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Accelerating Water, 
Sanitation and 
Hygiene Innovations 
to Scale Impact 
A UNICEF Sustainable WASH Innovation Hub event gathered 
global experts to galvanize game-changing impact for 
children through water and sanitation innovation 
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Forward 

“If you want to walk fast, walk alone.  

This is one of my favourite proverbs, and perfectly 
encapsulates the vision of the UNICEF Sustainable WASH 

Sanitation and Hygiene Innovations to Scale Impact’ held 
at UN City, Copenhagen, in March 2025. 

From ready-to-use therapeutic food to long-life insecticide-
treated bed nets, the world has shown that it knows 
how to scale innovation. But those global solutions 
needed huge demand, global resources and took time. 
To scale rapidly – as we did, for example, with COVID-19 
vaccines – still greater drive is needed. A global water 
and sanitation crisis, climate change and international 
funding constraints mean we need to cultivate that same 
monumental energy now, a process that starts with 
the powerful partnerships, connections and common 
language created between WASH innovators and experts 
across private, public and development sectors. 

The wide-ranging conversations between technical, 

and be a part of, because collaboration is essential to 
accelerate the scaling of innovation. Key themes included 

nature-based solutions and small and medium enterprises. 

means increased public, private and development sector 
collaboration; more capacity building, better tools and 

mechanisms; and the creation of an enabling environment 
which embeds innovation into everything we do in the 
WASH sector.

The event was a perfect platform for the UNICEF 
Sustainable WASH Innovation Hub and the wider sector to 
articulate a clear vision for how rapid scaling can work and 
prove it through exciting innovative approaches with huge 
potential to change children’s lives.

contributed energy, questions and ideas, both in person 
and online; to the  volunteers who gave up their time to 

of Innovation; to the UNICEF Sustainable WASH Innovation 
Hub team, who have worked tirelessly over the past few 
months to bring this to fruition; and to the Government of 
Denmark for their steadfast support. 

David Duncan,  
Senior Adviser, Innovation,  
UNICEF Sustainable WASH Innovation Hub
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To support the accelerated scale of WASH innovations, event delegates focused on a need for:

 More capacity building, tools and resources around WASH innovation
 Collaboration on WASH innovation across the private, public and development sectors 
 
 A conducive environment for WASH small and medium enterprises (SMEs)
 The embedding of innovation in systems, policy, regulation and institutions

Overview 

A global community of innovators and experts convened 
18-19 March 2025 for an international summit focused on 
harnessing the power of innovation to catalyse access to 
water and sanitation for children and their families. 

The event, hosted by the UNICEF Sustainable WASH 
Innovation Hub and supported by the Government of 
Denmark, brought together over 300 delegates including 
government, business, public sector, non-governmental 
organizations, multilateral institutions and youth leaders 
to discuss some of the key challenges and opportunities 
faced by accelerated scaling of WASH innovation.

Karin Poulsen,  
Director of Green Diplomacy and Climate  

Karin Poulsen, Director, Green Diplomacy and Climate, Ministry of Foreign 

From left to right: Larry Madowo, CNN International Correspondent and host, 

Ngai – Head of WASH, WaterAid, UK and Yasmin Farah S. Abdulkadir, Youth 
Advocate, Ministry of Environment and Climate, Somalia.
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High on the agenda were discussions on innovative 

the enabling of powerful private, public and development 
partnerships – with an emphasis on supporting SMEs – all 
powerful catalysts for scaling WASH innovation.

Key themes emerging from an energized delegation of 

leaders included the need to ramp up sustainable 

opportunities for increased connection, collaboration and 
learning across the sector.

The event, which comprised rich panel discussions and 
interactive sessions, could not have come at a more 
crucial time.

Today, one in four people lack access to safely managed 
drinking water and nearly half of the world’s population 
lacks access to safely managed hygiene and sanitation. 

Development Goals (SDGs), meeting the targets of clean 
water and sanitation for all will be impossible without a focus 

embed, expand or deepen WASH innovations successfully. 

  WASH innovators can 
be siloed geographically, sectorally and organizationally 
leading to reduced collaboration. Replicating an innovation 
in new contexts requires mobilizing innovators across the 
private, public and development sectors with mechanisms 
for coordination, collaboration and a shared language.

  innovators may 
not have all the necessary skills or know-how required to 

building, tools and resources need to be developed 
for shared learning around WASH innovation, with an 
emphasis on meaningfully engaging young people on 
solutions.

