as they started installing pipes even before 

they received their official permit, and started dispensing water as soon as 

everything had been cleared. Initially, there was no set tariff, but when another 

supplier began arbitrarily setting water prices and the water provider 

interviewed followed suit with higher prices, the district-level authorities 

stepped in and set a price for them. Providers need to contact the district hall if 

they want to increase or decrease the price, for example, when fuel prices 

increase, and together they will negotiate a new tariff that is acceptable to both 

parties. The water provider reports that these negotiations are not difficult, and 

that he has never been forced by the district authorities to accept a tariff he 

does not find reasonable.   

Compared to electricity, many more households connected to piped water from 

the outset. In the words of the village chief (male, 65),  

“we cannot live without water, but we can live without electricity.” 

According to the water provider, villagers set up their own water pipes in their 

houses - they paid for their own piping materials, and he connected their pipes 

to his system for a minimal labor charge (20,000 to 50,000 KHR, depending on 

distance). From the provider’s perspective, there were no issues or conflicts 

when setting up the connections. However, a few respondents mentioned that 

the water business took a while to go to their houses to do the connection - 

there was a 1 to 2-day delay from the time they were contacted. This was 

probably due to the fact that the water supply “company” is very much a one-

man show run by the son-in-law with occasional help from other family 

members. In his words, “we are the boss and also the worker” as they do not 

employ additional staff, unless a household to be connected is located some 

distance away from the facility and he needs the help of additional workers to 

lay the pipes. 

During the piping process undertaken by the new service provider, who has set 

up the central piping system and is starting to connect individual households, the 

commune chief says that local authorities will be monitoring the process closely 

in case the operator or its workers try to cheat the villagers on the connection 
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fee, or ask directly for extra payment. 

4.2.2 Grid electricity 
 

The procedure for electricity was similar, initiated from the bottom up. There 

was also no license required at the beginning - the operator simply requested 

permission from the village, commune and district authorities and started 

providing electricity directly. After a few years, MIME notified him to apply for a 

license, which he eventually obtained after a lengthy period of time and after 

spending a lot of money: 

“it was difficult back then. He [the owner] had to apply for the 

license from the ministry [of Mines and Energy] and then go to 

Phnom Penh to get the license. It took more than a year to get it. He 

needed to get permission from the ministry, and others, I don’t 

really know the details.” 

When the new owner took over the company, he also had to transfer the license 

to his name at the Ministry of Mines and Energy in Phnom Penh and this took 

more than another year to complete. 

The village committee and the village chief monitored the installation of 

electricity posts throughout the village to ensure that they were positioned in 

the right spots (but not every day; they instructed households to report any 

problems to them.) Women council members were also sometimes assigned to 

observe the utility connection proceedings. They did not report any problems 

with this task, as the commune chief had already identified potential issues for 

them to be on the lookout for and provided them with possible solutions. 

As far as higher-level energy/electricity authority visits to monitor the process 

were concerned, district and provincial authorities, as well as Electricité du 

Cambodge came to the village to conduct an information session about 

electricity tariffs in the public and private sector. During these sessions, they 

make sure that the provider is setting appropriate tariffs and check on technical 

aspects of the electricity supply. EDC will also come upon request by the 

commune chief if there are any disputes between the electricity provider and 

villagers. 

During the initial stage, roughly 50 out of 400 households connected to 

electricity, as the remaining households opted to stick to rechargeable batteries 

for power, but gradually more and more households became electrified. The 
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connection fee is calculated after the cables had been set up as the installation 

fee depends on the length of the cable, so households located further away from 

the electricity company would have to pay more. 

The transition from battery-powered electricity to small-grid electricity is less 

momentous than the transition to running water as there is far less physical 

effort involved in recharging and using batteries, kerosene lamps or candles.  

4.3 Gender and the transition process 

3 out of the 11 members of group discussions between the utility companies and 

local authorities were women (1 vice-commune chief and 2 commune council 

members), but according to respondents, they did not raise gender-specific 

issues. The prices of electricity and water were the main issue, and the men and 

women present seemed to be on the same page in terms of their concerns, 

which were not gender-related. Overall, there have been no reported disputes 

between men and women in village or commune-level decision-making on water 

and electricity. 

Among the villagers who connected to water and electricity, many were women 

and given this, the village chief felt that the number of women who participated 

in the decision-making process was insufficient since they are the primary users 

of water and electricity in the home. However, the Commune Chief revealed that  

“at that time, I thought [3 out of 11] was a large number already… 

because at that time the women were not so aware of gender 

issues or what was going on, they were busy with their work in 

earning money, for example, working in construction… and because 

there is no gender balance promotion of equal rights for men and 

women.”  

The commune chief echoed the village chief’s sentiments about the low 

representation of women in the decision-making process on water and 

electricity, but added that there were quite a few women in the commune 

council. According to the village chief, women had a good understanding of 

water and electricity as they stayed at home and were the primary users in the 

household. He liked dealing with them as they knew what was going on at home 

and in the neighborhood, which helped to reduce conflicts. Under the Do No 

Harm approach, women can therefore be conceptualized as connectors, i.e. 

circumstances, situations, idea, people, or groups which help to connect or bring 

together members of a community. 
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Out of the respondents surveyed, most families decided jointly between 

husband and wife to connect to water and/or electricity. There was little debate 

about whether to connect or not, as virtually all households who could afford it 

categorically desired access to these utilities; the only thing preventing 

households from connecting is money. It was mostly the women who decided 

where the taps, switches, electricity outlets and mains should be located, even 

when their husbands were present when the service provider came to set things 

up. Women therefore exercised a significant degree control over the installation 

and connection process at the household level. None of the female respondents 

reported being coerced, disrespected, or oppressed in any way during the 

transition. The 3 respondents who deferred to their husbands in decision-making 

on where to install water and electricity outlets cited the following reasons: they 

were “too lazy” and could not be bothered and so let the husband take care of 

things; that men were more knowledgeable on such technical issues, especially 

with respect to electricity, and that the husband was the ultimate decision-

maker in the family. 

To save money, some men did the wiring inside the house themselves to, and the 

electricity provider only came to set up the electricity poles outside, and/or the 

connection itself. According to the water provider, it was mostly women they 

dealt with during the connection process as the men were out at work, and 

sometimes when the men were the ones making the decisions on where to 

install the pipes and taps, they would get it wrong since they are not the ones 

doing the housework. By the electricity provider’s estimate, women are the 

decision-makers on the wiring, switches and outlets in the home about 80% of 

the time. Men “mostly follow the women, as they are in charge of the home as 

housewives and they know where to place things to make the home beautiful” 

(Electricity provider, male, 46). He also noted that it was usually the men who 

went to talk to him if there were any issues or complaints, but if they did not 

dare to, the wife would go, and that women were having more power in the 

family. 

“Both husband and wife make decisions together now. Currently, a 

lot of women make decisions. Because women are staying in house 

permanently. They have many challenges on collecting water for 

laundry, preparing food, and so on. They want to get running water. 

The husband just provides support… ‘I am responsible to make 

money; she is responsible for making any decision in the home.’” 

(Commune Chief, male, 64) 
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4.4 Conclusion 

Issues concerning gender did not feature heavily in the introduction of utilities, 

nor in the connection and transition to piped water and grid electricity. When 

asked, the local authorities (village chief, commune chief and commune council 

representative for women and children’s affairs) stated that a more proportional 

number of women at consultation meetings about water and electricity that 

matches the actual number of female users, would be more optimal, but did not 

specify what that number should be. 

A gender perspective can be seen in a certain degree of women’s representation 

and participation in community-level decision-making and problem-solving in 

the water and electricity sectors, 2 utility services heavily used by women. From 

the findings of this study, we see that women play quite an active role at the 

household level in overseeing the utility connection processes. Among the 

respondents surveyed, tensions during the transition process were minimal and 

did not fall across gender lines. As such, while a gender perspective is important 

for empowering women and increasing gender equality, it does not minimize 

tensions, simply because the few tensions or dividers (under the Do No Harm 

approach) that exist during the transition itself (e.g. permissions not sought 

during the installation process, lack of courtesy from the workers, high 

connection fees, points which will be covered in the Discussion and 

Recommendations section) are not related to gender. 
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5. Study 2: Men and women’s responsibilities in the home 
 

Objective: To understand roles and responsibilities of men and women before 

and after the introduction of tapped clean water and electricity. 

5.1 Gender roles and benefits of water and electricity to men, women, 

children and the elderly 

Respondents defined gender roles in a marriage as the husband being the main 

breadwinner whose responsibility is to earn money for the family; the wife’s role 

is to look after the house and the children. While about half of the respondents 

also highlighted the importance of cooperation between husband and wife, and 

the fact that they helped each other out, these two fundamental roles remain 

unchanged regardless of the respondent’s electricity and water connection 

status. 

