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Getting to Everyone, Everywhere 

New operating principles for an old reality 

My task today is to set the stage for the second day of deliberations with an emphasis on equity in the 

context of water, sanitation and hygiene. The traditional Jagera welcomes and dinner speech set the 

tone reminding us that this earth is about cultural and spiritual flows and first and foremost about 

people.  Many speakers before me have already set the stage and equity resonated as a theme across 

the plenaries, sessions and indeed in the debate yesterday. We more or less agree that the theme of this 

conference is timely and also achievable.  

Today I will be using the term equality liberally to refer to this aspiration. Equity is about fairness and in 

WASH about ensuring that users benefit fairly from water, sanitation and hygiene services, but I heard 

the words social justice and gender equality a few times yesterday. I first met the Special Rapporteur in 

2011 and we had a long and passionate argument about whether the sector was ready to move from 

the term equity to equality as water and sanitation are entry points to wider empowerment goals.  I 

believe it is…. 

Inequality is part of modern humanity, but the ways in which it is maintained and exploited are not fixed 

in our culture or in our genes. Humans are biologically very diverse, so no two humans are biologically 

same and, thus, we are not "equal" in that sense. Additionally our lifecycle path from infancy to old age 

and death brings in important dimensions of inequality along the way linked to cognition, strength, skills 

and experience. But human beings at any given point in time are equal despite some famous or 

infamous racist and sexist assertions to the contrary. Although we vary biologically as individuals, we are 

or can be all equally good at being human.  

Social inequality is another story. Some members of a group have less or more social power than others 

and exert this power to capture and or deny resources to others- sometimes unwittingly or 

unknowingly. Dominance is basically a means of priority of access to resources: more dominant 

individuals have an easier time getting the things they want. However, dominance is not something that 

we are born with or part of our biological make up; rather it is determined by individual behavior, social 

context, experience, and connections. But it is omnipresent and manifests itself in various ways resulting 

also in discrimination, capture and exclusion. 

This brings me to our world of water, sanitation and hygiene. 2.5 people live without basic sanitation. 

They wake up every morning and figure out how to take care of this most basic of human needs because 

they do not have a private and safe means to do so. Yes, the glass is half full but the hundreds of millions 
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of people who still struggle for a glass of clean drinking water do so whilst also struggling to have 

adequate food, employment, housing, education and healthcare. These are not mere numbers- they are 

about people like you and me and they could just have easily been about you and me.  

So how can we do business differently to tackle this complex reality with an equity lens in order to make 

right this wrong? 

I am going to put to you seven operating principles….not necessarily new in themselves but with 

pointers for where we can and should better invest our energy and resources. 

Operating Principle no. 1: WASH is more than a service— it’s a human right and it’s our collective and 

individual duty and an obligation. 

Whether a person is able to stay clean and smell good and is able to relieve her or himself every day in 

clean smelling, private and safe surroundings and does not have to suffer from thirst or risk drinking 

dirty water is about being human. It is fiercely political, emotional and therefore also transformational. 

Yes it’s a human right but tragically violated every day and therefore a shared failure. 

Every human being has a right to live a full and productive life with dignity, no matter what they look 

like, where they come from or what their gender and sexual identity. Lack of access to basic sanitation, 

safe water and hygiene is a denial of these rights. It is our collective, human responsibility to mediate 

and moderate this inequality. Not doing so actively is tantamount to indulging in discrimination.  

Operating Principle no. 2: To get to everyone start with one. 

Everyone” means “everybody” and we use it when we want to refer to all the people in a group: so for 

example “Everyone in my family likes to travel” But if I want to refer to the individuals who make up my 

family, then I must disaggregate to the phrase “everyone……..in my family”. The 2.5 billion people 

without sanitation and the millions more without hygiene and the 700 million plus without safe water 

are big numbers. But they include infants and their caregivers, children, young girls and boys, 

transgender or the third sex, pregnant women, sick people, disabled men, women and children, 

mothers, fathers and grandparents. Each one has specific needs depending on age, gender identity, 

physical strength, health and ability. They also include ethnic minorities, nomadic populations, homeless 

people and people stigmatized or simply invisible due to occupation, location, conflict or natural 

disasters. Well intended approaches that use common denominator principles to reach everyone will 

inevitably miss those who do not fall into neat boxes.  Whatever we decide to call the approach— pro 

poor, inclusive, child and woman-friendly— let’s agree that we are guilty of discrimination if we ignore 

the one in every one.  

