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Sanitation is a priority for women
There are at least three reasons why sanitation is a feminist issue:

(i) Freedom from imprisonment by daylight

In many cultures, the only time when women or girls can defecate, if they have no latrine, is after 
dark. Apart from the discomfort caused by the long wait until evening, this can cause serious 
illness. 

(ii) Protection from harassment and rape

The walk to the defecation field, often in the dark, is when millions of women run the greatest risk of 
sexual harassment and assault. 

(iii) School enrolment and attendance

The lack of adequate, separate sanitary facilities in schools is one of the main factors preventing 
girls from attending school, particularly when menstruating. In Bangladesh, a school sanitation 
programme increased girls’ enrolment by 11%; what educational reform could achieve that?

Box 3. Sanitation is about more than health

The health and gender impacts are good reasons to promote sanitation, but they are by no means the 
only benefits, and not even the most important factor for most users. For example, latrine owners in 
the rural Philippines gave the following responses when asked why they were satisfied with their new 
facilities. Note the order:

• Lack of smell and flies

• Cleaner surroundings

• Privacy

• Less embarrassment when friends visit

• Less gastrointestinal disease

The benefits people rate most highly (cleanliness, privacy, convenience, self-respect and so on) are not 
just selling points. Poor people are willing to pay cash for them, so they have a money value.

Children have a right to it!
The Convention on the Rights of the Child requires governments to take appropriate measures:

• to diminish infant and child mortality;

• to combat disease and malnutrition; and

• to ensure that parents and children are supported in the use of basic knowledge of hygiene 
and environmental sanitation.
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