 
A water delivery truck 

Based on the interview responses, the summary below lists benefits of piped 

water and electricity, which are gender- and age- disaggregated, showing the 

changes in living conditions that provides some context for the changing 

household responsibilities that will be examined thereafter.  
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Benefits of piped water 

For women 

1) Time and energy conserved from not having to 1) draw and transport 

water and 2) go to the river or well to bathe. 

• A female respondent recalls the difficulty of having to carry a 

load of 60 liters of water each time she had to help collect 

water: “When I was living with my parents, we did not have 

running water; I carried water from the river on each side of my 

body, 30 liters of water. At that time, we did not use plastic 

containers, we used metal bean oil containers. Each side was 30 

liters. From the river, I had to stop for 3 breaks before reaching 

my home” (Female, Grocery Seller / “Typical Village Woman”, 

27). 

 

• Many female respondents also noted the inconvenience of 

having to make their way to the river to have a bath, where they 

had the added inconvenience (compared to men) of having to 

use a sarong. After bathing at the river, they would get sweaty 

again walking back home in the heat. 

• Hygiene and health benefits of being able to shower daily (e.g. 

no more skin problems) 

2) No need to constantly worry about water supply and about conserving 

water 

• In the past, some respondents had to deal with the discomfort 

of not having a bath for 2 or 3 days due to the lack of water. 

3) Can easily put out a fire with water on tap 

• There is no fire truck in the area, so in the past they would have 

to collect water from the river to extinguish fires. 

4) No need to worry about children’ safety when they bathe in the river. 

Can keep infants and children clean as it is easy to bathe them / for 

them to take a bath at home 

• Many parents and older respondents commented on their fears 
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of children drowning in the past. Tragically, the 10-year-old 

younger brother of a respondent drowned while bathing in the 

river. It was his first time at the river, and he had gone because 

the rest of the family did not have enough time to collect water 

for him to bathe. 

5) No longer have their daily lives structured around daylight hours, 

water truck schedules, availability of well water (which runs out if you 

go to the well late) 

• The water truck only delivers when there is demand from the 

entire row of houses, adding to delays. Customers will 

sometimes have to wait 2 days for the water to arrive. 

6) More free time to spend with children and family, for leisure, and/or to 

set up a small business (home-based microenterprise) 

7) Can do laundry at home - no longer have to go to the river 

• At home, laundry can be left to soak in a basin for an hour or 

more while other tasks are completed; it does not have to be 

washed there and then and this also makes it easier to clean 

later on. 

For men 

1) No longer need to collect water for the household 

• Gives them more free time to relax once they are home from 

work 

• Able to focus their attention fully on their business to earn 

money for the family  

2) Men can open a motor-cleaning business (usually owned and 

operated by men) 
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For children 

1) Less risk of drowning, snake bites (near the river while bathing) or 

falling into a well 

2) More free time to attend school or do homework / study as parents 

need less help at home, for example, children no longer need to help 

collect water 

For the elderly 

1) Easier for them to take baths, don’t have to rely on family members to 

draw water for them 

2) Easier for them to go to the bathroom, as many households began to 

have indoor toilets and bathrooms when they connected to the piped 

water supply. They no longer have to walk all the way out to the 

outdoor latrine or bushes. 

General benefits for the whole family / household 

1) Better health with cleaner water (respondents who have piped clean 

water) 

• Respondents complained about the taste and smell of limescale in 

well water, which left deposits at the bottom of their pots and kettles   

• Together with the use of proper toilets and awareness campaigns on 

the importance of boiling and filtering or treating unpurified water, 

cases of schistosomiasis in the commune have been reduced 

2) Improved sanitation with proper toilets 

3) Able to shower 2-3 times a day and be clean and comfortable 

4) Easier to water plants and crops 

• Can grow vegetables for personal use or to sell as an additional 

source of income 

5) Easier to clean livestock 
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6) Cost savings – able to use more water, but pay less than before 

• Depending on the price set by the utility provider, one cubic meter of 

water costs 1800 - 2200 KHR, as opposed to one cubic meter of 

pumped or delivered water which can cost 9000 -15000 KHR. 

 

Benefits of electricity 

For women 

1) Time and labor-saving household appliances can be used, such as rice 

cookers, electric kettles, laundry machines, food processors, fridges, 

electric rice millers. There is no need to spend time starting a fire to 

boil water or rice, users only need to plug in the appliance. 

• Diversification of income-generating options: previously, 

women could only sell a limited range of snack foods; with 

electricity, certain appliances such as blenders, they can now 

sell fruit shakes in addition 

• It is easier for women to prepare rice flour to make snacks 

with an electric miller 

2) When households switch to gas and electric stoves and appliances, 

pots and pans are much easier to clean. 

For men 

1) Convenient for welding businesses (owned and operated by men) – no 

longer have to use generators 

2) Similarly, craftsmen and carpenters (typically men) can operate their 

equipment more easily with grid electricity  

3) Men are able to go out fishing at night for additional income as they 

feel it is safer at home with good lighting. 
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For children and students 

1) Can do homework and study at night 

2) Can use computers and access the internet 

3) Children used to be afraid to go to the bathroom alone at night and 

needed their parents to accompany them, now they can turn on the 

light and go on their own. 

4) With better lighting throughout the commune, students attending 

evening English classes find it safer and easier to go home at night 

For the elderly 

1) Better visibility at night, less risk of falling or stumbling over things.  

2) No longer need to fumble around for matches or a lighter to light 

candles. 

General benefits for the whole family / household 

1) With better lighting, there is more safety and a sense of security, 

increasing villagers’ mobility, businesses can stay open longer, 

villagers are less worried about thieves as they can leave a light on 

overnight, use motion-detecting lights, or turn the light on 

immediately if there is any emergency, rather than having to power 

up the generator before being able to turn the lights on. 

2) No need to worry about the batteries running out without any 

indication, or be disturbed by noise from the electricity generator 

3) Lowered risk of fires from using candles or kerosene lamps 

4) It is easier to watch television and DVDs 

• Most respondents watch the news on TV; being able to 

keep up with national and global events gives villagers a 

sense of connection to the wider world and helps to 

expand their outlooks and knowledge of current affairs.  

• Families spend time together watching concerts and drama 
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serials on TV or disc. 

5) Parents no longer have to bring their kids to the bathroom at night 

6) Fans help to keep the house cool, improving sleep quality at night 

7) Cost savings compared to recharging batteries 

• On average, a family uses around 30 kWh of electricity each 

month which costs below 60,000 KHR at the rate of 1800 KHR 

per kilowatt hour, while the cost of recharging a battery for 

3000 KHR every day over a month is 90,000 KHR.  

8) Easy to use and charge electronic devices like computers, tablets and 

smartphones 

 

5.2 Daily routines and men and women’s responsibilities in the home 
 

The table below shows the daily routines as described by the 9 respondents 

interviewed for this study. Each respondent’s routine is presented individually as 

they revolve around his or her occupation and/or family situation. For each 

category, 3 respondents (2 female, one male) were interviewed. While the 

sample size is limited, there are no discernible differences in daily routines and 

leisure times as perceived and reported by study participants from unconnected, 

recently connected and long-connected households, although all respondents 

who have connected to utilities agree that their daily lives have gotten much 

easier with water and electricity. 

Daily roles and routines of men and women 

Not connected to water or electricity 

Female Male 

Housewife, 39: “When I get up in the 

morning, I wash clothes, dishes and 

cooking pots [from last night’s 

dinner], and then I cook. After 

cooking, eating and getting my child 

to sleep, I have free time until the 

Cow and buffalo seller and rice 

farmer, 38: Drives his motorbike 

around in the morning to buy cows 

or buffaloes which he exports to 

Vietnam. Sometimes helps his wife to 

cook. But seldom stays at home, is 
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evening. I use this time do small 

chores at home. My husband brings 

back food from the market for me as 

I rarely go. He buys meat and 

vegetables for us. I am the one who 

cooks and then puts the child in bed. 

Taking care of my baby is considered 

free time.” – Housewife, 39 

back only once in 3 or 4 days. (The 

family buys water from the water 

delivery truck. He will sometimes 

collect water from the well, but is 

rarely involved in any other 

housework. His wife and the children 

are the ones keeping the house 

clean.)  

Housewife, 41: Goes to the market in 

the morning and is home by 9am. 

Prepares food for the family, does 

laundry. Is free from 11am each day. 

Has about 3 hours a day free, but 

uses this time to do other household 

tasks. (Does not have small children 

to look after. Use to have a small 

business, but stopped doing it. Did 

not say why. Husband occasionally 

helps to collect water from the well.)  

