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Mr Chairman, Honourable Minister(s) 
distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,

On behalf of UNICEF, I would like to thank our host, the Government of Sri Lanka, and the organizers of this Fourth South Asian Conference on Sanitation for the opportunity to speak to you on this important occasion .  UNICEF has a strong commitment to sanitation in South Asia as it is vital to the survival, growth and development of children.   

Progress in sanitation in South Asia

I know that everyone in this hall is committed to achieving the sanitation target of the Millennium Development Goals .  I am therefore pleased to note that between 1990 and 2008, sanitation coverage in South Asia increased from 22 percent to 35 percent, and some 310 million people gained access to sanitation in these eighteen years: an impressive accomplishment!   Open defecation, the most dangerous sanitation practice, is also falling, especially in rural areas, from 81 per cent in 1990 to 58 per cent in 2008.  

In 2008, at SACOSAN-3 in New Delhi, we pledged to improve sanitation in the region.  UNICEF  is honoured to have been part of this effort and there have been notable achievements -   I would like to single out but a few for brief special mention.

Our host, the Government of Sri Lanka, has already achieved the MDG target for sanitation at the national level. 
In Afghanistan, the national policy for water supply and sanitation was launched in 2010, and a range of stakeholders has started introducing new approaches to promote total sanitation.  

In Pakistan, so severely impacted by major emergencies in recent years, the government with support from UNICEF and other partners is supporting a major initiative to reach almost four million people in the flood-affected districts.  

The Government of India has increased funding for rural sanitation several times in past years and has encouraged community leadership to eliminate open defecation

In Nepal, the results achieved through school-led total sanitation initiatives have encouraged government to allocate dedicated funding for rural sanitation programming.  

And in Bangladesh, the disparities in sanitation between rich and poor, and between urban and rural areas, are far less pronounced than they were a decade ago.  

But we still have a long, long way to go.  
Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, Sanitation is a basic right for every citizen and we must all rapidly accelerate our efforts to ensure all enjoy that right.  Today – there is still an enormous challenge before us all.

The grim reality is that 65 percent of South Asians still lack basic sanitation.  Despite all efforts, despite the campaigns, despite the progress made in the region, sanitation coverage is still among the lowest in the world.  Even though open defecation is now less common than it was 20 years ago, the number of people in the region without any toilet at all is still a staggering 716 million people.  As of 2008, South Asia was not yet on track to achieve the sanitation MDG target. 

What’s more, and, as we all know, there are huge disparities in sanitation coverage, between rural and urban areas and between rich and poor.  There are also huge disparities at sub-national level, between and within states, provinces and districts.  For example, across the region, for every urban person without sanitation, there are four rural people without.  

The situation is aggravated by the fact that South Asia is prone to natural disasters (floods, droughts and earthquakes for example).  These events have devastating effects on poor communities. Last year, the floods in Pakistan affected more than 20 million people – I saw this first hand as I led UNICEF’s response.  The destruction and displacement highlighted the challenges of ensuring sanitation among those who were displaced.   Further challenges arose when people returned home, often to find their homes and livelihoods severely damaged or destroyed. Such emergencies make the work harder, but they are also opportunities to spread the use of improved sanitation as we have seen in previous emergencies.
Main consequences of poor sanitation for the survival, growth and development of children

As all here know, sanitation is strongly connected to human dignity and well-being, public health, nutrition and education. We also know that children under five are the most vulnerable to the effects of poor sanitation.  The grim fact is that every year, more than half a million South Asian children under the age of five die of diarrhoea, caused by unsafe drinking water, lack of sanitation and poor hygiene behaviours. 

Diarrhoea is also closely linked to under-nutrition, which is associated with more than half of child deaths.  This is painfully relevant when we learn that nearly half of the region’s children are malnourished. 

Improving sanitation can decrease diarrhoea rates in young children by one-third – in fact, we cannot combat diarrhea without addressing sanitation.  Better sanitation helps eliminate worm infestations and thus improves both health and the ability of children to learn in school.  As we know, education is a vital requirement for continued economic growth in the region
South Asia also holds the key to global polio eradication.  We know that this faecal-oral disease cannot be eradicated through improved sanitation alone.  However, it has proven difficult to stop its transmission where open defecation is common and most children malnourished.  In communities in Northern India, sanitation and hygiene improvements now go hand-in-hand with polio immunization campaigns.

In addition to the crucial health impact, there are other reasons for improving the sanitation situation in South Asia.

Improved sanitation frees women from what is sometimes called “imprisonment by daylight”, as without toilets women must rely on the hours of darkness for some modicum of privacy.  Sanitation facilities thus allow women crucial privacy and dignity.

WASH in Schools programmes that ensure each school has clean, private toilets, increase enrolment, decrease drop-outs and reduce absenteeism – particularly for girls.  This is crucial as education, and particularly the education of girls, is key to development. 
Sanitation is proving to be a powerful motivation for communities to come together. We have many examples of communities that have mobilized to eliminate open defecation, and have harnessed community pride to bring about a radical change in social norms.  This is empowering – and we should ask ourselves: What can we challenge these communities to do next? .  .

Moving forward: actions to attain the MDG sanitation target with equity in South Asia

Mr Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, The clock is ticking.

There are now only four years until 2015.  With little time left, and such vast numbers of people without sanitation, it might be easy to become discouraged. But many countries in the region have realised considerable progress and even more progress is possible.  

In July 2010, all governments in South Asia voted in support of a UN General Assembly resolution declaring safe drinking water and sanitation a human right, essential for the full enjoyment of life and all human rights.  In November 2010, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution calling on Member States to support a five-year drive for sustainable sanitation.  

Moreover, in November 2008, at the New Delhi SACOSAN conference, the eight South Asian governments signed the Delhi Declaration, committing to achieving national sanitation targets  There is no doubt that political commitment exists and I am pleased to note that this conference will revisit these commitments
I hope that the Colombo Declaration, which will be adopted at the conclusion of this conference, will reflect both commitment and the resolve of your governments to rapidly accelerate their actions to deliver on the very specific commitments made in New Delhi.  UNICEF stands by to support your efforts and is honoured to be your partner in making sanitation for all a reality in South Asia.
Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

This conference is an opportunity to learn from each other’s experiences in efforts to accelerate sanitation programming among the rural and urban poor.  UNICEF is pleased to be part of this exchange and to support further South-South collaboration in pursuit of sanitation targets.  

Through such exchange and by building on the progress that has already been achieved across the region, we can and will accelerate progress to achieve the challenging sanitation targets for the region.  UNICEF and other partners here today will be strong supporters on the road towards this important goal.

All for sanitation, sanitation for all! 

Thank you.



