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Executive Summary
The Canadian water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector welcomes Canada’s new
Feminist International Assistance Policy, a bold rights-based framework to guide
Canada’s international development efforts that places gender equality and the
empowerment of women and girls at the heart of poverty reduction. Based on the
contributions of 17 organizations and individuals, this position paper presents the
business case for WASH as a critical pathway to realizing the ambitions of Canada’s
Feminist International Assistance Policy. It draws on examples from the WASH sector
and demonstrates how the sector takes an evidence-based, innovative, gendered
and rights-based approach to transforming the lives of women and girls, and the
communities in which they live.

10 Reasons WASH is a Pathway to
Gender Equality and the Empowerment
of Women and Girls
1.

Women and girls are empowered when they have control over the resources to
meet their WASH needs and participate in the provision of WASH services. Water
and sanitation are fundamental human rights and integral to a human rights-based
approach to development.

2.

WASH is a pillar of public health. WASH is key to the development and growth of
every individual, and contributes to achieving positive maternal and child health
outcomes. It is key to alleviating the burden of disease, reduces death in health
care facilities and contributes to a productive workforce.

3.

WASH is a determining factor for nutrition outcomes. Lack of clean water and
inadequate sanitation leads to diarrhea and worm-related infections which
account for 50% of all childhood malnutrition. Poor WASH conditions, especially
from conception to a child’s second birthday, can significantly increase the risk
of undernutrition.

4.

Investments in WASH contribute to reducing sexual and gender-based violence.
The daily task of collecting water and the lack of adequate and gender-sensitive
sanitation services puts women and girls at risk of harassment or sexual and
gender-based violence when they have to travel long distances for water, use
shared toilets or have no alternative to practicing open defecation.

5.

Investments in WASH reduce the burden of unpaid work on women and girls, and
facilitate participation in education, employment, leisure activities and decisionmaking. In sub-Saharan Africa, women and girls carry water containers on their
heads, hips or backs for an average of 5 km each day, spending 40 billion hours
per year on water collection.
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6.

Appropriate water and sanitation facilities in schools leads to better education
and health outcomes for girls and boys and supports girls’ menstrual hygiene
management. In Bangladesh, the establishment of appropriate sanitation facilities
in schools increased girls attendance by 11%.

7.

Water and sanitation services provide economic opportunities for women.
WASH facilities in places of employment enable women to fully participate in
the workforce. WASH services also enable women to seize local entrepreneurial
opportunities, including WASH–related income generating activities that improve
their livelihoods.

8.

WASH is an important entry point to build national and local government
capacity to meet the needs of women and girls. National and local institutional,
regulatory and financial arrangements determine the safe management of water
and sanitation. WASH is a concrete, critical area on which local governments and
development partners can take action to benefit all citizens.

9.

WASH services are critical for meeting the basic needs of women and girls in
humanitarian and fragile contexts. In crises, outbreaks of WASH-related diseases
such as cholera are among the most common causes of death.

10. The impact of climate change will increasingly test the resilience of sanitation
systems and the availability of safe water owing to floods, droughts and extreme
weather patterns, impacting vulnerable communities around the world. The global
water crisis represent one of the biggest threats facing the planet over the next
decade. Roughly one-third of the world’s population currently lives in water-stressed
areas and this is predicted to increase to 2.9 billion by 2025, while floods threaten
lives, livelihoods, and infrastructure.

The bottom line
WASH empowers people and communities. It serves as a critical pathway to
transforming gender relations and supporting women and girls as agents of change
to lead healthy lives and participate in social, economic, and political activities.
Global Affairs Canada should integrate WASH throughout its efforts to realize the full
potential of the Feminist International Assistance Policy. Specific recommendations
are provided throughout this position paper and summarised at the end.

2

WATER, SANITATION AND HYGIENE: A PATHWAY TO REALIZING GENDER EQUALITY
AND THE EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN AND GIRLS

WASH and Canada’s Feminist International
Assistance Policy Priorities: The Facts
Peace and Conflict
In crises, outbreaks of water-borne diseases
are among the most common causes of death.
Diarrhoeal diseases cause over 40 percent
of the deaths in disaster and refugee
camp settings.10

Gender Equality and the
Empowerment of Women and Girls
Access to WASH services closer to
home means that women and girls
avoid sexual and gender-based violence
on long journeys to collect water and
access sanitation facilities.1

Human Dignity
Inclusive
Governance
When women participate
in decision-making on
WASH services, their
rights to water and
sanitation are more
likely to be fulfilled
through services that
are accessible, safe and
affordable.9

Universal access to water,
sanitation and hygiene
has the potential to
prevent at least 9.1% of
the global disease burden
and 6.3% of all deaths.2
Roughly 2,200 children
die every day as a result
of diarrheal diseases.3
Lack of clean water and
inadequate sanitation
leads to diarrhoea
and worm infections
accounting for 50% of all
childhood malnutrition.4
Children lose 443 million
school days each year as
a result of illnesses due
to contaminated water.5

Environment and Climate Action
Global water crisis represents one of the
biggest threats facing the planet over the
next decade. Roughly one-third of the world’s
population lives in water-stressed areas.8

Growth that Works for Everyone
According to the WHO, for every US$ 1.00
invested in sanitation in 2012, there was a
return of US$ 5.50 in lower health costs, more
productivity, and fewer premature deaths.6
Universal access to WASH in sub-Saharan
Africa would give women and girls back
40 billion hours per year that they currently
spend on water collection for their families,7
freeing up time to pursue education and
economic opportunities.