 

struggle to raise funds. Innovative and sustainable 

resources, including private capital.
 

supply chains and ensure innovative products and services 
reach customers. To unlock their potential, WASH SMEs 

favourable policy and regulation, and capacity building. 
 policy, regulation and government 

commitment can promote innovation. WASH innovation 
is not only about the adoption of new technology, but the 
creation of an enabling environment including embedding 
innovation in systems, policy, regulation and institutions.

Participants valued the unique opportunity to share 

build new professional relationships. Key outcomes of the 
event included:

 increased sharing 
of technical expertise and practical experience across 
countries and regions.

  improved networking 
across the private, public and development sectors to 
mobilize potential resources and technical support.

  strengthened potential for 
multi-sectoral collaborations to drive scalable, innovative 
and inclusive solutions.

  broadened 
understanding among delegates from humanitarian 
and development sectors through discussions of diverse 
viewpoints, enabling cross-fertilization of ideas.

Recordings of the event can be found on the  
UNICEF Innovation website.
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Director, Global Programme, IRC WASH

Two panels of global thought leaders and innovators, 

challenges and the pathways to accelerate the scaling of 
innovative WASH solutions. 

 
‘Scaling WASH innovation and driving meaningful change’.

, Head of DI Vand called for 
more collaboration between the business and public 
sector. “We need a common language. UNICEF plays 
an important role in bringing partners together.” He 
pointed out that by working together, the public and 
private sectors have a critical role to play in accelerating 

best practices. Most importantly, “Money talks” he said. 
“Water is a fundamental human right. How do we make 
sure it is priced accordingly?”

the Global Water and Sanitation Center used examples 
from South Asia to show that scaling innovative sanitation 
service delivery models does not solely depend on using 

economy, government policies and customer behaviours 
(such as paying for services) must also be addressed to 
ensure scaled interventions deliver sustainable results. 
“Governments are important, but governments change. 
We need institutions to be capacitated in WASH” she 

the past few decades. There’s a lot of hope. We all have a 
responsibility to make this world a more equitable place - 
and to make that happen faster, we need innovation.”

, a youth advocate within the 
Ministry of Environment and Climate, Somalia positioned 
youth engagement on innovation not only as a moral 

statistics. They are future leaders of tomorrow.” To make an 

 

Participants seized the opportunity to collaborate, learn 
and forge new connections to accelerate the scaling of 

gap: the need for large global organizations to take the 

pathways to scale. There was a strong, shared recognition 
of this need as crucial for accelerating the pace of change. 
While the event was a valuable step, it is understood 

gaps and barriers, UNICEF is actively working with various 
stakeholders to:

 develop a white paper outlining ways forward for 
accelerating the scale of WASH innovations.

 create tools for cross-sectoral knowledge sharing and 
capacity building to strengthen the evidence base for 
guiding action on scaling innovation.

Event highlights 

Innovation, opened the event by spotlighting the role of 
innovation in catalyzing impact for children in an era of 

“Innovation holds the key to realizing the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals of clean water and sanitation for 
all,” he said. “Yet no single organization can accelerate 
innovation at the scale needed. The collective energy 
of this event is vital in rapidly transforming access to 
clean water and sanitation for some of the world’s most 
vulnerable children.”

The event’s keynote speaker, Karin Poulsen, Director of 
Green Diplomacy and Climate at the Danish Ministry of 

the face of an intensifying water crisis.
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impact, she pointed out that young people need mentorship, 
funding, guidance and education in order to co-create, 

“Young people have the ideas, what they need is an enabling 
environment for scaling WASH innovations.”

, Head of WASH at WaterAid UK gave 
an example where WaterAid partnered with Nepal’s Ministry 
of Health on a childhood immunization programme, 
innovatively combining hygiene promotion with 
immunizations to boost both handwashing and vaccination 
rates. The design of the pilot actively considered scalability 
in the initial design. He described how the role of the WASH 

problems and more about being a co-facilitator to support 
the designing, testing and scaling of solutions. “WaterAid 
understands that innovations are essential... to do good 
hygiene programme... Uncoordinated work... is a barrier to 
scaling up of hygiene innovation.”

Panellists illustrated that taking innovation to scale is 
hard: constraints include the complexity and quickly 
changing nature of the WASH system, risk appetite of 
those providing the funds, the reality of messy, political 
economic and social operating contexts, siloed working, or 
fear of criticism for unsuccessful attempts. 

