
 

 
WASH FACTSHEETS 

Why the issue is important  

Measuring disability inclusion has not always 
been easy. For many WASH actors, measuring 
impact and cost-effectiveness related to inclusion 
has not been a priority.1 

There is clear evidence of a high unmet need for 
persons with disabilities, low-cost strategies to 
make changes and potential avenues to direct 
and indirect benefits. 

Poor access to WASH for persons2 with 
disabilities affects access to healthcare,3,4 
education,5,6 work7 and other rights. 

Meeting standards for accessible WASH in 
schools to comply with UNICEF’s Exective 
Directive8 would cost less than US$80 per school 
in Malawi.9 Costs are reduced with pre-
planning.10,11 
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Advocating for investment in 
accessible and inclusive WASH 
The need for accessible and inclusive WASH is high. Globally, more than 1 billion people are estimated 
to have a disability. This includes up to 10 per cent of children worldwide.1 An estimated 11 per cent of 
the estimated 1 billion persons with disabilities worldwide do not have access to improved WASH. More 
than 110 million people with disabilities may be affected. 

Children with disabilities are among the most at risk of exclusion, yet accessing WASH is a fundamental 
human right. Accessing WASH can help people access many other rights. Commitments in the 
Sustainable Development Goals to leave no one behind and to improve WASH coverage mean targeting 
people with disability should be a priority for WASH actors. 

UNICEF has mandated through an Executive Directive that accessibility be consistently considered in all 
new programme-related construction, including WASH. Disability inclusive and accessible WASH may 
address persistent coverage challenges. 
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Despite the challenges in measuring impacts of 
inclusion, there are many clear pathways to 
impact through ensuring persons with disabilities 
have access to and are included in WASH 
programming. These can be used to inform new 
methods. 
 

Why invest in WASH? 
There are many ways that improving access to 
WASH creates direct and indirect economic and 
social benefits. 

WASH disrupts the poverty-disability cycle. 

Improving access to WASH can help improve 
access to health services, education, work – 
which can all benefit individual and household 
economic participation. 

Improving access to WASH creates other valuable 
social impacts. 

When people can independently access WASH, 
they may need less support from families or 
friends, can participate in more aspects of 
community life and are more likely to ‘tap in’ to 
other information, services and knowledge. 

Meeting targets. 

High-level conventions and development targets 
influence national governments, development 
agencies and donor strategies. The need to 
demonstrate disability inclusive practice has 
never been higher. New methods to disaggregate 
data by disability are available and simple to 
incorporate into existing methods to measure 
results in reaching persons with disabilities. 

Disability inclusive WASH can be achieved at low 
cost, and inclusion strategies benefit everyone. 

While clear evidence of cost-benefit is scarce, 
addressing minimum standards, delivering rights 
and achieving impacts can be achieved with 
modest costs. Principles of universal design, 
community-driven change and enabling 
environments can help contain costs, and the 

benefits are multiplied by potential cost savings 
of improving education, health and economic 
participation. 

Improving access and inclusion in WASH 
addresses multiple inequities. 

Strengthening access and inclusion in WASH 
addresses barriers to other services like health, 
education, economic participation, livelihoods 
and other community participation. WASH is 
therefore a direct benefit, with many potential 
‘downstream benefits’. Analysis of the costs of 
WASH in general and accessible WASH specifically 
should consider all potential benefits. 

Costs of exclusion are high. 

People with disabilities are still consistently 
unable to access WASH on an equal basis with 
others. Poor access leads to costly health issues, 
exclusion and marginalization. 

Long-term gains and indirect impacts. 

Investing in inclusive and accessible WASH can 
have an impact on people, households and 
communities, but may also result in long-term 
savings to duty bearers through improving access 
to health, education and work, and through 
improved health and poverty alleviation. 

Cross-cutting issues 
Inclusive WASH can reduce exclusion and risk for 
women and children with disabilities. 

As inaccessible WASH can lead to women and 
children defecating in poorly lit and secluded 
areas, accessible WASH programming helps avoid 
disproportionate risks of violence faced by 
women and girls. Improving access to WASH in 
schools reduces the number of girls with 
disabilities who leave school early. 

Improving the accessibility of WASH also 
prepares communities for rapidly ageing 
populations, as the needs of older persons are 
often similar to people with disabilities.
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A call to action 
There are many examples of good practice 
making a transformative difference to people’s 
lives through improving access to WASH. 

Many WASH actors, local communities and 
individuals are already using best practice to 
ensure full access and inclusion in WASH. To 
continue to improve, and tackle persistent 
barriers, good practice should be built on and 
scaled. Success (and challenges) should be 
documented and shared, and new innovations 
should be tried, researched and reported. 

 The best argument for inclusive and 
accessible WASH is that it already works and 
changes lives. 

Work to improve the sector’s understanding of 
impact, through agreed targets and consistent 
monitoring and evaluation. 

Currently, there is no consensus on the best ways 
to understand and measure impact of accessible 
and inclusive WASH. 

Methods like using Washington Group Questions 
and the UNICEF/Washington Group Module on 
Child Functioning, and efforts to understand the 
aggregate impact of WASH like the Joint 
Monitoring Programme, are potential entry 
points to improve evidence for impact and cost-
benefits of disability inclusion in WASH. 

By developing and agreeing on clear objectives 
and specific targets for reaching persons with 
disabilities, beyond improving access and 
coverage alone, the quality of evidence of the 
impact of investing in inclusive WASH 
programming can be improved.

Some potential areas of impact to prioritize and 
explore from this analysis include: 

 better health and increased access to 
health care 

 improved opportunities for work and 
education 

 reduced household financial pressures 
 community engagement 
 improved dignity and a reduction in 

disability stigma 

Advocate for change. The need for inclusive and 
accessible WASH has never been greater. 

Hundreds of thousands of deaths can be 
prevented annually through better access to 
WASH – people with disabilities are among those 
with the most to gain from efforts to improve 
access to WASH. 

Where there is reluctance to emphasize disability 
inclusion, highlighting potential direct and 
indirect benefits, and articulating how 
accessibility can be achieved in cost-effective 
ways, may help advocate for change. This 
includes demonstrating how current good 
practice may already be helping minimize costs. 

Strengthening the case for inclusion in WASH 
should not dilute the messaging that WASH is a 
human right for all, and fundamental to the 
realization of many other rights and development 
targets. Caution is urged against arguing that 
cost-benefit concerns are the only imperative for 
action. The challenge is to deliver the right to safe 
WASH in cost-effective ways.



 
  

 

Up to 110 million people with disabilities have poor access to WASH facilities12 
 
Figure 1 - Multiple pathways to impact: towards an investment case for disability inclusive and accessible WASH  

                                                             
12 Based on estimates of 11% unmet WASH needs and 15% disability prevalence. 
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