Please see reference on page 32
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Introduction
The Canadian WASH sector welcomes Canada’s new Feminist International Assistance
Policy (FIAP). The policy sets out a bold framework to guide Canada’s international
development efforts through a rights-based approach that places gender equality
and the empowerment of women and girls at the heart of poverty reduction and
humanitarian response.
This position paper presents a business case for WASH as a critical pathway to
realizing the ambitions of Canada’s FIAP. Drawing on inputs and experience from
15 organizations, the paper outlines how WASH empowers people and communities,
and serves as a critical pathway to transforming gender relations and supporting
women and girls as agents of change to lead healthy lives and participate in productive
social, economic, and political activities. Explicitly integrating WASH into Canada’s
international development efforts is a good investment for reaching the poorest and
most marginalized women, girls, men and boys and supporting gender equality.
The paper identifies 10 reasons why WASH is a pathway to realizing the goals of
Canada’s FIAP. The 10 reasons are presented as one page entries that can be read
together or standalone. Each reason is unpacked through a brief overview of the key
issues, the business case for WASH, an illustrative example as well as recommendations
to Global Affairs Canada for advancing the FIAP through WASH. The FIAP priorities that
relate to the reason are also listed.
In presenting these examples, this position paper shows how the WASH sector effectively
contributes to development outcomes. The sector works with women and girls, and
the communities in which they live, to deliver WASH services through rights-based
programming. WASH organizations are no strangers to multi-stakeholder partnerships
and innovation. The Canadian WASH sector looks forward to working with Global Affairs
Canada and their partners to realize the ambitions of Canada’s FIAP.
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Realizing Rights,
Empowering Women
and Girls
FIAP Action Areas
• Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women and Girls
• Inclusive Governance

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
Water and sanitation are fundamental human rights
and integral to a human rights-based approach to
development that recognizes the importance and
indivisibility of all rights. Adopted by the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
in 2002 and reconfirmed in Resolution 64/292 at
the United Nations in 2010, the right to water and
sanitation requires that services are sufficient, safe,
acceptable, accessible, and affordable without
discrimination, and are generally considered
“indispensable for leading a life in human dignity”
and a “prerequisite for the realization of other human
rights.” Access to water and sanitation takes on
particular importance for women and girls given their
traditional role as stewards of water, their sexual and
reproductive health needs and their role in caring
for children. In this context, gender-centered WASH
programming supports women to take on leadership
roles and participate in decision making. It encourages
them to exercise their role as rights-bearers and calls
on duty-bearers to deliver on their obligations to
provide WASH services. When women are excluded
from decision-making on WASH issues, resultant
services tend to be less accessible and appropriate,
and key issues, such as menstrual hygiene
management, are seen as niche issues and taboo.
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THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
Women and girls are empowered when they have
control over their WASH needs as rights-holders and
participate in the planning and provision of WASH
services. Realizing WASH related rights contributes to
the realization of rights in other areas. For example,
women contribute to better health outcomes in their
families when they have control over the quality of
water used in their homes. When women participate
in decision-making on WASH, they experience better
and safer access to WASH, more respect from other
members of community, and increased confidence,
which contributes to changes in women and men’s
attitudes towards women’s leadership. Involvement
by men and boys is important in this context to
ensure due consideration for how they may react to
changing gender roles and support progress towards
gender equity. WASH can serve as a strategic entry
point to further women’s interests by supporting their
leadership and participation.
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The Centre of Rural Studies and Development (CRSD), an Indian rights-based
organisation, selected women to take part in advocacy and human rights training.
The women formed groups in their villages, held meetings to raise awareness about
women’s issues, and analysed solutions and strategies that could help improve
their lives. They organised workshops between community leaders and the Rural
Water Supply Department aimed at making the department more responsive. They
developed support networks and used the media to pressurise the government to
take corrective measures. They also demanded their rights through peaceful rallies
and demonstrations. Consequently, the women now feel more confident to articulate
their demands to a variety of stakeholders. Men are starting to accept the women’s
new leadership roles and the Rural Water Supply Department is more responsive and
accountable to the communities. The quality of services has improved and women
spend an average of 20% less time collecting water.
Source: Excerpt from Jansz and Wilbur (2013)

WaterAid / Ronny Sen

Indian women demand their
right to water

Recommendation
Prioritize WASH in the promotion of the rights of women and girls
as part of international advocacy efforts and support the meaningful
participation and leadership of women and girls in the management
of water and sanitation resources in their communities by working
with women and women’s organizations.