What would happen if we just changed the way we do business and start every time with the old man 

and woman who need a support to pull themselves up after squatting? Or plan differential water 

availability and adequacy for chronically ill people?  It’s just a different set of basic human questions to 

ask at the very outset and then systematically along the way. 

Operating Principle no. 3: Situate, contextualize, localize—Start local to go global. 
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Everywhere is unique, particular, specific and different… barely accessible Eastern Senegal on the Malian 

border, peri-urban Maharashtra , rural Cambodia—CLTS in each place has been unique, as have people’s 

issues around water or facilities to enable hand washing practices or the challenges that menstruating 

women face in complex gendered societies. Every case study I heard yesterday was about respect for 

local values and appealing to those local yet universal values to examine and correct local injustice. 

Language is also key, as local idiom and metaphor are irreplaceable. 

Operating Principle no. 4: Salute the feminine and give it voice, space and power in the world of 

WASH. 

You have heard this before— investing in girls and women is the best investment and it is no different 

for WASH.  And the entry point to the entire family, community and any scale we may want to achieve in 

influencing human behavior for development outcomes. It is not an accident that the Australian 

Government has identified gender equality as a critical cross cutting theme of Australia’s aid program so 

that 3 of the 10 development objectives of the aid program specifically address gender equality and 

women’s empowerment, or that the UK is pushing for a dedicated post-2015 goal on ‘Empowering 

women and girls to achieve gender equality.’ Conventional WASH wisdom puts the rate of return on 

sanitation investments at an average of 9$ for every dollar invested. I can only begin to guess how much 

higher a systematically engendered calculation might yield if we were to put women at the centre.  

We know of the toll that poor WASH takes on girls schooling, skills, age of marriage and first conception 

or the health and well-being risks that mothers and infants are exposed to. Conversely the benefits of 

investing in women and girls are substantive.  

But my plea today is one of social justice. How do we reverse injustice that is as old as the earth itself?  

I figured that you would expect me to speak about menstruation and WASH – so I will not disappoint.  

Menstruation and the stigma, shame and silence that surround it – gives the WASH world a perfect 

entry point to correct this injustice through simple, meaningful hygiene, water and sanitation facilities 

that provide the space for girls and women to express themselves with dignity and pride. Menstrual 

Hygiene management offers the perfect meta-indicator for multiple benefits generated by engendered 

WASH services. MHM is breaking down sector walls as we know them because the female menstrual 

cycle operates at home, school, medical clinics, market places, transport hubs and prisons—helping us 

to listen and work in partnership outside WASH and to respond in a way that makes sense for women 

and girls. WSSCC is working with UN Women— a 3 year partnership with gender equality as the shared 

objective. This partnership has three key objectives: policy, practice and formative and action research 

that will enable us to work more holistically on gender issues such as MHM, postpartum bleeding, 

female genital mutilation, fistula, incontinence etc. with WASH as an entry point. 

Operating Principle no. 5: Put the SH up there proudly with water and make sanitation the issue 

around which politicians fight elections. 

Sanitation is the quintessential equity issue! Whilst all these entitlements are equally important in the 

spectrum of human rights— sanitation poverty is particularly inequitable because it is often coupled 
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with indignity, expulsion, punishment and shame. The sanitation poor are doubly discriminated against 

– denied basic services, they are then shunned for the appalling conditions they live and work in. 

Sanitation workers are socially stigmatized in many parts of the world for being born into or choosing a 

trade that seeks to manage human waste. Surely this cannot be right?  

I listened to the comment yesterday about water with interest – thinking well it’s a victory of sorts – we 

seem to have come full circle. But is it? We know that sanitation is severely off track and also that the H 

is still often silent – but because we are in the midst of a state of emergency, particularly in some 

countries including my own that has profound deleterious impacts on our neighbours. How can we 

continue to ignore the fact that 50% of malnutrition is associated with repeated diarrhoea or intestinal 

worm infections as a result of unsafe water, inadequate sanitation or insufficient hygiene (WHO) 

changing the way in which whole generations are born, grow and live?  This is a state of emergency that 

affects each and every one of us where it touches most – at home and with family – a massive equity 

issue because it can be prevented. Sanitation is equally important outside the home as increasingly 

consumptive lifestyles leave heavy footprints and generate increasing quantities and varieties of waste.  