Recently connected to water and electricity 

Female Male 

Palm juice seller, 33: In the morning, 

she peels palm fruit in preparation 

for selling palm juice later. Then, she 

cooks and does household chores. If 

there are customers, she will sell 

them palm juice. She has no free 

time, except if there are no 

customers. She will sleep and relax 

during these breaks. In the evenings, 

there are more customers and she 

remains open until all the juice is sold 

out, around 10 or 11pm. If she is very 

busy, her husband will help out. (The 

husband sells ice cream for a 

Taxi driver, 39: Spends most of the 

day driving customers around or 

looking/waiting for customers. Has 

no fixed daily responsibilities in the 

home and little free time as he 

comes home late. But when he is 

home, sometimes helps to clean the 

house, wash clothes, and cook rice. 

In the past (before connecting to 

electricity in 2016 and water in 

2010), it was his responsibility to 

carry water and bring the battery for 

recharging and to collect it 

afterwards. Has more free time now 
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company and receives a sales 

commission. Before connecting to 

water, he was responsible for 

collecting water for their daily 

personal and business needs from 

her aunt’s house, but now that they 

have their own water supply she can 

carry water herself to wash the palm 

juice containers when he is too busy. 

Before connecting to their own 

electricity, they shared electricity 

from her aunt’s house nearby.) 

after connecting to electricity and 

water; uses this time to watch other 

people doing their work/business 

and sometimes helping out so he can 

learn from them. 

Tailor and farmer, 38: Spends free 

time tailoring in the morning. In the 

afternoon, she prepares food and 

brings her child to school and goes to 

the market. Also raises a cow for 

income. She is responsible for 

cooking, and husband will sometimes 

help with cleaning. Husband collects 

firewood. Before connecting to 

utilities, they would buy water from 

the water truck so nobody had to 

carry water. She or her child would 

be in charge of recharging batteries 

but they used a delivery service. 
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Connected to water and electricity for a long time 

Female Male 

Grocery seller, 34: Daily tasks in the 

past include cooking, washing, 

collecting water and cutting firewood 

as her husband was away from home 

a lot, sometimes for as long as 3-4 

days. Her husband is not responsible 

for any household chores; the 

division of household labor remains 

the same since she did everything 

before and continues to do 

everything now, however with the 

time savings the utility services have 

afforded her, she is able to open a 

small grocery business. 

Retired policeman, 65: “I don’t do 

anything. I only stay at home, get up, 

and take shower”. Before they 

connected to water in 2000, he 

would help to carry water but his 

wife did it most of the time as he was 

out at work. According to the wife, 

who participated in the interview 

from under the house, she carried 

water 5-6 times a day. Admits that  

his wife did, and continues to do 

“everything”. He only waters their 10 

banana trees when she is out, or 

busy, and installed 3 fans and one TV 

for the house. 

Grocery seller, 39 (not married and 

living at her family home with her 

mother, father has passed away): 

Does laundry, cooking, cleaning and 

feeds the chickens. Has more free 

time after her household connects to 

water and electricity, but does not do 

much as she has an illness (did not 

say what it is). Watches TV – news 

and movies in her free time and uses 

her phone. Previously, her mother 

did the housework and her older 

siblings carried water. Her job was to 

sell cookies. Both parents collected 

firewood and she would help with 

that too. In 2005 when they first 

connected to electricity, she and her 

older brother and sister were in 

charge of cooking, but they have 
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both since married and moved out, 

so she is now in charge. 

 

From the interview data, the gendered division of household labor did not see a 

drastic shift or rearrangement with the arrival of water and electricity. Rather, 

women simply enjoyed more free time, or used the free time to engage in 

further domestic activities, such as spending time with their children, or 

engaging in small-scale income-generating activities, such as making and selling 

rice cakes or other snacks. Women were still primarily in charge of housework, 

with husbands only occasionally lending a hand. The table below shows who is 

largely responsible for a variety of common household chores. The highlighted 

entries are chores that are becoming obsolete as households gain access to 

piped water and grid electricity and switch to gas or electric stoves. 

Responsibility for household chores before electrification and piped water 

Household task Women in charge Men in charge Remarks 

Cooking ✔   

Cleaning ✔   

Laundry ✔   

Collecting water ✔ ✔ Women and 

children will 

collect water if 

necessary; some 

families would 

have a water 

collection roster 

for the children to 

take turns helping 

out. A respondent 

estimates that this 

task takes up 1-2 

hours a day. To 

save time and 

effort, some 

families buy water 

from the delivery 

truck. 
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Household task Women in charge Men in charge Remarks 

Collecting 

firewood 

✔ ✔ Women often 

helped, or families 

would buy 

firewood to save 

themselves some 

trouble. Children 

are sometimes 

roped in to help in 

firewood 

collection. 

Chopping 

firewood 

✔ ✔ Women would 

chop firewood if 

their husband was 

not around to do 

so, e.g. if he was 

out at work, or 

working at 

another province. 

Recharging 

batteries 

✔ ✔ A joint 

responsibility, 

depending on 

who is available. 

In some cases, the 

battery charging 

business provides 

a pick-up and 

delivery service, 

making it more 

convenient. 

Buying gasoline 

for electricity 

generator and 

kerosene lamps 

 ✔ A male 

respondent 

mentioned that 

women don’t do 

this job, but there 

is no evidence 

from the 

interviews to 

support or 

contradict this 
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Household task Women in charge Men in charge Remarks 

assertion. 

Looking after 

children (e.g. 

bathing them, 

making sure they 

go to school) 

✔  Men spend time 

with their children 

and share the 

duty of 

disciplining 

children when 

they are at home, 

but the 

responsibilities 

around children 

are mostly the 

mother’s 

 

The household responsibilities traditionally or commonly involving men 

(collecting water, collecting and chopping firewood, recharging batteries) are 

becoming discontinued practices with increasing rural electrification and piped 

water connections, and the shift to using charcoal, or gas and electric stoves and 

other appliances. However, it was interesting that only one male respondent 

mentioned that he had more free time after their homes were connected to 

water and electricity, as opposed to all the female respondents who had access 

to both utilities. This is perhaps indicative of the fact that the amount of time 

they spend on chores even before the arrival of water and electricity was 

minimal; the only difficulty was that their responsibilities were to help out with 

tasks that required more physical strength. 

What many female respondents report is that their husbands will sometimes 

help with cooking, laundry, cleaning or childcare, but only if they happen to be 

at home and are free, and if the wife is too busy with her business or chores. 

According to the village chief,  

“previously, the husband would say ‘I go to bring water so you clean 

the house and wash clothes as I am tired already,’ but now they are 

not tired anymore, so they help each other to do some work.”  

This seems to point to a trend of closer co-operation between husband and wife, 

as the time and energy freed up by being relieved of back-breaking tasks is 

giving rise to less rigid distinctions between strictly gendered responsibilities, 
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although women are still very much the ones doing most of the housework. The 

only difference is that these domestic chores have become easier for them with 

access to water and electricity. 

Responsibility for household chores after electrification and piped water 

Household task Women in 

charge 

Men in charge Remarks 

Cooking ✔   

Cleaning ✔   

Laundry ✔   

Looking after 

children (e.g. 

bathing them, 

making sure they 

go to school) 

✔  Men spend time 

with their 

children and 

share the duty of 

disciplining 

children when 

they are at home, 

but the 

responsibilities 

around children 

are mostly the 

mother’s 

 

Therefore, except for the elimination of chores such as collecting water, 

collecting and cutting firewood and recharging batteries, which has made life 

easier for both women and men, women still bear the brunt of housework and 

the “stubborn stain” on development still persists (Brickell 2010). This is because 

women’s responsibilities have not really changed - while carrying water and 

collecting firewood were nominally “men’s tasks”, many women and children 

also assisted in these chores to varying degrees depending on the availability 

and/or willingness of the husband/father to do these tasks. This means that, to 

begin with, some women would often perform many of these heavy chores 

assigned to men either out of necessity or diligence. 

Because these gendered household responsibilities were never entirely rigid in 

practice, the resulting time savings from accessing piped water and grid 

electricity are distributed across various family members of different ages and 

genders. Children, for example, were often delegated the task of water 



Page 44 of 73 
 

collection, and also helped to collect firewood. This may be another reason for 

the lack of significant differences in gender roles and responsibilities between 

households at different stages of utility connection.  