On the second morning four more panellists tackled the 
theme, ‘WASH Innovation – visions for the future, goals and 
pathways to achieve them.’

, Professor of Civil, Construction, 
and Environmental Engineering, North Carolina State 

University, noted that WASH systems are deeply political, 

innovation from one place to another is not straightforward. 
He called for adopting a systems approach to scaling 
innovation, acknowledging WASH’s links to other systems, 
including solid waste and food production. “In sanitation, 
context matters... so that one technical solution in one 
context won’t be transferable to another,” he said. “It’s a 
chicken and egg – you have to show there is a way to do it 
and then regulation to drive innovation... and show that a 
whole range of solutions are possible.

, Executive Director of the African Youth 
Initiative Network described how young people, with their 
energy and drive, are great innovators. In his comments, 
he sought to centre youth voices, participation, and 
agency to drive WASH solutions as well improve the 
livelihoods and resilience of the young people, especially 

about sanitation from a livelihoods point of view. You can’t 
talk about sanitation with hungry tummies.”

, Secretary General, Ministry of 
Health, Togo described how a revolving sanitation fund 
is supporting Togo’s drive for ending open defecation 
by 2030 and highlighted how this type of innovation 
must be embedded in government systems for it to be 
implemented sustainably at scale.  “In Togo we have 
political will at the highest level to increase access to 
sanitation... we seek to scale up this innovation to all 117 
municipalities in the country... and thank UNICEF for the 
support to implement the sanitation fund.” 

, Senior Vice President of Danish 
Sustainable Infrastructure Finance (DSIF – part of 
Investment Fund for Development, IFU), described ways 
to push forward innovation in public infrastructure 

solutions. “Development aid should be a two-way street. 
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and the recipient.”

Panellists reached a consensus on the need for context-

future, goals and pathways. Accelerators for scaling 
of new technologies, products and services include 
multi-stakeholder collaboration, capacity-building 
and knowledge sharing, bridging investment gaps, 
government and policy support, SME market access. Other 
cross cutting approaches include systems thinking, climate 

The event featured a series of cross-sectoral breakout 
sessions facilitated by UNICEF and external partners 
designed to foster collaborative discussions on 
accelerating the scale of innovative WASH solutions. These 
are the key insights and outcomes from each session. 

 Today, humanitarian crises have become 
more frequent, prolonged and complex with an impact 
at a larger scale than ever before. Traditional funding 

for purpose. Unrestricted, long-term funding is needed 
if agencies are to move beyond the emergency response 
and transition towards development programming, 

in humanitarian settings where investors risk appetite 

presented that blend and sequence humanitarian grants 
and capacity with public and private resources to amplify 
humanitarian impact and creates new WASH markets for 
local, regional and international operators.

 These case studies helped demonstrate the 

towards humanitarian WASH sector, leading to solutions 
being replicated and scaled up. Key elements of successful 

assistance, enabling and implementing. Innovative 

collective ambition in terms of strong partnerships, shared 
language, comprehensive risk management, and well-

pilot, transitioning for scale and longer-term investment.

 

 

-

 Participants discussed how scaling and 
investment pipelines can be improved for scaling 

blended funding and risk protection to help safeguard 
investments. It is not the product or a solution which is 
innovative but the approach. Case studies highlighted 

example of revolving sanitation funds in Togo illustrated 
how the buy-in of government is critical to success to 
ensure greater collaboration and synergy with other local 

investment.

can bridge investment gaps by leveraging a mix of capital 
sources and addressing shortfalls. The time required for 
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legal hurdles. Global resources, tools, and frameworks will 

investment. Cross-sector partnerships can boost operations 
and facilitate knowledge transfer, emphasizing sustainability 
and long-term infrastructure service.

-

Innovation 

 AI may have untapped potential to 
create catalytic opportunities in WASH. Straightforward 
AI uses are already emerging, with WASH experts 

or brainstorming research as well as customizing AI 

decision-making processes and improve WASH services’ 
climate resilience. The session focused on the challenge 
of applying AI in the WASH context, the challenge of rapid 
prototyping, iteration proof of concepts as well as the 
potential for scaling the use of AI solutions that are very 

understanding, especially regarding scaling and 

risks in data governance, public trust, and ethics is crucial 
for harnessing AI’s potential and overcoming individual 
and institutional resistance. Activities must have a strong 
focus on responsible AI and on gender and inclusion. 

wider accessibility.