Sources

Jansz and Wilbur, 2013; Carrard, 2012; Okeke, 2014; Willetts et al. 2010 cited in Leahy et al. 2017; Water Governance Facility 2014.
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Improving Health
Outcomes
FIAP Action Areas
• Human Dignity

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
The essential role of WASH for health-promoting
conditions and hygienic environments is well
established. Yet, research continues to show that in
low- and middle-income countries, 38% of health
care facilities lack an improved water source, 19% do
not have improved sanitation, and 35% lack water
and soap for handwashing. Globally, 15% of patients
develop an infection during a hospital stay, with the
proportion much greater in low-income countries.
Women and children remain at risk of WASH-related
diseases and death, with mothers and newborns
particularly vulnerable. WASH is also critical to
effective menstrual hygiene management including
reducing risks of bacterial infections.

WaterAid / James McCauley

THE BUSINESS CASE
FOR INVESTING IN WASH
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Safe water and adequate sanitation lead to significant
gains in health outcomes. The UN estimates
that nearly half of all patients in hospital beds
in developing countries are a result of illnesses
preventable through appropriate access to WASH. For
mothers and newborns, WASH is a key contributor
to health. Simple hygiene practices during antenatal
care, labor, and birth can reduce the risk of infections,
sepsis, and death for infants and mothers by up to
25%. A study in Nepal found that handwashing by
birth attendants and mothers increased newborn
survival rates by 44%.
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A consortium led by Amref Health Africa in partnership with Christian Children’s
Fund of Canada, the Hospital for Sick Children’s Centre for Global Child Health and
WaterAid Canada is working to reduce mother and newborn deaths in remote, rural
and fragile communities. These communities face the greatest risks owing to lack of
access to basic, life-saving health care and everyday infrastructure, such as clean
water and sanitation, that are so important for healthy living. From 2016‑2020,
the initiative is bringing together Canadian and African expertise to tackle key
contributors to poor health, including: poor access to family planning and other
sexual and reproductive health services; lack of clean water; inadequate sanitation;
shortage of trained health workers; gaps in information for parents about basic
child health; malnutrition and under nutrition; overcrowded and poorly equipped
health facilities; lack of systems to track vital health data; and gender inequality. The
initiative will train health workers in reproductive, newborn and child health services
as well as best practices in sanitation and hygiene, refurbish health facilities, deliver
essential equipment and medicines to health facilities, and enable comprehensive
health education – including nutrition, clean water, sanitation and hygiene – in
communities throughout East Africa. Over 1.7 million people are expected to benefit
directly from the project, including 1 million women of reproductive age and more
than 650,000 children under the age of five. More than 1.4 million additional people
are expected to benefit indirectly.
Source: Amref Health Africa 2015, 2017.

WaterAid / Sam Vox

Promoting maternal and newborn
health in sub-Saharan Africa

Recommendation
Integrate WASH interventions into health system strengthening
programs that directly address the health of women and children,
including in the priority areas of maternal, newborn and child
health, and sexual and reproductive health and rights.

Sources

WHO and UNICEF, 2015b; UNDP, 2006; WHO, 2017; Benova et al, 2014a, b; Gon et al, 2014; Blencowe et al. 2011;
Brocklehurst and Bartram, 2010; Rhee et al, 2008.
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Better Nutrition
Outcomes
FIAP Action Areas
• Human Dignity
• Growth that Works For Everyone

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
WASH is directly linked to nutrition outcomes. Lack
of clean water and inadequate sanitation leads to
diarrhea and worm infections accounting for 50%
of all childhood malnutrition. Approximately 25% of
stunting can be attributed to five or more episodes of
diarrhea before age two. Chronic undernutrition has
also been linked to fecal-contaminated environments,
which leads to health issues that reduce the ability
to utilize essential nutrients. Poor nutrition in girls
and women is the result of inadequate quantities and
quality of food, as well as nutrition insecurity, which
has many causes including lack of safe WASH and
unsafe food preparation practices.