The findings from this study show that the “traditional” roles of men and women 

have not changed with the introduction of water and electricity – men are still 

expected to go out and earn money for the family, while the woman’s role is to 

stay at home looking after the house and children. Access to water and 

electricity has eliminated the responsibilities of transporting water, collecting 

and cutting firewood and recharging batteries for both men and women, 

effectively doing away with chores primarily regarded as men’s jobs. However, 

the fact that the men interviewed all stated that they seldom or never did any 

chores, together with the fact that they were hardly at home, suggests that 

women and children more often than not carried out these tasks. Hence, the 

time gained by women from connecting to water and electricity does not come 

from men starting to help with “traditionally” female tasks like laundry, cleaning 

and cooking because the men are relieved of their previous responsibilities, but 

because the women themselves were finally relieved of the very responsibilities 

that had been abdicated by working men who were too tired or lazy to take care 

of the family’s water and energy needs when they returned home. 

5.3 Domestic conflicts 
 

According to a respondent from Study 3, men tend not to think as much about 

the family as women do, due to their drug, womanizing and gambling habits. In 

terms of tensions resulting from the workload related to water and electricity, 

one female respondent brought up the issue of her husband being impatient 

when his meal was not ready on time. While this is one case out of nine 

respondents interviewed in a small qualitative study, it occurred in a household 

not connected to water and electricity and could suggest that difficulties in 

managing time due to the inconvenience of not having utility services leads to 

episodes of marital discord.  

Of the remaining 7 respondents, only 3 gave further information on why they 

had arguments with their spouses, however these disagreements are on issues 

unrelated to water and electricity access: 
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• Female respondent cited earlier whose husband would blame her for not 

having food ready (Housewife, 41, not connected to water and electricity) 

mentioned other reasons for conflict in the home - her husband always 

finds fault with her when he drinks: “My words are always wrong when he 

is drunk”. They also could not agree over whether to send their daughter 

to work in Phnom Penh. Her husband did not want the daughter to leave 

home, but in the end, they were forced to send her as they needed money 

to support the family.  

• Female respondent (Housewife, 30, not connected to water and 

electricity) cites personality differences as the source of disagreements: 

“My husband likes to play much but I don’t like. Sometimes I complain to 

him… so when I blame him he gets angry back… it is just a little problem 

for us.” Also, her husband does not allow her to go out to work at a 

cassava plantation even though she would like to supplement the family 

income. He wants her to stay at home and look after their infant, so she 

accepts his decision. 

• Male respondent (Taxi driver, 39, recently connected to water and 

electricity) fights with his wife over various things such as money and their 

children, but mostly the children. 

• Male respondent (Retired policeman, 65, long connected to water and 

electricity)’s wife does not like it when he goes out drinking and will not 

cook for the two of them when he does. 

• Male respondent from Study 3 (Grocery seller and small-scale pig farmer, 

38) – wife complains when his friends come to their home to drink and 

they spend a lot of money on alcohol, but this does not lead to conflict as 

he “always walk[s] away when we have problems.” 

The other 5 respondents claimed not to have any domestic issues and so did not 

give any examples or elaborate. While the data is limited, and domestic conflicts 

could be a sensitive topic that respondents may downplay, the fact that women 

not connected to either utility were the ones reporting domestic issues, points 

to the possibility that lack of access to water and electricity correlates and 

perhaps interacts with other factors such as poverty and low education which in 

turn create stress in the family. According to the commune chief (male, 64), 
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“When running water and electricity are available the 

women can help family more; they are more valued. Before 

they were only worried about collecting water for preparing 

foods; now they have time…they have water at their home 

now; before when the husband is back from work, she 

might be blamed; but now the husband can’t be blamed on 

water issues. They need water for preparing foods for kids 

to take the bath. Now it is easy. They don’t mention these 

as problems anymore.”  

5.4 Conclusion 
 

The roles and responsibilities of men and women before and after the 

introduction of water and electricity have not undergone significant changes. 

Because women were the ones doing most of the housework previously 

(including many of the responsibilities attributed to men), they are also the ones 

benefitting most from the utility services when they are available. Men were not 

at home much and did not spend much time or energy on household chores. 

The domestic conflicts between husbands and wives span a range of issues 

including men’s drinking, financial problems, and each spouse’s expectations of 

the other’s role in the household. However, there is insufficient evidence to 

determine any robust effect of access to water and electricity gender relations 

at the household or community levels. Anecdotal evidence suggests, however, 

that tensions as a result of workload related to water and electricity have been 

reduced with access to both utilities. What stands out is that women have 

gained vast time and energy savings through these two utility services, and 2 of 

the 6 women interviewed for Study 2 say that the extra time has enabled them 

to engage in income-generating activities such as starting a small grocery 

business and doing more tailoring work. 
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6. Study 3: Small/medium businesses and gender 
 

Objective: to understand how access to better quality water and electricity will 

assist male and female small business owners. 

6.1 The benefits of water and electricity on gendered occupations 
 

The female and male-dominated businesses in the commune are as follows: 

Female-dominated Male-dominated 

1) Grocery selling 

2) Food, snack or drink selling 

3) Hair salons 

4) Tailoring 

1) Carpentry/woodcrafting 

2) Welding 

3) Motorcycle cleaning 

4) Electronics repair 

 

 

A small semi-urban business owner being interviewed in his shop at the market 
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Certain occupations are gendered, for example, craftsmen are always male, and 

grocery and food sellers are mostly women, although their husbands often assist 

in the business. Selling foodstuffs and groceries are not seen as a job only for 

women, although several respondents commented that women are thought to 

be better sellers for the following reasons: they are more detailed and better at 

remembering the prices of various products, they are better at talking and 

dealing with customers as they have better interpersonal skills, while men are 

gruff and less patient. 

Based on the respondent profiles of the interviewees and their occupations, it is 

not possible to make a generalization about whether female-dominated 

businesses enjoy more benefits from utility connection compared to male-

dominated businesses. This is because there are only 4 respondents of each 

gender, and not all respondents are involved in a business that is dominated by 

their gender and so cannot be representative. Possibly due to the small sample 

size with only one interviewee for each gender/business size/location 

combination, no effects of business size (small/medium) or location (rural/semi-

urban) were found. 

The accounts of respondents from other studies who are operating businesses 

will be included in the analysis below as their experiences and occupations as 

grocery sellers (3) and drink sellers (1) are relevant. For this study, the 4 female 

respondents include 2 grocery sellers, 1 food seller and one furniture/handicraft 

business owner. The male respondents include 2 grocery sellers, who also work 

as a small-scale pig farmer and teacher respectively, a wood crafting workshop 

owner and an electronics repairman. For more details on the respondents and 

their profiles, please refer to Annex 1. 

Respondents say that an uninterrupted supply of water and electricity would 

help their businesses operate more smoothly, as well as lower utility prices. 

Some respondents agreed that their incomes have increased since having access 

to electricity and water, and this is supported by the village chief, commune chief 

and electricity provider’s view of livelihoods in the village, but others were more 

ambivalent and some, including the water provider, have denied that there is a 

connection. Some villagers are still unable to make ends meet; one respondent 

from Study 2 (Grocery seller, female, 39) reported that her earnings went to high 

electricity costs, sometimes even to the point where she suffered a deficit. The 

table below summarizes the ways in which access to better quality water and 

electricity assists male and female small business owners.  
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The information comes from interview data across all 3 studies, and some details 

may be missing as questions about the effects of water and electricity on 

respondents’ businesses were not explicit interview objectives for the first 2 

studies. Some information also comes from second-hand accounts by 

respondents about the benefits enjoyed by other family members such as their 

husbands or brothers who run certain businesses. 

Occupation Water benefits Electricity benefits 

Grocery selling 

(female-dominated) 

• Easier to wash 

weighing scale, 

which needs to 

be clean for 

business 

 

• Can use fan to 

cool products 

exposed to heat 

or sunlight 

• Fridge can be 

used to preserve 

perishable 

products 

• Lighting provides 

better security all 

around and 

businesses can 

remain open 

later. Previously, 

women would 

close their 

businesses 

around 7 or 8pm 

when it gets dark 

but now they 

open for 3 extra 

hours till 10 or 

11pm and are 

able to cater to 

more customers, 

including monks 

who come to 

“buy cool 

beverages and 

balm a lot more 
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at night.” 

Businesses can 

also install 

motion-detecting 

lamps for better 

safety. 

• No longer 

worried about 

fires, did not dare 

to sell kerosene in 

the past. 

Food selling 

(Female-dominated) 

• Improved water 

flow allows for 

pig organs to be 

thoroughly 

cleaned 

• Allows vender to 

have better 

hygiene for 

cleaning utensils 

and in food 

preparation as 

they don’t have 

to skimp on water 

 

• Can illuminate 

eating area with 

lights and 

decorations to 

attract more 

customers at 

night 

• Electrical 

appliances such 

as rice cookers 

and portable rice 

milling machines 

for snack sellers 

help to make food 

preparation more 

efficient 

Drink selling 

(Female-dominated) 

• Easier to wash 

palm juice 

container 

• Easier to wash 

serving cups 

• Brighter, 

consistent lighting 

for customers at 

night 
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Pig farming 

• Much easier to 

bathe pigs to cool 

them down. In 

the past, they 

could only be 

doused once a 

day but with 

running water 

they can be 

bathed 2-3 times 

daily. 

