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The Government of Lao PDR declared 2008 as the National Year of Sanitation, underlining its commitment to the global challenge of achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), including for Water and Sanitation, which include halving, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation.  
The task will not be easy, especially for sanitation.  Nationally, only 48 percent of the population have access to adequate sanitation; in rural areas access averages only 38 percent
; and in remote areas access is often much lower than this. The lack of sanitation has negative impacts on child survival, education, family health, economic security, tourism, and ultimately, the national economy.  The welfare and livelihoods of over 2.5 million people in Lao PDR are directly impacted on a daily basis.
On 23 September Dr Kamal Kar, Visiting Fellow of the Institute of Development Studies of Sussex University in the United Kingdom, was invited by MOH to deliver a presentation to the “Second National Health Research Forum” about a relatively new approach to tackling the sanitation problem called Community-Led Total Sanitation (CLTS).  The Forum was organized by the National Institute of Public Health (NIOPH), and Plan International hosted Dr Kar’s visit to Vientiane.  
In his presentation “Changing Sanitation Behaviour: The Missing Link in Community Health”, Dr Kar explained to Lao’s leading medical and public health professionals how ‘open defecation’ and poor hygiene globally lead to over 2.2 million deaths from diarrheal and other hygiene-related diseases each year, with more than 90 percent being children under 5 years of age.  Dr Kar explained that CLTS is an approach for transforming sanitation behaviour at the community level that has proven far more effective than ‘traditional’ approaches that rely on heavy expenditures for sanitation hardware and construction subsidies, and which often prescribe solutions rather than letting people use their own judgement.  
What makes CLTS different from other approaches?  Nearly everything - in CLTS, the community as a whole is energized and mobilized to take their own direct actions – usually this means bringing an end to open defecation, or defecation in fields, water bodies, around homes and schools, etc.  To accomplish this, community members themselves decide what types of sanitation systems they prefer, and build them with their own resources and ingenuity.  No subsidies for hardware or construction are provided, in stark contrast to the traditional ‘supply-driven’ approaches that have been promoted by many governments and aid agencies.  Once CLTS communities successfully address open defecation, they are empowered to go on to tackle other development issues that they face.
The Ministry of Health’s National Center for Environmental Health and Water Supply (also known as ‘Naam Saat’) is working to help tackle this sanitation challenge.  On Wednesday 24 September, Naam Saat and its partners led a discussion seminar at the Lao Plaza Hotel for leading development agencies to bring further attention to the sanitation problem.  The seminar, “Rural Sanitation in Lao PDR, and the Prospects for Community-Led Total Sanitation,” was chaired by Dr Nouanta Maniphousay, Director of Naam Saat, and was hosted by Plan International. 
The seminar participants learned from Dr Nouanta that in poor areas of Lao, less than 20 percent of the population has access to adequate sanitation. The resultant disease burden cripples household economic security and impacts these communities in an untold number of ways.  

From Dr Kar, participants learned that CLTS was first pioneered in 1999 in rural Bangladesh.  Since then, Dr Kar has travelled throughout the globe promoting CLTS and bringing much-needed attention to the severity of the global sanitation crisis which affects the 40 percent of the world’s population (2.6 billion people) who lack access to basic sanitation.  

At present, 28 countries now have active CLTS programs.  In Bangladesh, one of the poorest countries in the world, CLTS has helped transform the national sanitation situation within just a few short years.  The Government of Bangladesh has now decided to try to achieve 100 percent access to sanitation by 2010.  Other countries in Asia such as Cambodia, Indonesia, India and Nepal are now successfully using the CLTS approach.  CLTS also has spread to sub-Saharan Africa and more recently to South America.

The Government of Lao and its partners Concern Worldwide, SNV (Netherlands Development Organisation), and the World Bank’s Water and Sanitation Program (WSP) have been learning more about CLTS in Asia, and recently took study tours to Indonesia and Cambodia to visit communities there where CLTS has been implemented.  Pilot CLTS projects in Lao are being planned by Concern, SNV, WSP and Plan International for the near future.  UNICEF Lao’s Representative also met with Dr Kar, as UNICEF is an active promoter of CLTS elsewhere in Asia, as well as Africa and Latin America.
The aims of Dr Kar’s visit and the CLTS seminar were achieved: namely, to create greater awareness of Lao’s sanitation challenges, to inform key decision makers and technical specialists about CLTS, and to stimulate a meaningful dialogue amongst Government and partner agencies about the importance of finding cost-effective sanitation solutions.  
For further information:
CLTS




http://www.livelihoods.org/hot_topics/CLTS.html 
Millennium Development Goals:
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml 
International Year of Sanitation: 
http://esa.un.org/iys/ 
MOH/Naam Saat: 


http://www.health.gov.la/show_content-newsid-124.html 
Plan International 


http://www.plan-international.org  
Concern Worldwide


http://www.concern.net
SNV Netherlands Development Org http://www.snv.org
Water and Sanitation Program
http://www.wsp.org
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� Progress on Drinking Water and Sanitation (Joint Monitioring Program), UNICEF and WHO, 2008.