THE BUSINESS CASE
FOR INVESTING IN WASH
In WASH and nutrition sectors, there is a growing
consensus that WASH is an essential component
of strategies to reduce undernutrition and improve
children’s nutritional status and women’s nutrition
needs. Experts agree on the need to focus on WASH
from conception to a child’s second birthday. WASH
is essential for preventing infectious diseases and
ensuring healthy environments, including in terms
of food resources. In addition to improving nutrient
absorption, treated human waste can be used as a
fertilizer to improve access to food through increased
crop productivity and diversity. Consumption
of improved water quality can reduce diarrhea
significantly between 28% and 45%, depending on
the type of water supply. WASH is a critical component
for attaining large-scale impact on nutrition,
particularly for mothers and children, and should
be part of a multi-sectoral approach that addresses
direct and indirect causes of poor nutritional status.
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Because of widespread malnutrition, Malawi, Zambia, and Mozambique continue
to have some of the highest child mortality rates in the world. Through its Southern
African Nutrition Initiative, CARE aims to reach over 575,000 beneficiaries through
comprehensive, evidence-based nutrition solutions over 2016-2020 that will
contribute to the reduction of under-nutrition in women and children. The initiative
includes individual and group nutrition counselling for women and men and training
health care workers to provide nutrition education for pregnant and nursing women
and their families as well as children under five. To meet immediate needs, it will
provide therapeutic feeding to severely malnourished children and improve access
to nutrition and psycho-social support for mothers and families living with HIV and
AIDS. The initiative also supports community and backyard gardens by providing
seeds, tools, equipment and training to produce a healthy and diverse range of food
for families and building wells and water systems in collaboration with community
members to ensure safe access to clean drinking water. Finally, village savings and
loans associations will be supported to empower women and expand their economic
opportunities, strengthening women’s economic status and autonomy and their
ability to generate an income. The Southern African Nutrition Initiative serves
as a multi-sectoral approach to nutrition including provisions related to health,
education, WASH, gender equality and income generation.
Source: Excerpt from CARE Canada, 2017.

WaterAid / Dennis Lupenga

Southern African Nutrition Initiative:
A comprehensive approach

Recommendation
Integrate WASH into nutrition programs to improve the effectiveness
of interventions in the areas of nutrition and child survival.

Sources

WaterAid, SHARE and London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, 2013; Checkley et al. 2008; Dangour,
2013 cited in Halcrow et al., 2017; Mills and Cummings, 2016; WHO, 2014; Dodos and Lapègue, 2017; Prüss-Ustün et al.
2014; Subramanian, 2016; UNICEF, n.d.
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Reducing Sexual
and Gender-Based
Violence
FIAP Action Areas
• Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women and Girls

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
Women and girls are put at risk of harassment and
sexual and gender-based violence when they have
to travel long distances for drinking water or have
inadequate access to sanitation services, such as
having to use shared toilets or no alternative to
practicing open defecation. Inadequate water and
sanitation in urban settings similarly puts women
and girls at risk. Research on the experiences of
slum-dwelling women in India has documented how
inadequate provision and maintenance of public
and community toilets, and continued use of open
defecation sites, puts women at risk of violence and
harassment. A study looking at WASH related genderbased violence in East Africa found that pregnant
women and young girls are particularly vulnerable.
In emergency contexts, WASH-related risks of sexual
and gender-based violence are heightened. Taboos
regarding women’s sexual and reproductive health,
including menstruation, and dominant social norms
that condone violence against women and girls
mean that issues related to WASH and sexual and
gender-based violence are often not discussed
by governments, communities, women and men.
Moreover, fear and humiliation mean that sexual and
gender-based violence often go unreported by women
and girls.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
WASH and gender equality experts agree that WASH
interventions can help reduce the risk of harassment,
and sexual and gender-based violence experienced
by women and girls in the context of inadequate water
and sanitation. Engaging women and girls in the
planning and delivery of WASH services, and ensuring
that WASH facilities are built appropriately and in safe
locations are important in this context. An opportunity
exists for Canada to be at the forefront in addressing
stigmas and breaking down barriers that contribute to
WASH-related sexual and gender-based violence.
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In Tanzania’s Bahi District, women have responsibility for water collection, spending
up to eight hours per day fetching water from old and distant wells. This led to
problems between couples. Husbands did not believe that so much time was needed
for the task. They accused their wives of being with other men, leading to genderbased violence in the home with women reporting being beaten by their spouses.
With support from Plan International Canada, new and closer water points were
developed in the village. According to the village office, bringing water services
closer to home has meant a sharp decrease in gender-based violence cases.
Source: Example provided by Plan International Canada, 2017.

WaterAid / Anna Kari

Reducing WASH-related
gender-based violence in Tanzania

Recommendation
Canada should take on a bold leadership role globally by addressing
WASH-related violence as a part of international advocacy and
diplomacy efforts aimed at reducing sexual and gender-based
violence. Ensure that WASH policies and programs supported by the
Canadian government prioritize the safety of women and girls and
that programs aimed at reducing violence against women address
WASH related factors.

Sources

Mills and Cummings, 2016; WEDC and Loughborough University, n.d.; Kulkarni et al. 2017; Ward and Lafrenière 2015;
Pommells et al 2017 forthcoming.
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Reducing the Burden
of Unpaid Work
FIAP Action Areas
• Human Dignity
• Growth that Works for Everyone
• Inclusive Governance