• With better 

lighting, pigs can 

also be doused at 

night if the 

farmer is too busy 

during the day 

Woodwork (carpentry 

and wood crafting) 

(Male-dominated) 

 

• Business runs 

smoothly, 

workers don’t 

have to spend 

time and effort 

starting the 

generator to use 

their tools (e.g. 

filing machine), 

they only need to 

flip a switch. 

• More efficient 

use of electricity 

as each carpenter 

or craftsman can 

plug in and use 

their tools 

separately, unlike 

when using the 

generator, which 

used up a lot of 

fuel and had to 

be turned on 

even if there is 

only one 

craftsman at 

work. 
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• Able to work at 

night to fulfil 

urgent orders. 

Not previously 

possible on 

battery power. 

Motorcycle cleaning 

(Male-dominated) 

• Piped water 

makes cleaning 

motorcycles 

much easier than 

before and has 

been the impetus 

for opening 

motorcycle 

cleaning stations 

• When the price is 

not too high, 

better (more 

convenient) than 

using a generator 

to push water  

Electronics repair 

(Male-dominated) 
 

• Much easier to fix 

items. Previously, 

repairmen had to 

use fire from a 

stove to weld 

electrical parts 

together. 

Welding 

(Male-dominated) 
 

• Business runs 

smoothly, 

workers don’t 

have to spend 

time and effort 

starting the 

generator to use 

their tools, only 

need to flip a 

switch. 
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Female business owners are in agreement that it is much easier to operate their 

daily business with piped water and electricity, and 2 respondents mentioned 

that they no longer had to rely on men in the family to help them in the daily 

operations of their businesses. For example, the palm juice seller (female, 33, 

recently connected to both water and electricity) interviewed in Study 2 

mentions that with piped water, if her husband is too busy, she is able to collect 

water to clean the palm juice containers and cups on her own as the water 

source is a much shorter distance away, in the house itself. A grocery seller 

(female, 26) similarly states that she does not have to ask her older brother to 

help her turn on the generator when she needs light or electricity. 

6.2 Small and medium business prospects 
 

According to respondents, businesses that have opened since households have 

gotten access to piped water and electricity include: pig raising, carpentry and 

wood handicraft, vegetable gardening, hair salons and a family-run noodle 

restaurant. A number of other respondents expressed a desire to sell groceries, 

open a printing and photocopy shop or some other small business, but lack the 

capital. 

Access to water and electricity has overwhelmingly resulted in time and energy 

savings for both genders, especially women. It has also enabled many similar 

business enterprises to be established. The subsequent competition and 

diminished customer base brought about by labor migration has not led to 

higher earnings and improved livelihoods for quite a few of the respondents in 

grocery selling and wood crafting businesses; 7 respondents explicitly stated that 

they found no relationship between utility connection with their earnings, or 

that their income has remained the same since connecting to water and 

electricity. Most cited other factors, such as fluctuating customer demand, 

increased competition through the emergence of new businesses offering the 

same products and services, and the shrinking market due to labor out-migration 

that is depopulating their villages. Nevertheless, the increase in business 

enterprises could be good for the community as a whole as consumers have 

more options and better service through competition. 
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6.3 Conclusion 
 

The issues small and medium businesses in the district are facing are not specific 

to any gender and cannot be improved through better quality water and 

electricity in and of themselves, although the 2 utilities contribute immensely to 

the smoother functioning of all businesses and is not limited to male or female-

dominated industries. Utility connection therefore improves business activities 

conducted by men and women, and creates the conditions for villagers to start 

new businesses, but the evidence for water and electricity access actually 

increasing incomes or profits is mixed. 

7. Additional Points  

7.1 Concerns and issues about the water and electricity services 

Overall, respondents were satisfied with both the piped water and grid 

electricity services they had, especially with the latter after the new operator 

took over and the number of power outages fell drastically. The main complaint 

respondents had with the existing water supply was its poor quality. However, 

the new water provider will be supplying treated, clean water and is expected to 

start operating in April 2017.  

The table below lists some of the problems faced by service users for each utility. 

According to the commune chief, none of the problems are major and if villagers 

have any issues, the commune council organizes a meeting with them and 

collects their thumbprints to make a request to the relevant government 

ministry for a solution. For instance, when the electricity price was 3000 KHR and 

was not reduced when diesel prices fell, villagers asked for a price cut since 

electricity tariffs are pegged to diesel prices. The local authorities called a 

meeting with the former electricity operator to negotiate a reduced tariff. In the 

case of water, the commune chief himself negotiated for a price reduction from 

2300 to 1800 KHR, saying that if the service providers would not agree to 

lowering their rates in line with diesel prices, he would “invite villagers to protest 

against it.” In general, villagers have the option of complaining to the local 

authorities if they find the utility price to be too high, especially if they band 

together, as single requests or complaints are taken less seriously. According to 

the village chief, they once brought a complaint about electricity prices up to 

EDC at the provincial level, bringing down the tariff from around 2800 or 2500 to 

2000 KHR. 
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Water Electricity 

Connection issues 

Pipe installation issues: 

• One respondent noted that 

some villagers were not happy 

when they were not notified 

beforehand that their land 

would be dug up for the 

installation of pipes. The 

workers did not seek their 

permission and simply started 

to dig on their land, replying 

that they were following 

orders when questioned. This 

lack of communication upset 

some villagers, and the 

respondent felt that the local 

authorities should have 

informed the villagers that the 

water operator would be 

installing pipes across the 

village and that they would 

reconstruct any affected 

concrete areas if they were 

dug out to lay water pipes. 

 

• In one example, the water 

provider wanted to make a 

hole in the wall surrounding a 

respondent’s (male, retired 

policeman, 65) house to install 

a water pipe but he did not 

allow it and “commanded 

them to set it up above the 

wall”. 

Some electricity pillars were installed 

just in front of, or too close to 

villagers’ houses. They complained, 

and the electricity company 

subsequently installed each pillar 

further away from each property to 

the right of the boundary of each 

property. 

Cutting trees belonging to villagers to 

prevent them from growing into or 

toppling on electricity lines/pillars – 

villagers are willing to have their 

trees cut when the situation is 

explained to them, but there have 

been complaints that the workers 

hired by the electricity provider to do 

the job are rude. 

• According to the commune 

chief, part of the reason why 

there are disputes about 

cutting down trees or digging 

on land in the case of water is 

that villagers believe that the 

land in front or around their 

homes where they have 

planted trees or made a 

concrete path belongs to them 

when in actual fact it is 

government land. The 

commune chief has advised 

the operator to instruct their 

workers to get permission from 

villagers nonetheless, since it is 
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managed by the villagers and 

since then the number of such 

complaints have decreased. 

  

Connection prices are high, excluding poor families from using these services.  

• Several respondents who already have access to both utilities 

suggested for the service providers to lower the connection fees so 

that poorer households could also benefit from piped water and 

electricity. 

Villagers living on islands cannot access water and electricity as it is difficult 

to extend the water and electricity lines across the river. 

Usage issues 

Water quality is unsatisfactory, as the 

current water supply comes from the 

river and is treated with alum but not 

purified. Respondents reported the 

following: 

• itchy skin and rashes after 

bathing 

• mossy, muddy water, with one 

respondent having to filter 

tapped water before feeding it 

to the washing machine, or 

else her clothes are dirty and 

unwearable 

• not being able to clean 

vegetables properly due to 

poor water quality 

• that the river should be 

cleaned and people should 

stop throwing their rubbish or 

dead animal carcasses into the 

river; if there is no sanitation 

on the Mekong, piped water 

Electricity outages due to faults at 

the power station, broken 

transmission lines, short circuits or 

the overloading of electricity mains. 

When any of the lines are broken, 

villagers will contact the local 

authorities who then informs the 

electricity supplier to fix the broken 

cables. 

• Now that villagers are used to 

grid electricity, they do not 

have back-up power sources 

and are frustrated when the 

electricity is cut, especially at 

night when they are sleeping 

and the fans go off 

• A number of respondents 

expressed concerns about the 

electricity cuts causing the 

meters to jump, therefore 

increasing their electricity bills. 

While some respondents raise 

this as an issue, others have 
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will never be clean 

• for treated water, some 

complain about the smell of 

chlorine 

noted that the electricity 

supply has improved greatly 

since the current operator took 

over the business a few years 

ago. 

