Villagers and students push for toilets in Bokeo during World Toilet Day
The World Toilet Day was celebrated on Saturday in rural districts in Bokeo province: Meung, Pha Oudom, and Paktha. Children, their caregivers, and village committees participated in sanitation-and-hygiene-promoting activities organized by Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene program of Plan International, Lao PDR Office, with financial support from the Australian government or AusAID.  
The event marked the importance of using toilets and proper hand-washing practice. The activities comprised of gathering students and villagers, drama shows about maintaining toilets with its benefits, exemplifying hand-washing practices, and singing memorable songs about clean water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Also participating in event organizing are the District Health Office, District Education Bureau, District Women’s Union, and the District Youth Union.  
“We learned a lot about the meaning of World Toilet Day and I hope that the students can bring these messages into practice at home,”   reported Ms. Khamguen of the Meung District Education Bureau.    
Mr. Touy, Deputy School Director at Phonesavanh Primary School in Meung District commented, “The community was happy to join in the activities and know the meaning of the event, especially the need to have toilets and keep the village clean.” 
Over 1,000 students and villagers took part in the activities in 5 communities spread across the three districts.   Students and villagers alike paraded with their messages on placards to stop open defecation, wash hands with soap, drink water that is boiled or filtered and keeping their environment clean.  
“It was very fun to organize this event with the school and community.  We really liked drawing our dream toilets and the handwashing activities!”  says one of the Grade 5 students at Phonesavahn Primary School.
One particular innovation in these communities, the “tippy tap,” was introduced which is a simple device constructed of bamboo with a plastic bottle and soap.  Handwashing with soap, particularly after using toilets, is critical for maintaining personal hygiene and preventing diseases related to poor sanitation. 
Open defecation is still widely practiced in many communities in Bokeo that do not have access to toilet facilities.    Plan International is actively promoting hygiene promotion in schools and communities and campaigning against open defecation through Community Led Total Sanitation (CLTS) approach that encourages villagers to build and use toilets as they become aware of the health risks associated with defecating nearby their homes and villages.  
World Toilet Day is celebrated globally in an effort to bring greater awareness of the poor health conditions that arise when communities do not have access to toilet facilities.   According to the World Toilet Organization, there are still 2.6 billion people in the world without access to proper sanitation.   WaterAid, an international organization specializing in water and sanitation, estimates that, globally, a child dies every 20 seconds due to diarrhoea, a disease that can be largely prevented by using toilets and washing hands with soap.   
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Students in Phaoudom and Mueng celebrate clean hands after using tippy taps (above)
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