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
In 71% of households worldwide, the responsibility
for the daily task of water collection falls to women
and girls. In sub-Saharan Africa, women and girls
carry water containers on their heads, hips or backs
for an average of three miles each day, spending
40 billion hours per year on water collection. As a
result of time spent on water collection, many women
and girls are unable to attend school, take on income
earning opportunities, carry out leisure activities or
engage in decision-making.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
Seventy percent of the estimated economic benefits
of WASH are related to time saving. When the burden
of water collection is reduced, research shows
that women and girls increase their participation
in a wide range of activities, such as wage labour,
entrepreneurship, education, community and
social activities, awareness-raising and community
mobilization activities, leisure, and additional care
work for children, the elderly and the sick. Reducing
the burden of water collection also creates health
benefits. A review of nearly 200,000 Demographic and
Health Surveys in 26 countries found that a 15 minute
decrease in one-way walk time to a safe water source
is associated with a 41% average relative reduction
in diarrhea prevalence, improved child nutritional
status, and a 11% relative reduction in under-five
child mortality.
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Reducing the burden of unpaid
labour and empowering women:
Florence of Amuria

Training on household water treatment and safe storage reduces the burden of water
collection as women can feel safe collecting water from closer - but perhaps more
contaminated - water sources that they can treat, as opposed to distant designated
safe water points. Training also empowers women with technical knowledge and
skills, boosting their confidence and increasing their potential for employment. After
her success implementing rainwater harvesting systems, Florence continued her
professional development and now earns an income selling hygiene products.
Source: Example provided by CAWST, 2017.

WaterAid / Dennis Lupenga

With the support of the Centre for Affordable Water and Sanitation Technology
(CAWST), the Global Women’s Water Initiative (GWWI) works to develop WASHrelated capacity in partner countries and support women as community WASH
leaders. In 2012, Florence, a woman from the remote community of Amuria in
Uganda, attended a GWWI training where she learned to install and operate domestic
rainwater harvesting systems. As a result, Florence built a rainwater harvesting
system and storage tank at her home and at a girls’ dorm at a primary school. She
supplemented water from the local water point with the rainwater she harvested,
freeing up more of her time for productive activities, including further training with
GWWI. Her initiative at the primary school increased girls’ attendance as they felt
more comfortable attending school during times of menstruation with improved
access to safe water.

Recommendation
Ensure WASH-related time constraints faced by women and girls
are addressed in education, employment and inclusive governance
programming.

Sources

Graham, Hirai and Kim 2016; UNIFEM 2009; Grassi et al. 2015; WHO and UNICEF, 2015a; Pickering and Davis, 2012.
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Enabling Girls’
Education
FIAP Action Areas
• Human Dignity
• Growth that Works for Everyone

THE REASON WASH MATTERS

According to UNICEF, WASH in schools increases
student attendance, contributes to dignity, respect
and gender equality and significantly reduces hygienerelated disease. In Bangladesh, girls’ attendance
increased by 11% when sanitation facilities were
made available. Improved WASH in schools in
Kenya resulted in nearly 50% reduction in diarrheal
illness. WASH programming can play a critical role in
raising awareness of gender issues in schools and
contribute to improving gender equality by ensuring
that girls have access to separate and appropriate
washroom facilities, and systems to help manage
menstrual hygiene.

WaterAid / Eliza Powell

WASH in schools impacts the education and health
outcomes of girls and boys. Lack of privacy, suitable
infrastructure for cleaning and washing and good
hygiene in school toilets contributes to school
absenteeism, particularly when girls menstruate.
Moreover, inadequate WASH facilities in schools
are a key contributor to childhood illnesses, namely
diarrhea. Children lose 443 million school days each
year as a result of illnesses due to contaminated
water. In 2011, only 45% of schools in least
developed and low-income countries had adequate
sanitation facilities. Lower education outcomes for
women in turn affects their economic opportunities,
family size and family health.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
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In the remote region of Karamoja in north-eastern Uganda, an inspiring group of
teenagers are working to break the silence around periods and debunk menstruation
myths. The children at St Mary’s School used to go to the toilet in the bush and girls
often skipped lessons when on their period. WaterAid has helped improve school
life by building latrines and teaching students about the value of good sanitation
and hygiene, as well how to safely manage their periods and make reusable sanitary
pads. The students are now helping transform lives in their community by forming
a WASH Club and using drama, music and games to share the valuable lessons they
have learned. As a result, they are helping keep girls in school, smashing taboos,
and improving people’s health and wellbeing.
Source: Excerpt from WaterAid Canada 2017.

WaterAid / Eliza Powell

Debunking menstrual hygiene
myths at school

Recommendation
Provide dedicated funding to address inadequate WASH provisions
in schools. Ensure that Canada’s development partners integrate
WASH in efforts to lower and eliminate perceived and actual barriers
to girls’ education, including those preventing safe and healthy
menstrual hygiene management.