Water is not available 24 hours, as 

the provider is concerned about 

water stealing or broken water pipes 

that would deplete the store of 

water. 

• Users would like to have water 

round the clock for greater 

convenience, and in case of 

fires. 

Confusion about the electricity tariff 

structure. (Since March 2016, 

government subsidies have allowed a  

tariff reduction to 780 – 800 KHR for 

households using more than 50 

kilowatt-hours of electricity, whereas 

households using under 50 kilowatt-

hours each month will only pay 480-

610 KHR.) 

Metering – some respondents did not trust the meter readings, claiming that 

their bills seemed to increase when usage was low but decrease when they 

used a lot of water. But according to the commune chief, it is simply because 

villagers do not accurately keep track of their utility consumption and fail to 

realize that they are having more baths or using more fans or turning them 

on for longer during the hotter months (April and May). When they notice 

their utility bills rising, they immediately attribute the difference to errors in 

the meter readings.  

• To assuage their suspicions, the local authorities requested an 

intervention from the Ministry of Mines and Energy, who came to 

meet with villagers and brought equipment to test 10-20 power 

meters. They found a few inaccurate recordings, as the meters were 

old; it was not due to the operator trying to cheat users as some of 

them believed. 

High utility price (1800 KHR) for 

unclean water  

High utility price (1800 KHR), 

especially compared to some 

national grid prices which can be as 

low as 700 KHR. A respondent 

remarked that the private grid 

electricity price in a neighboring 

district is only 1200 KHR and that this 

would be an acceptable price she was 
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willing to pay. 

Low water pressure for households 

located at the end of the pipe 

network, or on higher ground 

A few incidences of electrocution 

• Villager who used a live wire to 

hang his laundry  

• Child who put phone charging 

cable in their mouth 

Water pipes breaking when cars or 

buffaloes go over them, but the 

water provider is responsive and fixes 

the pipe in 1-2 days; the breakage 

also happens only once in a while. 

• Pipes also break sometimes 

during road construction and 

the installation of sewage 

pipes, but the local authorities 

usually inform the water 

operator when these take 

place and the operator will 

sometimes turn off the water 

supply 

 

 

7.2 Water and electricity sharing 
 

5 of the respondents are currently involved in some form of water or electricity 

sharing, usually with or from the household of a close relative as it is easier to 

sort out any conflicts that could arise with the sharing within the same family. 

For electricity, they connect to the electrical system of the “host” household and 

pay a share of the electricity bill or a fixed monthly sum of money that both sides 

agree upon. For water, they simply collect water from the sharing household and 

pay an agreed amount of money to their relative or neighbor each month. Most 

respondents do this to save on utility connection fees, especially if they live right 

next to their parents or siblings, but others because they cannot afford the 

connection costs. Some do not feel comfortable with the arrangement, 

especially if they are sharing from a neighbor who is unrelated to them, as they 

do not feel free to use as much electricity or water as they would like - even 
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though they are paying users - since it could affect the quality or availability of 

the utility at the hosting family’s house if they consume too much water or 

electricity. Another respondent who recently connected to water and electricity 

commented on the sense of relief, freedom and independence she felt when 

finally having personal ownership and control of her access to utilities. 

7.3 Microfinance loans, debt and poverty  

In response to whether livelihoods in the community were improving with the 

introduction of better infrastructure in the water and electricity sectors, the 

Women and Children’s Affairs Representative in the Commune Council (Female, 

54) highlighted the social issue of certain villagers who had made poor financial 

decisions. Poor villagers will borrow several hundred thousand or a million KHR 

from different microfinance outlets and end up bankrupting themselves because 

they borrow money from other people to repay the microcredit loans but are 

then unable to repay the moneylenders. They have to sell their land to do so, 

and resettle elsewhere or go to live in the forest in order to evade their debtors. 

The respondent estimates that there are around 100 villagers or 10% of the 

village population who are living at the fringes of the community in the forest. 

Their living standards have deteriorated and they have no access to water or 

electricity.  

 

Some impoverished families have not been registered for Poor Cards which 

would enable them to get the utility subsidies that could improve their living 

conditions and economic status. According to the commune chief, many women 

living on the brink of poverty do not have a Poor Card as they somehow slipped 

through the identification process that would qualify them. This puts them in a 

vulnerable position without any safety nets. The plight of the precarious, and the 

bottom poor who are living in extreme deprivation demands some attention as 

socioeconomically marginalized families are unable to enjoy the benefits of 

piped water and electricity when they are among those whose lives would 

certainly improve significantly with access.  

 Another poverty-related issue in the village is that business owners are 

struggling with customer debt, where their customers make purchases on credit 

and are unable to, or take a long time to repay them. This causes the vendors 

themselves to have cash flow problems. In Study 1, the water and electricity 

provider also reported problems with unpaid utility bills. 
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7.4 Community life  
 

Although many women still stay home most of the time, there is a sense of 

security with better lighting. There also seems to be the emergence of a night-

time economy as businesses are staying open later; respondents note that the 

village has become “brighter” and “move lively” since the arrival of piped water 

and electricity. These public spaces of consumption may be replacing the well or 

river, which used to be communal areas where villagers gathered to swim bathe, 

do laundry, collect water, and interact with each other - but are now no longer 

frequented.  

7.5 Education, awareness of gender, and access to information 
 

Local authorities have credited government and NGO initiatives with raising 

awareness on gender quality and women’s empowerment in the commune. 

With the exception of the commune council criterion for development projects 

that emphasizes benefits to women and children, this research has found little 

indication of gender analysis between stakeholders, and within households 

throughout the entire transition to piped water and electricity. It was arguably 

only until they were interviewed for this project and invited to say more about 

women’s participation in decision-making, and gender roles and responsibilities 

among other things, that many respondents began to reflect momentarily on the 

gender dimensions of infrastructural change. 

While most respondents had heard of the term “gender” and knew that it had to 

do with relations between men and women, the interview data indicates men 

and women do not have a solid grasp of what gender is and what gender 

equality fully entails. When probed on what they know about the term gender, a 

female respondent says, “Oh, we learned about that in school… but I forget what 

it is”; another respondent replies, “gender is husband and wife”, and a male 

respondent says he does not know what gender is. 

Due in part to a lack of quality education that would expose them further to 

concepts of gender, women’s rights and equality, and to a more expansive 

engagement with the wider community, women are predominantly home-

bound, operating small businesses from the home if they work. Because of the 

limited interaction they have with people beyond their family and immediate 

vicinity, they do not have much awareness of, or access to information about 

events and services in the village, such as village or commune-level consultations 

or meetings about utility services. One female respondent (Food seller, 45) who 

was concerned about the accuracy of her water meter disclosed that she had no 

idea about who to contact and this added to her consternation. 
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In many of the interviews, women expressed a preference for staying at home, 

even when they had free time. They do not have much interest in affairs or 

events outside the home, and this includes even leisure or entertainment 

options. This insularity precludes a more active participation in village affairs, 

and any kind of engagement in decision-making beyond the household level. 

8. Discussion and recommendations  

8.1 Dividers and connectors under the Do No Harm approach 
 

From the interview data, the following potential dividers or possible sources of 

tension in the 3 communes relating to water, electricity and gender were 

identified: 

1) Utility prices and lack of clarity about metering and billing 

2) Lack of communication and courtesy - insufficient permissions sought 

during the installation/connection or maintenance processes 

3) Gendered domestic norms whereby women are the ones bearing the 

burdens of cooking, housework and childcare - unquestioned roles and 

activities which take up much of their focus 

4) Women’s lack of education, as well as the domestic work and income-

generating activities that leave them with little time or inclination for civic 

participation 

5) Rural poverty 

Connectors include: 

1) Access to electricity e.g. families can watch television together, eat out for 

dinner, grandparents can turn on the fan for their grandchildren to play 

together at home 

2) Access to piped water e.g. men and women are relieved of both the hassle 

of collecting water and hassling over who should do it 

3) Women themselves as connectors and mediators as they are perceived as 

easier and more pleasant to work or deal with 
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It is quite clear from the research findings that the Do No Harm principle has not 

been violated throughout the transition to piped water and grid electricity in the 

3 villages, as not a single respondent reported worsened gender relations, 

domestic situations or opportunities for women as a result of access to better 

infrastructure in the water and electricity sectors. 

8.2 Gender, roles and housework 

 

Whether before or after they had connected to utility services, not a single 

female respondent expressed any real reproach towards their husbands for not 

helping with their household chores. Some even mentioned that they wouldn’t 

or didn’t dare to ask their husbands for help even when the latter were at home 

and not doing anything. The cultural ethic whereby women take care of all 

domestic matters is so ingrained and naturalized that women unquestioningly 

tolerate the burden of housework.  

