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Issue Snapshot: Sanitation in Schools
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Every day, 4 500 children die because they lack adequate sanitation and water – water and sanitation-related diseases (like diarrhea) kill more children each year than HIV/AIDS, malaria and measles combined.  2.6 billion people do not have access to basic sanitation. According to World Health Organization, at any given time, nearly half of the people in the developing world are suffering from one or more of the main diseases associated with inadequate sanitation and water, including: diarrhea, ascaris, guinea worm, hook worm, schistosomiasis, and trachoma.  In Africa, alone, 5% of GDP is lost every year to illnesses and deaths because of dirty water and the absence of sanitation. To help address the sanitation crisis, the most off-track of all MDGs, the United Nations has declared 2008 the International Year for Sanitation.
According to the UN, hygiene and sanitation are among the most cost-effective public health interventions. Hygiene promotion costs just $5 per disability life year averted. Basic sanitation costs $10-$100 per disability life year averted
, making it comparable to the cost-effectiveness of HIV/AIDS interventions.  Specifically, an emphasis on promotion and social marketing of latrines is an extremely cost-effective intervention to raise awareness and help facilitate new construction (US $11.15 per DALY gained.)
. Overall, taking into consideration economic, social and health impact, sanitation investments pay off at a rate of nine to one.

The barriers to education for school aged children are numerous and widespread. Children are prevented access to education due to many factors, including disability, gender, ethnicity, conflict, poverty, exploitation through child labour, and lack of basic sanitation. And even when they do get a chance to go to school, some are forced out, especially girls, due to lack of basic sanitation. Since 2000, the efforts of people around the world have opened the doors to nearly 30 million children. In recent years, pressure from Canadians has been a factor in the doubling of Canada’s funding commitment towards primary education in developing countries. It’s time to turn our attention to the barrier to education posed by a lack of sanitation.

Tackling the sanitation crisis is crucial in the struggle to provide Education for All
“The taps in the school all ran dry, and I needed to change pads every four to five hours for three or four days and hence I had to remain at home. One or two of my teachers were concerned about the gaps in my attendance and I was asked why I remained absent so often. Unfortunately, I did not have the courage to broach the subject, and I remained guiltily silent and accepted the blame.” –a schoolgirl in India talking about missing school because she had started menstruating

Lack of access to separate and decent toilets at school is a concern to girls everywhere. Most schools in the developing world are built without sanitation and hand-washing facilities. This makes them a serious threat to children’s health and threatens girls’ attendance. Parents are also concerned. Where there is no toilet block set aside for girls, parents are often unwilling to allow their daughters to attend school. When appropriate sanitation facilities are in place, girls’ enrollment in school immediately increases. A recent survey conducted by UNICEF in Bangladesh show that the provision of appropriate sanitation facilities in Bangladeshi schools led to an 11% increase in girls’ enrolment. The success of sanitation in schools is not limited to Bangladesh. In Alwar district in India, a school sanitation program increased girls’ enrolment by one third and improved academic performance for boys and girls by 25%. 

Knocking down the sanitation barrier has the potential to have ripple effects throughout communities. Children can teach the rest of the household about hygiene and sanitation. Additionally, there are enormous possibilities for schools to become “centers of excellence” in sanitation, acting as examples to entire communities.

� DALY (disability-adjusted life year) is a composite measure that combines the number of years lived with a disability and the number of years lost to premature death.


� Sandy Cairncross and Vivian Valdmanis. 2006. “Water, Sanitaton and Hygiene Promotion”


� UN Fact Sheet, “Sanitation generates economic benefits”, � HYPERLINK "http://www.sanitation2008.org" ��www.sanitation2008.org�. 