Sources

UNDP, 2006; UNICEF 2012; UNICEF 2014; Jalan and Ravallion 2003.
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Promoting Economic
Opportunities
for Women
FIAP Action Areas
• Growth that Works for Everyone

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
Lack of suitable water and sanitation facilities in the
workplace undermine women’s access to decent
work, affecting livelihoods and productivity. In most
lower-middle income countries, WASH guidelines
and standards that support menstrual hygiene
management are limited or do not exist. Assuming
absenteeism for one day per month due to lack of
workplace WASH facilities during menstruation,
a 2008 World Bank study estimated that the
Philippines and Vietnam see 13.8 and 1.5 million
workday absences and USD 13 and 1.28 million in
economic losses per year respectively. The challenge
of addressing WASH issues in places of employment
is exacerbated by women’s status in society, social
taboos related to menstruation and fear of losing
employment among women who wish to speak up.
Limited access to WASH in homes and communities
also undermines income generating opportunities
for women, particularly in rural locations where
agricultural activities depend on water availability.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
Better workplace WASH provisions improve worker
health, reduce absenteeism, increase productivity
and support the dignity and inclusion of female
employees. The private sector is working to address
these issues. “WASH4WORK” is a multi-stakeholder
international initiative that promotes WASH in the
workplace and across supply chains, and is working
to ensure that business operations do not negatively
impact WASH in surrounding communities. WASH can
also support women’s economic empowerment by
providing women with access to relevant resources
in the home or community, control over means of
production and economic independence.
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With the support of the Millennium Challenge Corporation, Cowater International
implemented the Water Smart Homes Activity to improve home water systems and
reduce water costs for the poorest households in the third largest city in Jordan.
The project included a pilot income generation program for women, especially
those from poorer households. It was designed to help women start sustainable
small home businesses to complement their family income, taking into account
cultural, market and environmental constraints. With the help of community based
organizations, the “Women Plumbers Program” was launched. Participants received
extensive theoretical and on-the-job training in vocational training centers where
they developed the skills to become plumbers and to market their business. The use
of women plumbers allowed for repairs to be conducted in homes with only women
present, meeting the needs of many households; traditionally, another male had to
be present for repairs to be conducted by a male plumber. Most of the women in the
pilot program opened their own plumbing businesses or developed other types of
small businesses. Owing to the success of the pilot, the Jordanian Minister of Water
and Irrigation plans to roll out the program in other cities.
Source: Excerpt provided by Cowater International.

WaterAid / Alexia Webster

Women’s economic empowerment
through WASH at home

Recommendation
Connect WASH issues to Canada’s efforts to promote of women’s
economic participation internationally and include WASH in
programming aimed at improving economic opportunities
for women. Partner with the private sector and development
stakeholders to improve the availability of WASH facilities in places
of employment and to support local entrepreneurial, business and
employment opportunities for women, including in the WASH sector.

Sources

World Bank, 2008; Water Action Hub, 2016; Ahrari and Van Galen, 2017; Sommer et al. 2016.
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Strengthening National
and Local Governments
to Meet the Needs of
Women and Girls
FIAP Action Areas
• Inclusive Governance

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
In many countries, responsibility for WASH is
delegated from national to local governments. This
means that they have a primary responsibility for
meeting the WASH needs at the local level. However,
local governments lack the capacity to independently
meet WASH needs and require capacity and support
to successfully deliver WASH, often working in
partnership with the private sector and civil society.
National governments, often with support from the
international community, play an important role in
building local government capacity through strong
national planning, dedicated budgets for institutional
support and provision of capacity development and
training. In this context, local government capacity for
gender-based analysis, gender-sensitive programming
and engagement with women as decision-makers
and leaders in planning, implementation and
accountability processes impacts the effectiveness
of WASH service delivery.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
The availability and quality of WASH services is a
basic yet useful indicator of government functionality
at national and local levels. The full potential
of investment in WASH is realized through the
establishment of effective, accountable and inclusive
institutions that support equity and inclusion for the
poorest and most vulnerable, including women and
girls. Strengthening decentralized WASH institutions
and processes supports gender equality and
contributes to the long-term sustainability of service
delivery, health and economic systems. Genderresponsive budgeting is an important tool in this
context to ensure that commitments and policies that
support the WASH needs of women and girls are put
into practice.

20 WATER, SANITATION AND HYGIENE: A PATHWAY TO REALIZING GENDER EQUALITY
AND THE EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN AND GIRLS

Ensuring gender equality in water
management: Senegal

This system has led to a significant increase in coverage, production and population
served since 2004, though network extension remains a challenge. Strong capacity
building for planning of maintenance, rehabilitation and extension of network;
strong regulation, oversight and control of management contracts; and a sound asset
management policy and investment planning work to ensure the sustainability of
the model.
Adapted from Naughton, 2013; WSP, 2010.

WaterAid / Basile Ouedraogo

In Senegal, water supply networks are managed by local rural water users’
associations (ASUFOR). ASUFORs, upon obtaining a license from the Directorate of
Operations and Maintenance, signs a management contract with a private operator
for daily operations of the network, and sets water tariffs. The Directorate of
Operations and Maintenance is responsible for overall exploitation and maintenance
of assets, validation of technical specifications of pumping systems, rehabilitation,
renewal and extension of pumping systems, and oversight of the ASUFORs. The
government has applied strict gender representation quotas to the associations.
The management committees are composed of user representative delegations.
Each delegation must have two members with at least one woman and a woman
must serve as one of the two vice-presidents of the association. Further, at least
one third of all members of ASUFOR management committees must be women. The
government also advocates that water sellers at standpipes should be women.