The case of a happily married older couple from a long-connected household 

illustrates how the wife essentially did all the housework for decades, yet never 

blamed her husband (Retired policeman, 65) for not contributing. During the 

interview, she jokingly interjected from under the house where she was doing 

some work to reveal how “Uncle would sometimes steal the water I collected to 

bathe with instead of going to the river!” The male respondent (her husband) 

unabashedly admitted that he was very lazy and that his wife did in fact do 

everything. While this is only a single example, her indulgent attitude towards 

her husband, and the fact that they get along well despite the huge inequality in 

the division of household labor points to a deep cultural acceptance of men’s 

negligible participation in housework. If and when women engage in business 

activities, the double burden of paid and unpaid labor can only be reduced if 

men help out more in the home. 

For access to water and electricity to truly have an impact on gender and 

women’s empowerment, more consideration will have to be given to how these 

utility services can be channeled for greater equality in the household. 

Infrastructure development alone cannot directly transform the existing gender 

order in the domestic sphere and needs to be accompanied by programming 

that builds women’s capacities and seeks to change traditional norms or 

domestic routines which disadvantage them. 
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8.3 Recommendations and proposed indicators 
 

• Better dissemination of key information (e.g. water and electricity prices, 

introduction of new services, changes in service providers or regulations) 

and communication between stakeholders would help to facilitate 

transitions to better infrastructure. For example, if service providers brief 

their hired workers on how to approach villagers and politely explain why 

they need to dig up their land or cut down a tree, this would help to 

reduce any suspicions, tensions or disputes between users and the service 

provider. Service providers and the village or commune offices could have 

dedicated signboards that prominently display current utility prices and 

the contact numbers of the water/electricity company. 

• Subsidies and sliding-scale payments, installation payments for connection 

fees, or factoring these subsidies for underprivileged households into the 

investment plan would help marginalized households and the bottom 

poor enjoy access to key utility services that would make their lives a lot 

easier. For families without a Poor ID, local authorities could work to 

identify and register these families, or decide on an alternative basis 

besides possession of a poor card to qualify for a water or electricity 

subsidy. 

• The Do No Harm principle is a fitting starting point for development 

project design, but given that conflicts based on gender at the village and 

household units do not seem to be an issue based on the study data, the 

Do No Harm approach emphasizing “dividers”, “connectors” and “local 

capacities for peace” may not be the most relevant guiding framework as 

the project moves ahead. This is because it is more suited for actual 

conflict or post-conflict situations where communal intergroup tensions 

are high. The problem with using this approach is that it presupposes 

antagonistic relationships between different sections of a society. This is 

not the case with gender, water and electricity in Kratie. While gender and 

stakeholder relations are not problem-free, none of the parties involved 

see themselves as adversaries in any way, which puts the actual situation 

on the ground at odds with the Do No Harm framework. While the Do No 

Harm principle is wholly salient and valuable, the specifics of the 

framework are not particularly suited for guiding project design, 

management or for project assessment The Do No Harm principle should 

be rightfully retained, and could be complemented instead by the gender 
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integration continuum, a programming tool for project designers and 

implementers to use in planning how to mainstream gender into their 

programs and policies. Projects that are gender aware “examine and 

address the set of economic, social, and political roles, responsibilities, 

rights, entitlements, obligations and power relations associated with being 

female and male and the dynamics between and among men and women, 

boys and girls” (Interagency Gender Working Group User’s Guide, n.d.). 

• Future projects could include a dedicated component that addresses how 

to bring better quality education to women and rural youth more broadly, 

for example improving the local school’s equipment, infrastructure and 

sanitation, or finding ways to encourage school attendance, as better 

education is a major factor that contributes to improving the status of 

women in Cambodia; it is linked with higher productivity, better health 

outcomes for women and their families, greater awareness of 

environmental issues, and the increased participation of women in public 

life (The Asia Foundation, 2013). The World Bank’s Energy, Poverty and 

Gender report has highlighted “the limits of energy in contributing to 

poverty alleviation–reduction and gender equity, as imposed by (a) the 

presence or absence of several “complementary inputs” to development 

and (b) the location-specific availability of natural resources and their 

economic feasibility.” It recommends “blending energy [and/or water] 

with complementary inputs under integrated projects” (2003:133). A 

respondent also noted that secondary education in the village (a middle 

school and high school were constructed) had become available after the 

arrival of water and electricity. Energy and safe water are crucial for 

development, as well as women’s education. Infrastructure projects could 

extend their impacts, to improve local education by providing internet, 

computers and audio-visual equipment such as TVs and projectors to 

schools, where documentaries or videos on gender awareness, women’s 

rights and other social issues can be screened for the whole community. 

Water-related projects could include educational components at local 

schools on women and men’s health and hygiene that is open to both 

students and the public. 

• Advocate for a more equal distribution of unpaid domestic and care 

responsibilities between men and women by encouraging men to actively, 

regularly take on household tasks, for example, through social media 

campaigns, celebrity endorsements, behavioral change and outreach 

activities organized by NGOs. Possible advocacy themes for a more 

balanced division of household labor include: women having more free 
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time to do business or learn a new skill, or men taking on household tasks 

to show their love and care for their wives, mothers, sisters, etc., 

increased bonding and understanding between couples and family 

members. 

• Introduce financial literacy and business skills training for male and female 

villagers to help them manage their money better and learn how to create 

or make use of new enterprise opportunities. Due to women’s home, 

family and business commitments, they have less time to build their skill 

base and increase their social capital - social relationships and networks 

they can draw on in pursuit of livelihoods. Such training events would 

empower female-run SMEs and allow business owners to network and 

exchange useful information. 

• Ensure that utility providers are able to supply a smooth, uninterrupted 

flow of clean water and electricity round the clock. Dependable sources of 

water and electricity will help small and medium business owners do their 

business with greater ease and security, which can lead to more satisfied 

customers and higher earnings. 

 

• The following gender-related indicators, partially adapted from the World 

Bank’s Energy, Gender and Poverty synthesis report (Ramani & 

Heijndermans 2003) in light of this study’s findings, are recommended for 

consideration in developing the program’s monitoring and evaluation plan. 

The indicators highlighted in green are more easily quantifiable, and the 

ones highlighted in yellow may be less straightforward to assess but are 

significant measures of progress and the integration of a gender 

perspective in the execution of a project. 

 

Indicator Variables 

Degree of control in installation and 

construction schedules 

 

Men and women’s participation in 

utility service establishment and 

operation 

Capability of relevant local utility 

committee 

Level of coordination between local 

utility committee and service provider 

(s) 

Choice in location of fixtures 

User voice in the decision to 
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Indicator Variables 

introduce a new service 

User voice in deciding tariff rates 

Existence and awareness of user 

financing options 

Knowledge and practice of efficient, 

safe and environmentally sound use 

of services 

Proportion of the population using 

the service 

User satisfaction 
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Indicator Variables 

Ability to attend school 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Degree of change in social 

development indicators for men and 

women 

Time spent on education 

Highest educational level attained 

Literacy rate 

Access to healthcare and medicine  

Quality of healthcare available  

Nutrition and food security 

Safety within and outside the home: 

• Crime rates 

• Domestic / intimate partner 

violence rates 

Ability to conduct income-generating 

activities 

Profitability of income-generating 

activities 

Domestic productivity (efficiency in 

performing unpaid household 

responsibilities) 

Access to information on: 

• village announcements and 

events 

• income-generating 

opportunities 

• health and safety 

• family planning 

Ability to keep in touch with family 

members living or working elsewhere 

Free time - time spent leisure or 

relaxing activities such as  

• sleeping 

• socializing 

• watching TV 

• listening to the radio 

• using the Internet 

Personal dignity, empowerment 

mobility, and wellbeing - a sense of 

being able to: 

• undertake new or desired 
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activities,  

• move around freely 

• participate without 

reservations in decision-

making within the household 

and in the community 

8.4 Future areas for research 
 

Based on what this study found, research on the following areas will be of use to 

gain a better understanding of gender issues in infrastructure projects in order 

for 3i to identify practical ways to promote gender equality:  

 

1) In-depth observation and analysis of the negotiations that take place between 

stakeholders (e.g. Commune Council, operators, provincial authorities, villagers) 

in setting up water and electricity utility services to see what roles women play 

and how they feel about the process as it unfolds. 

 

2) Ethnographic research over a period of time on how family members of 

different ages and gender, as well as male and female business owners actually 

use water and electricity as opposed to how they report using them, with 

attention to what kinds of gendered or generational disputes (if any) occur;. 

