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‘Why do we need an International Year of Sanitation? 
Here is why: Because clean water and sanitation are 

not only about hygiene and disease, they’re about dig-
nity, too. Relieving yourself in hazardous places means 
risking everything from urological disease to harass-
ment and rape. Many examples show that self-esteem 
begins with having a safe and proper toilet facility. 

That is why we, as policymakers, opinion leaders and 
stakeholders, must make an effort to make proper sani-
tation accessible and available to everyone. Because ev-
eryone and that means ALL the people in the world, has 
the right to a healthy life and a life with dignity. In other 
words: everyone have the right to sanitation.’ 

HRH Prince Willem-Alexander 
of the Netherlands

Chair UN Secretary General’s Advisory 
Board on Water and Sanitation
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On 20th December 2006, the UN General assembly 
declared 2008 as the International Year of Sanita-
tion (IYS). The proposal was brought into the Gen-
eral Assembly by 48 Countries at the recommenda-
tion of the UN Secretary General’s Advisory Board 
on Water and Sanitation. The International Year of 
Sanitation provides the global community with an 
opportunity to raise awareness and accelerate ac-
tions for the achievement of the sanitation MDG 
through a variety of actions and interventions. 

UN-Water welcomes and supports International 
Year of Sanitation as it provides an important op-
portunity to impact and improve the lives of chil-
dren and their families throughout the world. IYS is 
expected to stimulate dialogue at all levels and cre-
ate a context for political leadership, leading to the 
allocation of greater resources to sanitation for the 
poor. The UN-Water Task Force on sanitation have 
come together to produce this publication Tackling 

a global crisis: International Year of Sanitation 2008 to 
contribute to this dialogue and help advocate and 
increase awareness of the importance of sanitation 
throughout the globe. The co-ordination of this 
work was jointly undertaken by UN-HABITAT and 
UNICEF on behalf of UN-Water.

The messages are clear: sanitation is vital for 
health; enhances social development; is a good eco-
nomic investment; improves the environment and 
most importantly it is achievable. More resources 
and stronger commitments are needed to deliver 
on the promise made in the Millennium Develop-
ment Goal (7c), to halve the number of those with-
out access to basic sanitation by 2015.

Let us use 2008, the International Year of Sani-
tation, to expose this scandal of human indignity, 
unnecessary child death and lost economic oppor-
tunities by redoubling our efforts and bring this si-
lent crisis to an end.

Dr. Pasquale Steduto
Chair UN-Water
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Around the world, 2.6 billion people1 do not 
have a clean and safe place to use for perform-

ing their bodily functions – they lack that basic 
necessity, a toilet. Among those who make up this 
shocking total, those who live in towns and crowd-
ed rural environments daily confront squalor all 
around them, including human faeces, flies, and 
other disease-carrying agents. 

This hidden global scandal constitutes an affront 
to human dignity on a massive scale. The most im-
portant outcomes are: 

widespread damage to human health • 
and child survival prospects; 
social misery especially for women, • 
the elderly and infirm; 
depressed economic productivity • 
and human development; 
pollution to the living environment • 
and water resources.

In the industrialized world, the modern ‘sanitary 
revolution’ has long meant that everyone has ac-
cess to a flush toilet in their home. Water for bath-
ing, laundry and all domestic use is piped into the 
household, and once sullied, piped out again. At 
the touch of a handle, human wastes are removed 
into a sewer or septic tank. In the developing world, 
such facilities are denied to the vast majority. Nei-
ther do they enjoy storm water drainage or regular 
refuse collection to keep streets and communities 
clean. Ninety per cent of human excreta in such 

environments end up untreated in rivers, causing 
serious pollution2. 

For too long, policy-makers have talked about 
‘water and sanitation’ as if they were one and 
the same thing. Water, without which nothing on 
earth can survive, is popularly desired and its sup-
ply is politically backed above all life-supporting 
services. But sanitation remains the poor relation. 
Neither people nor politicians want to engage with 
sanitation, however necessary it may be. Dirt and 
its removal are distasteful topics. So the resources 
needed to tackle the global sanitation crisis have 
not been forthcoming. 

In
tr

od
uc

ti
on

Ph
ot

o 
©

 U
N

-H
AB

IT
AT

6



Recognition of the sanitation crisis has prompt-
ed the United Nations to declare 2008 The Inter-

national Year of Sanitation (IYS), and invite its own 
member states and organizations, and well-wish-
ers all over the world, to get involved. The IYS pro-
vides an opportunity to draw attention to the needs 
of over one-third of global citizens for the most ba-
sic of services by promoting five key messages con-
cerning sanitation, and to generate new resources 
to address the crisis at international, national and 
community levels. The fact that the nations of the 
world have put this issue squarely on the interna-
tional agenda is an indication that popular and of-
ficial attitudes are changing. The time has come to 
take action to address the sanitation crisis. 

Those organizations backing the IYS are us-
ing 2008 to bring this neglected subject out of the 
closet. The taboos surrounding sanitation are be-
ing broken, and its profile raised with policy mak-
ers, politicians, civil society and the general public. 
Action is being stimulated at every level from the 
household to the international to generate momen-
tum behind sanitary transformation. Investments 
are increasing, in basic toilets, personal hygiene, 
laundry, solid waste management and drainage in-
frastructure that millions of ordinary people need, 
want and can afford. 

In 2002, a Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 
was set, of halving by 2015 the numbers of those in 
1990 obliged to manage without toilets. But prog-
ress towards the Sanitation Goal has been much too 
slow. With sufficient political will, financial invest-

2008: A
 year for addressing the sanitation challenge

ment, popular participation, and the most appro-
priate and affordable technological and hygiene 
education approaches, the 2015 Sanitation Goal can 
be reached. 

Source: WHO/UNICEF, Joint Monitoring Programme, 2006
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Sanitation is vital for health 1. 
Lack of toilets and the safe confinement of excreta away 
from hands, feet, drinking water and eating utensils, and 
lack of hygiene, especially failure to wash hands after def-
ecation, lead to the transmission of diarrhoeal disease. Pro-
vision of sanitation is important for the prevention of ill-
ness of all kinds, and saves the huge costs of medical treat-
ment. 

Sanitation contributes to social development2. 
Where sanitation facilities and hygienic behaviour are pres-
ent, rates of illness drop, malnutrition in children is reduced, 
more children, especially girls, attend school and learn bet-
ter, and women’s safety and dignity are improved.

Sanitation is a good economic investment3. 
Improved sanitation has positive economic benefits. Liveli-
hoods and employment opportunities are enhanced, and 
the costs to the community and to the nation of illness and 
lost productivity is reduced.

Sanitation helps the environment4. 
Improved disposal of human waste promotes environ-
mental cleanliness and protects streams, rivers, lakes and 
underground aquifers from pollution. Safely composted, 
excreta can be used as fertilizer.

Sanitation is achievable 5. 
Tried and tested appropriate technologies, programme 
models and people-centred approaches can be rolled out 
where there is the will to do so. The cost of meeting the 
Sanitation Goal – US$9.5 billion a year3 – is affordable. T
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