Recommendation
Support national and local governments to improve their capacity
to plan and deliver quality WASH services and meet the needs of
women and girls.

Sources

Leahy et al., 2017; Boulenouar, 2015; Water Governance Facility, 2014; GWA and UNDP 2006.
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Meeting the Needs
of Women and Girls
in Humanitarian and
Fragile Contexts
FIAP Action Areas
• Human Dignity
• Peace and Security

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
In the aftermath of disasters and emergencies of
all kinds, water supplies are often contaminated or
destroyed along with sanitation facilities. Outbreaks
of WASH-related diseases, including cholera and
other diarrheal diseases, are among the most
common causes of death. Women and girls are
disproportionally affected by emergencies, including
their needs around WASH. They face difficulties
accessing water and sanitation facilities necessary for
menstrual hygiene management, healthy pregnancies
and births, and overall health. Moreover, the political,
economic and social stresses of fragility, exacerbated
by stresses of climate change, present significant risk
factors to the sustainability of WASH interventions in
such environments.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
WASH interventions are essential to build resilient
health systems, economies and services, especially
for the poorest and most vulnerable in fragile and
conflict- and disaster-affected areas. Providing WASH
services in a timely manner is an essential first step
in re-building communities and re-establishing
or strengthening local government systems and
creating an enabling environment for long-term
sustainable development. As a gateway to rebuilding
country systems, humanitarian WASH interventions
address the immediate human need for water and
sanitation – critical for women and girls – while
providing a short-term common goal to encourage
and mobilize collaborative behaviours toward conflict
resolution. WASH interventions can help bridge
immediate humanitarian needs with longer term
development efforts.
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One Drop and Oxfam-Quebec implemented Project Haiti to support reconstruction
and rehabilitation efforts in the Léogâne municipality, one of the areas hardest hit by
the January 2010 earthquake. The majority of Léogâne’s water infrastructures were
annihilated, jeopardizing the communities’ access to water, food security and overall
health. The project improved access to safe water for consumption and agricultural
production, significantly improving the lives of the women and girls reached. The
rehabilitation of irrigation canals revived farming activities led by women such as
livestock and plant production. The construction of solar energy-powered community
water centers provided access to water related infrastructures such as showers
and laundry facilities, reducing the burden of the work. These community centers
also became a gathering place for the population, which enhanced social cohesion
and women and girls’ participation. The light emanating from the centers enabled
students to do their homework at night. Moreover, a multidisciplinary play was
written with the words of the populations gathered through workshops and created
a space to facilitate the communities’ grieving process, and for women to express
their concerns. The play toured the region to encourage the reconstruction process
and inspire new ways of thinking and relating to water, and promoting women’s
involvement in water user committees.
Source: Excerpt from One Drop, 2017.

WaterAid / Jordi Ruiz Cirera

From crisis to local
development solutions

Recommendation
Integrate gender-inclusive WASH interventions into humanitarian
programming and in fragile contexts as an entry point in the
transition towards longer term development efforts and to meet
the basic needs of women and girls.

Sources

WaterAid 2013; de Waal, 2015; Johns Hopkins/IFRC as cited by WaterAid, 2013.
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Meeting the Needs
of Women and Girls
in the Context of
Climate Change
FIAP Action Areas
• Environment and Climate Action

THE REASON WASH MATTERS
Climate change is having a significant impact on the
world’s water resources. In the past two decades,
natural disasters have increased from approximately
200 to over 400 per year with floods and cyclones
rising dramatically. By 2025, 1.8 billion people will live
in countries or regions facing absolute water scarcity.
The impacts of climate change will increasingly
test the resilience of sanitation systems and the
availability of safe water supplies, thereby having a
significant impact on the health and livelihoods of
women and girls, and men and boys, particularly in
regions of the world with limited capacities. Moreover,
women and girls and marginalized communities are
more vulnerable to the effects of climate change
given their lack of control over productive resources
and limited access to coping mechanisms such as
formal credit facilities and insurance. Extreme weather
events have a number of impacts on women and
girls, including increased time spent on unpaid work,
loss of assets and entitlements, greater health risks,
increased conflicts owing to water scarcity, and greater
risks of gender-based violence when WASH resources
are not readily and safely available.

