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INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF SANITATION 2008: KEY MESSAGES

SANITATION IS VITAL FOR HEALTH

• Lower rates of sickness

• Lower child mortality

• Better public health

In a recent poll by the British Medical Journal, sanitation was voted the greatest medical milestone since 1840 by some 11,000 medical professionals - ahead of vaccines, the successful use of anesthesia, and mapping of the human genome
. In the eyes of these independent medics, proper sanitation has made the biggest contribution to improved human health in over 150 years.

Without sanitation facilities to safely contain and dispose of human faeces, which is the primary source of diarrhoeal pathogens, public health is put a risk. Diarrhoeal disease is a leading cause of under five child mortality and can be reduced by improving sanitation. Additionally, worm infections impair children’s health, nutrition uptake and cognitive development. Children weakened by diarrhoea are more susceptible to other infections, namely respiratory ones, which are another leading cause of child mortality. Improving sanitation is key to maintaining good public health, which is a critical building block necessary for a country to advance toward self-sustaining development and economic well-being. 

SANITATION GENERATES ECONOMIC BENEFITS

• Better worker productivity

• Savings in medical costs

• Higher GDP

• Stronger tourism

Improving sanitation has a significant positive impact on reducing poverty and increasing a country’s economic growth, enabling it to become a stronger and more self-reliant partner in the global economy. According to a WHO study, every dollar spent on improving sanitation to reach the MDG target generates an average economic benefit of $9.1
. This includes the savings associated with treating sanitation-related illnesses, gains in productivity and school days due to lack of sickness, time and effort gains due to close and adequate sanitation facilities, and improvement of the environment. Increases in female literacy (due to increased school attendance where proper sanitation facilities for girls exist) also contribute to economic growth. 

The cost of inaction is tremendous; the 1991 cholera outbreak in Peru, for example, which started in slums and squatter settlements, cost the national economy an estimated $800 million according to WHO, due to food trade embargoes and adverse effects on tourism, which was much greater than the cost of the sanitation improvements that could have prevented it
. Also, the cost of implementation is only rising; what required tens of millions to improve sanitation infrastructure 10 years ago, can cost hundreds of millions today. 

SANITATION CONTRIBUTES TO SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

• Heightened personal dignity, pride and self-respect

• Increased school attendance especially by girls

• Higher female literacy

• Improved cognitive development

Improving access to sanitation is a first step towards creating a physical environment that enhances dignity and self-esteem. By offering privacy and convenience, nearby latrines also provide safety and security, especially for women and girls who risk sexual harassment and assault when defecating during nightfall and in secluded areas.  Women, who are the primary caregivers, also spend less time caring for the sick and have the opportunity to dedicate themselves to leading more productive lives.

Also, improving sanitation in schools benefits both learning and the health of children. 

Child-friendly schools, which offer private and separate facilities for boys and girls, attract and retain students, especially girls. Those who are menstruating are reluctant to attend school if there is no private toilet where they can attend to their feminine hygiene needs. It is estimated that one in four girls does not complete primary school compared with one in seven boys
.

Finally, healthy children means higher school attendance. WHO estimates that 194 million schooldays, resulting from fewer incidents of diarrhoea, would be gained annually if the MDG sanitation target were met
. Providing improved sanitation has a profound effect on human development, with substantial benefits for women and girls.

SANITATION HELPS THE ENVIRONMENT

• Less contamination of the environment including water and soil

• Protection and enhanced biodiversity

• Increased sustainability of resources

In regions where a large proportion of the population does not have improved sanitation facilities or wastewater treatment, sewage flows directly into streams, rivers, lakes and wetlands, affecting coastal and marine ecosystems, fouling the environment and exposing billions of people to disease. 

Particularly in the context of urbanization, the improper discharge of domestic wastewater, sewage and solid waste presents a variety of concerns, from creating breeding grounds for communicable disease vectors, to contributing to air, water and soil pollution.  Contamination, however, is not limited to the developing world, as everyone shares the earth’s resources. The results of poor waste management also contribute to a loss of valuable biodiversity. In the case of coral reefs, urban and industrial waste and sewage dumped directly into the ocean or carried by river systems from sources upstream, increase the level of nitrogen in seawater. Increased nitrogen causes overgrowths of algae, which in turn, smothers reefs by cutting off their sunlight.

SANITATION IS ACHIEVABLE

• Political will is starting to shift

• Affordable, community-led solutions exist

• Progress has been made

• The time to act is now!

Building on the successes already achieved can be done through the co-operation of the full spectrum of the global community, from households and communities to local and national governments, civil society, and private companies, all working together with the common goal of reaching the sanitation target.

Recent progress in countries like India, Malawi, Ethiopia, Bangladesh and Indonesia demonstrate that sanitation plans can be developed and implemented to the benefit of all. Innovative schemes – for example, declaring open defecation-free communities – show that promoting a culture of sanitation can happen, and rapidly.  However, to achieve universal sanitation, governments and their various partners need to take decisive action by making strategic decisions about budget and resource allocations.  They need to put sanitation – with its own ministers, policies, strategies, and funding - high on their development agenda. 

www.sanitationyear2008.org
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