Oliver Mills

The comparative advantages of SMEs can be 
leveraged to bring innovation to the last mile. This session 
covered harnessing the reach of SMEs to provide solutions 

delivery can help customers access innovations from SMEs 
in addition to pricing options that better meet the needs 
of customers. A conducive ecosystem for SMEs includes 

partnerships, skills and capacity as well as a collaborative 
approach with government and other stakeholders is 
needed to achieve long term impacts

 Building innovation capability in SMEs 
will help support local economies and help businesses 

partnerships with government and the supply chains of 
larger and more established players. The needs of SMEs 
will vary from place to place, and over time. Support 
must be tailored to build capacity and skills, including 
government support (taxes, policies, subsidies, legal 
and regulatory impact on SME growth), appropriate 
funding (grant, loans and equity) as well as technical 
support (e.g. in market segmentation, business sales & 
delivery channels, service standards, streamline licensing 

service quality improvement via professionalization.
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Innovation Manager, UNICEF Sustainable WASH 
Innovation Hub

 Innovation fails to scale in low-resource 
environments for various reasons including lack of 
demand driven approaches, weak supply chains, and 
funding timelines. Barriers to scaling innovation can be 
interrelated and complex. Important factors for enabling 
the commercial scaling of new products and technologies 
include developing demand-based products and 
technologies that address real world needs with business 
models and last-mile supply chains for getting products to 

 Sustainable funding is required beyond pilot 
phases to enable innovators to create products that can pass 
through the “valley of death” to the next stage of the pathway 
to scale. The roles of the buyer, the decision maker and the 
user need to be clear. Scale requires compromise, failing fast 
and prioritizing the scalable solutions. The innovation must 
be viewed within a service and ecosystem. Flexibility allows 
for quick adaptation and iteration based on user and buyer 
feedback.  Building and linking networks of entrepreneurs, 
the private sector and academics is key to ensuring the 
innovation ecosystem functions.

b

 NbS has been applied increase water 
security and safely managed sanitation whilst also 
supporting interrelated challenges of climate change, 
biodiversity and poverty reduction. This session featured 
global research and experiences illustrated by case 
studies from South Africa, India and Syria. The case 
studies emphasize the importance of bringing together 
multiple actor groups (with various values and priorities) 
and focusing on interconnected systems (WASH, food 

Progress in scaling of NbS is hindered by a lack of funding, 
resource rights issues, regulatory bias, unclear roles and 
fragmented institutions. 

 Faster NbS scaling can be achieved by 
showcasing its uses to promote greater uptake, and, 
especially its connection to innovative investment, local 
livelihoods and engaging local communities. Capacities 
also needed for scale to co-design and implement NbS in 
ways that are locally-led and consider diverse needs across 
time. Global knowledge exchange platforms can help 
adapt NbS applications to WASH in various contexts and 

building on what works for local people in local contexts to 
promote the increasing uptake of natural solutions. 
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 Case studies for this session included the 
Indian “Drink from TAP” mission in Odisha state with a 
government-led initiative to provide 24x7 safe drinking 
water to urban households and the professionalization and 
solarisation of Malawi’s rural water supply. Both countries are 
adopting new technology and service delivery approaches 
alongside system level change in political support, 
administrative will, management models and community 

innovation and then catalyse action to drive technological, 
political, economic and social change.

Scaling innovation requires professionalising 
service delivery for instance by building skills and knowledge 
through partnerships and training as well as technological 

political commitment, strengthening policy frameworks and 
regulations and boosting community engagement. Taking 
a whole system approach and connecting across initiatives 
and sectors is especially important to address critical barriers 
beyond the WASH system. 

A note of thanks 

Thank you to all our speakers, panellists, participants, Master 
of Ceremonies Simi Jan, and panel moderator Larry Madowo. 
A special thanks to keynote speaker Karin Poulsen and the 
Government of Denmark for their support.

The UNICEF Sustainable WASH Innovation Hub is a global 
home for accelerating the scaling of transformative and 
climate resilient WASH solutions for children and their 
families.  It is working to ignite a WASH revolution – but 
scaling these innovations requires collaboration. We invite 

transformative change for children worldwide. Want to 
learn more? 

Get in touch: washinnovation@unicef.org.
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