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
INVESTING IN WASH
At the 2015 United Nations Climate Change
Conference (COP 21), Canada committed to enhanced
action on adaptation, and promoting collaborative
approaches to climate action, including through
the use of bottom-up approaches by sub-national
governments. Canada is also supporting local
capacity development and enhancing resilience on
the ground through its climate finance commitments.
Strengthening the capacities of government, service
providers and decentralized institutions to improve
the resilience of WASH services in the context of
climate resilience is critical to meeting the current and
future needs of women and girls and an important
means through which Canada can realize its climate
commitments. WASH interventions are part of efforts
to build climate-resilient health systems, economies
and services for the poorest and most vulnerable.
Ensuring equitable access to sustainable safe water
sources and improved sanitation also contributes to
addressing the socio-economic water scarcity, which
occurs when there is insufficient investment, skills
and political will to keep up with growing demands
for water, preventing access to the resource.
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In 2003, 42% of households in Bangladesh overall did not have a latrine. The
Government of Bangladesh responded by developing a national sanitation strategy
designed to eliminate open defecation by 2010. This approach was integrated,
multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder in scope, with NGOs being utilized to facilitate
community involvement. Decision-making was decentralized to the local level
through Water and Sewerage Authorities and the absolute poor, schools and
mosques are subsidized through the program. NGOs and the private sector served as
important partners. A significant amount of the overall investment was allocated to
‘soft’ sanitation (awareness and education campaigns, training etc.). The approach
also incorporated resilience against natural disasters, particularly floods. In the
2007 floods, about 90-100% of the sanitary latrines were submerged. Provision of
secure sanitation arrangements for women and children was very limited, available
only in a few flood centers. Women and adolescent girls sometimes used plastic bags
for defecation and stored them until dark when they could dispose of them privately
but with some risk to their security. To address this issue, sanitation facilities were
built above the flood levels; designated evacuation centres had adequate sanitation
facilities; mobile sanitation facilities were available to transport to flooded regions;
and media messages were developed to promote good sanitation and hygiene
behavior in emergency situations.
Source: Adapted from UNU-INWEH, 2010; DER, 2007.

WaterAid / GMB Akash / Panos

A climate resilient national
sanitation strategy: Bangladesh

Recommendation
To support Canada’s COP 21 commitments, strengthen the capacity
of local WASH institutions to respond to climate change and provide
WASH to the poorest and most marginalized, in particular women
and girls.

Sources

UNDP, 2006; EC, 2014; GWA and UNDP 2006.
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WaterAid / Sibtain Haider
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Conclusion
WASH empowers people and communities. It helps to transform gender relations and
support women and girls as agents of change. The business case for WASH as a key
contributor to development outcomes is incontrovertible. Innovative and sustainable
WASH is a foundation for healthy, productive, inclusive and climate resilient societies.
As demonstrated through the interlinkages presented in this paper, investing in
gender-inclusive WASH will greatly enhance Canada’s other priority investments in
international development.
Canada is well-positioned to integrate WASH programming into its FIAP’s six action
areas – gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls, human dignity,
growth that works for all, environment and climate action, inclusive governance, and
peace and security. Canada also has an opportunity to take on a leadership role by
bringing the feminist perspective to global WASH discussions. The Canadian WASH
sector is ready to partner with Global Affairs Canada as it moves forward on translating
the FIAP into sustainable results.
Given the vital role of WASH in supporting gender equality and the empowerment of
women and girls “towards a more peaceful, inclusive and prosperous world,” Global
Affairs Canada should integrate gender-inclusive WASH throughout its efforts to
implement the FIAP.
This can be achieved by following these specific recommendations:
Prioritize WASH in the promotion of the rights of women and girls as part of
international advocacy efforts and support the meaningful participation and
leadership of women and girls in the management of water and sanitation resources
in their communities by working with women and women’s organizations.
Integrate gender-inclusive WASH interventions into health system strengthening
programs that directly addresses the health of women and children, including in the
priority areas of maternal, newborn and child health, and sexual and reproductive
health and rights.
Integrate gender-inclusive WASH into nutrition programs to improve the
effectiveness of interventions in the areas of nutrition and child survival.
Take on a bold leadership role globally by addressing WASH-related violence as a
part of international advocacy and diplomacy efforts aimed at reducing sexual and
gender-based violence. Ensure that WASH policies and programs supported by the
Canadian government prioritize the safety of women and girls and that programs
aimed at reducing violence against women address WASH related factors.
Ensure WASH-related time constraints faced by women and girls are addressed in
education, employment and inclusive governance programming.
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Provide dedicated funding to address inadequate WASH provisions in schools.
Ensure that Canada’s development partners integrate WASH in efforts to lower
and eliminate perceived and actual barriers to girls’ education, including those
preventing safe and healthy menstrual hygiene management.
Connect WASH issues to Canada’s efforts to promote women’s economic
participation internationally and include WASH in programming aimed at improving
economic opportunities for women. Partner with the private sector and development
stakeholders to improve the availability of WASH facilities in places of employment
and to support local entrepreneurial, business and employment opportunities for
women, including in the WASH sector.
Support national and local governments to improve their capacity to plan and
deliver quality WASH services and meet the needs of women and girls.
Integrate gender-inclusive WASH interventions into humanitarian programming
and in fragile contexts as an entry point in the transition towards longer term
development efforts and to meet the basic needs of women and girls.

WaterAid / Eliza Powell

To support Canada’s COP 21 commitments, strengthen the capacity of local WASH
institutions to respond to climate change and provide WASH to the poorest and
most marginalized, in particular women and girls.
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