 

3) Research on the household appliances, amenities and technological devices 

that are in demand, or whose use is more likely as a result of better 

infrastructure, e.g. rice cookers, fridges, blenders, television sets, computers, 

smartphones, inflatable kiddy pools, and how these are changing men and 

women’s lives and occupations.  

 

4) Research on rural and semi-urban community development as a result of 

better infrastructure and what it makes possible - for example, the 

establishment of schools in the area, looking at these impacts on the lives of 

women and on gender equality. 

9. Conclusion 

 

This study found that water and electricity have not had negative impacts on 

women, men, or gender relations and equality in rural Kratie, Cambodia. They 

have brought immense benefits to women, men, children and families in terms 
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of time and energy savings, improved safety, hygiene and wellbeing for those 

who can afford it. 

What this research did was to explore the possibility of various linkages between 

better infrastructure, gender equality and rural livelihoods. In terms of poverty 

alleviation and improving the status of women, there is no concrete link 

between access to water and electricity and higher household incomes or 

women’s economic empowerment per se. These utility services are greatly 

valued for their convenience and efficiency, and seen as symbols of modernity, 

progress and development, rather than actual drivers of the village economy.  

Respondents did not report any concerns with gender inequalities associated 

with the transition to better infrastructure, nor with the use of piped water and 

grid electricity and the benefits they have provided. While it was noted that 

there could have been more women involved at the village and commune levels 

in the decision-making process of introducing these utility services, this was not 

an issue at the household level as most women actively participated in the 

electrification and water connection processes at their homes, making 

independent, or joint decisions with their husbands, or at least being in 

agreement with the decisions made by their husbands to connect to either 

service. 

Water and electricity have helped small and medium businesses in the area 

become more efficient and productive, for example, allowing food vendors to  

stay open later at night with better and attractive lighting to draw customers. It 

has made cleaning up easier, and has allowed craftsmen to work at night. Easy 

access to water and electricity has also given villagers the incentive to start small 

home-based businesses, such as motor cleaning, and selling snacks and 

groceries. Better quality water and electricity would improve sanitation and 

productivity. Respondents complained that frequent power cuts interrupted 

their work, and that the shutting off of the water system after 9pm was 

inconvenient and posed a hazard in case of a fire at the market or home. 

The findings from this study suggest that while the gendered aspects of rural 

electrification and piped water connection are not dire, the broader context of 

gender and social issues in rural Cambodia need to be taken into consideration in 

order to improve rural livelihoods and opportunities for women. It is difficult to 

examine the gendered effects of these 2 utility services in isolation and more 

attention may need to be given to the local socioeconomic conditions in which a 

project takes place, such as women’s low educational attainment, and the lack of 

employment opportunities that then lead to labor migration.  
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In conclusion, the nexus of gender and rural infrastructure development with 

respect to water and electricity in Cambodia has not been found in this case 

study to be particularly problematic. The principle of “Do No Harm” was not  

contravened during the transition to access piped water and grid electricity. The 

challenges to strengthening village economies and the status of women in rural 

areas are more likely to be met in providing better quality education and 

mitigating adverse effects of rural outmigration. While electrification and water 

piping did not negatively impact gender roles, they were not found to 

significantly improve gender relations. This in itself is a lost opportunity that may 

be addressed in future, gender-aware infrastructure projects that include 

programming towards 1) better educational opportunities for rural youth, 

especially females, which will in turn help to improve livelihoods and foster 

increased civic engagement, and 2) a more equal distribution of unpaid domestic 

labor by encouraging men to participate more actively in housework. 

  



Page 71 of 73 
 

10. References 
 

Brickell, K. (2011). The 'stubborn stain' on development: Gendered meanings of 

housework (non-)participation in Cambodia. The Journal of Development 

Studies 47(9), 1353-1370. 

CDA Collaborative Learning Projects. 2004. The “Do No Harm Framework for 

Analyzing the Impact of Assistance on Conflict: A Handbook. Retrieved 20 

February 2017 from http://cdacollaborative.org/wordpress/wp-

content/uploads/2016/01/The-Do-No-Harm-Framework-for-Analyzing-the-

Impact-of-Assistance-on-Conflict-A-Handbook.pdf  

CDA Collaborative Learning Projects. 2010. DNH Guidance Note: Gender and 

DNH. Retrieved 20 February 2017 from 

http://cdacollaborative.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Gender-

and-Do-No-Harm.pdf 

Energypedia, n.d. Cambodia Energy Situation. Retrieved 10 March 2017 from 

https://energypedia.info/wiki/Cambodia_Energy_Situation  

Interagency Gender Working Group, n.d. User’s Guide. Retrieved 16 March 2017 

from http://www.igwg.org/igwg_media/training/IGWGusersguide.pdf  

Ramani, K.V. and Heijndermans, E. (2003). Energy, Poverty and Gender: A 

synthesis. The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / The 

World Bank. Washington D.C., USA. Retrieved 5 March 2017 from 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/441631468140976681/pdf/34539

0Energy0poverty010gender0synthesis.pdf 

Salvá. A. (2016). Domestic Violence in Cambodia. The Diplomat. Retrieved 15 

March 2017 from http://thediplomat.com/2016/04/domestic-violence-in-

cambodia/  

The Asia Foundation. (2013). The Role of Women in Cambodia. Retrieved 16 

March 2017 from 

https://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/CambodiaWEPFINAL.pdf 

WHO / UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) for Water Supply and 

Sanitation, n.d. Cambodia Country File. Retrieved 5 March 2017 from 

https://www.wssinfo.org/documents/?tx_displaycontroller%5Btype%5D=countr

y_files&tx_displaycontroller%5Bsearch_word%5D=Cambodia 

  



Page 72 of 73 
 

Annex 1 
 

Respondent Profiles 

No. Gender Age Occupation Education Connected to 

water 

Connected 

to electricity 

Type 

1 M 65 
Village Chief Primary 

School 
2014 2014 

Village Chief 

2 M 64 
Commune Chief Primary 

School 
2011 1988 

Commune Chief 

3 F 54 

Commune Council 

Representative for 

Women and Children’s 

Affairs 

Secondary 

School 

Not 

connected 

Not 

connected 

Commune Council 

Representative for Women and 

Children’s Affairs 

4 M 39 
Owner of private water 

business 
University 2016 2010 

Water Provider 

5 M 46 

Operations manager at 

private electricity 

company 

Secondary 

School 
1996 2007 

Electricity Provider 

6 F 24 
Housewife Primary 

School 
2016 2016 

Young Female 

7 F 27 
Grocery seller Secondary 

School 
2016 2016 

Typical Village Woman 

8 F 44 Grocery seller 
Primary 

School 
2005 2005 

Female connected to water and 

electricity for a long time 

9 F 39 Grocery seller 
Primary 

school 
2011 1999 

Female connected to water and 

electricity for a long time 

10 F 33 Palm juice seller 
Primary 

School 
2016 2008 

Female recently connected to 

water and connected to 

electricity for a long time 

11 F 38 Tailor and farmer 
Primary 

School 
2016 2016 

Female recently connected to 

water and electricity 

12 F  30 

Housewife, occasionally 

does one-time day 

labor jobs 

Primary 

School 

Not 

connected 

Not 

connected 

Female not connected to water 

or electricity 

13 F 41 Housewife 
Primary 

School 

Not 

connected 

Not 

connected 

Female not connected to water 

or electricity 

14 M 65 Retired policeman 
Secondary 

School 
2000 1998 

Male connected to water and 

electricity for a long time 

15 M 39 Taxi driver 
Secondary 

School 
2010 2016 

Male recently connected to 

electricity and connected to 

water for a long time 

16 M 38 
Rice farmer and cow 

and buffalo seller 

Primary 

School 

Not 

connected 

Not 

connected 

Male not connected to water or 

electricity 

17 F 26 Grocery seller High School 2010 2010 
Female small business owner 

(rural) 

18 F 45 Food vendor 
Secondary 

School 
2007 1996 

Female medium business owner 

(rural) 

19 F 60 Grocery seller 
Secondary 

School 
2001 2007 

Female small business owner 

(semi-urban) 

20 F 47 
Furniture / handicraft 

business owner 

Secondary 

School 
2007 2012 

Female medium business owner 

(semi-urban) 

21 M 38 
Grocery seller and 

small-scale pig seller 

Secondary 

School 
2012 2012 

Male small business owner 

(rural) 

22 M 41 
Wood crafting 

workshop owner 
High School 2007 2007 

Male medium business owner 

(rural) 

23 M 37 

Grocery seller, small-

scale pig farmer and 

motorcycle cleaning 

business owner 

Secondary 

School 
2015 2015 

Male small business owner 

(semi-urban 

24 M 35 
Teacher and grocery 

seller at the market 
High School 2012 2012 

Male medium business owner 

(semi-urban) 
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