In Monrovia last year, the High Level Panels concluded that the post-2015 framework must be "people-

centred and planet-sensitive and that unsustainable development is not worth having”. Good Hygiene, 

sanitation and waste management will be essential to protect human capital and sustain a strong 

natural resource base including water sources on which livelihoods depend. 

Operating Principle no. 6: Link the process of building the evidence to action and change. 

Yes we need evidence – no doubt. All evidence – anecdotal or otherwise, has its place. But in my own 

experience the WASH story is actually extremely compelling and policy change and linked investments 

and practice can happen without waiting for expensive multi-year research studies— if we take policy 

makers, local government and people along with us. The South Asian contingent is the smallest in the 

room so I will take a minute to share with you the recent policy change in the region. On December 10th 

2013 (incidentally International Human rights Day), the Government of India accepted the Council’s 

proposal to clearly articulate hand washing and menstrual hygiene management in the policy and 

guidelines of the national sanitation policy – the Nirmal Bharat Abhiyan – with linked budgets for IEC, 

training and disposal mechanisms at institutional and community level. This was a two-year process of 

direct dialogue with thousands of women and girls across North India to break the silence and listen to 

the huge demand that came rushing forth. We did this with policy makers at all levels from the then 

Minister of Rural Development Jairam Ramesh to State Officials, the Collector or District magistrate, 

teachers, medical personnel in every state where we ran the consultations through an MHM Lab. When 

we took the proposal to them – we had already shared the outcomes of the consultations – and the 

bureaucracy was supportive. Policy makers can be partners in research rather than just recipients of the 

outcome. 

Operating Principle no. 7: Invest in changing social norms for social transformation starting with one. 

The bleak view of the WASH sector is that if we continue to do business as usual we will barely keep 

pace with demographic growth. We have heard about the need to adapt, to be more efficient and to use 
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technology better. Will we solve the sanitation crisis by building one toilet at a time? Or by moving 

communities to ODF, monitoring them so that they do not slip back and also trying to move them up the 

next step?  While also trying to manage human waste in the environment?  

I am of the generation that schooled without computers or the internet, turned in hand written 

assignments in University and pushed away with two fingers on a typewriter for my masters’ 

dissertation using white out frequently. My parents never talked to me about condoms or the pill, and 

there was no Google to ask.   

But I have seen some incredible large scale transformations that swept my world and touched me as I 

grew up with huge equity impacts: 

1. The condom went from being a bad word to being acceptable and widely accessible for 

everyone, everywhere. The humble grey plastic Nirodh is now available in every imaginable 

colour and pink is popular. 

2. HIV was talked about with fear twenty years ago, squarely addressed through strategic media 

campaigns and now infections in India have dropped by 50 % in the last 10 years 

3. Polio was a part of Indian reality but then the mid-nineties the government decided to do 

something about it and polio drops became de rigeur for every child everywhere – the last 

reported case was in 2011 and if no case is reported this year WHO will remove India from the 

list of polio endemic countries.  

These were all large, systematic interventions conceived at scale to tackle behaviours while putting 

people at the centre. They all had huge equity impacts.  

In conclusion, Amartya Sen’s latest book, ‘An Uncertain Glory’, makes an impassioned plea for the basics 

of human decency and life in thinking about progress and development— the dignity of having a safe 

toilet and water for drinking and hygiene feature prominently as markers of true progress. 

For this we must redefine success and how we will measure it. 80% is not good enough because the 

remaining 20% is the same group that is always left out and denied a host of basic services. This also 

calls for new ways of measuring this success by putting the last mile first. 

In a post-MDG development paradigm that seeks to reduce inequalities, while delivering good services 

we will need to be more impatient and innovative starting with the last mile, the systematically 

unreached and unserved.  

This house must and does believe that we can and will reach every one, everywhere all the time. 

 

 

 


