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This booklet was produced by the following member organizations 
of the steering committee of Switzerland’s national campaign 
launched on the occasion of the International Year of Sanitation 
2008 declared by the UN.

–  The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) is 
the federal government’s competence centre for international 
cooperation, i.e. multilateral cooperation, development coop-
eration with countries in the South and East, and humanitarian 
assistance.

–  The State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) is the federal 
government’s competence centre for all core economic policy 
issues, including economic development cooperation with the 
South and East.

–  The Federal Office for the Environment (FOEN) is the federal 
government’s centre of environmental expertise. Its duties in-
clude the maintenance of water quality standards in lakes, rivers 
and groundwater and their protection from pollution.

–  The Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH) issues provisions to 
promote and maintain the highest possible health standards for 
the population in Switzerland.

The Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and Technology 
(Eawag) works at the cutting edge of global research, especially in 
the field of sanitation and sewage treatment.

The Swiss Water Pollution Control Association (VSA) promotes 
wastewater management technologies and the protection of the 
aquatic environment.

The Association of Sewage Plant Operators in Western Switzerland 
(GRESE) works to raise the technical knowledge and expertise of 
those working in sewage treatment by means of training pro-
grammes and the formation of a network for sharing experience.
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In Switzerland, toilets are part of everyday life. Sewerage systems 
and wastewater treatment plants are taken so much for granted 
that nobody even thinks about them. Yet in the 21st century there 
are 2.5 billion people with no access to a WC. We are talking about 
a third of the world’s population. Every twenty seconds a child un-
der the age of five dies from diarrhoea-related disease due to a lack 
of basic sanitation, hygiene and clean drinking-water. This statistic 
makes plain that sanitary installations are in no sense a luxury. 
This silent tragedy has cost more lives than the AIDS pandemic 
and more than all the world’s armed conflicts since 1945. Yet it is 
a disaster that somehow largely escapes political attention.

To mobilize for this global health crisis, the United Nations de-
clared 2008 to be the International Year of Sanitation and launched 
a long-term, world-wide campaign. And there is no time to lose, 
for sanitation is an indispensable key to development. After all, 
how are poverty and hunger to be abated, health and education 
improved and water resources protected if one in two people in 
the countries of the South have no access to even the most basic 
sanitary facilities?

 

Ten billion dollars. That is the amount needed each year to provide 
50 percent of these deprived people with sustainable access to 
drinking-water and basic sanitation by 2015. And if this spending 
commitment were maintained, sanitary suffering would be over-
come world-wide over a period of ten to twenty years. This spend-
ing objective still appears to be far away. But is it? After all, we only 
have to bear in mind that Europeans spend ten billion dollars each 
summer just on ice cream.
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From the beginning, Switzerland has been part 
of the group of countries raising the alarm on 
the global sanitation scandal. The Swiss aware-
ness and mobilization campaign is conducted 
by a number of different public and private 
partners and centres on four messages which 
form the focus of this small brochure.

 Sanitation 
and hygiene were key elements in Switzer-
land’s own social and economic development. 
They have been central to the prevention of 
epidemics. Almost one hundred years ago, the 
Swiss still commonly lived in very poor hygi-
enic conditions. Back then, life expectancy was 
just forty years. Today it is over eighty years 
– a change for the better that was achieved in 
good measure by laying sewers and building 
sewage treatment plants.

 The sewage system now serves 
97% of the Swiss population. However, just maintaining the 
network of pipes and installations demands a commitment to 
long-term investment. New challenges, like removing micropollut-
ants from wastewater, can only be met by ensuring an intact and 
effective infrastructure.

 In the internet age, one third of 
humanity still have to defecate in unacceptable and sometimes 
even life-threatening conditions. This reality deprives them of their 
dignity as human beings.

 The lack 
of sanitation is not a question of fate! The know-how and tech-
nologies are available. Households, communities, local and national 
governments, citizens and private-sector companies must all work 
together to make sanitary installations universally available through-
out the entire world. In Switzerland, we can take stand and advo-
cate the investments that are needed to make this happen.

Campaign poster issued by 
the Water Supply & Sanitation 
Collaborative Council.
Two million children a year 
die of diarrhoeal diseases.
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Explained in brief, sanitation encompasses the collection, trans-
portation, treatment and disposal or recycling of human urine and 
feases as well as wastewater from homes and industry. Sanitation 
also includes public health campaigns to raise awareness about 
daily hygiene. 

 

Conditions improved for more than a billion people between 1990 
and 2004 thanks to the provision of latrines. But that still leaves 
2.5 billion people for whom «going to the toilet» remains an impos-
sibility. As an average for developing countries, only one person in 
two has access to elementary sanitary installations. The regions 
with the lowest sanitation coverage are Sub-Saharan Africa (31%) 
and South Asia (33%). 

Sanitation is crucial to public health. The lack of effective facilities 
and the resulting hygiene problems cause the spread of diseases 
like diarrhoea, cholera, typhus, hepatitis A and dysentery. These 
diseases kill two million people a year – mainly children under the 
age of five. They stunt people’s physical and mental growth and 
lead to certain forms of blindness.
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What are the factors responsible for this ongoing health disaster? 
There are many causes, but the main ones are the low level of 
interest by various governments in the developing world, the short-
age of funding, the lack of drinking-water supplies, the inadequate 
sanitary installations, and the poor hygiene in public facilities like 
hospitals and schools.

A study by the World Health Organization has shown that better 
access to drinking-water, sanitary installations and elementary hy-
giene would reduce diarrhoeal diseases by 25% to 37%. 

Sufficient drinking-water and elementary sanitary installations are 
two of the keys to fighting not only poverty, hunger and infant 
mortality but also gender inequality. Women and young girls suf-
fer particularly from the lack of latrines because they are forced to 
defecate in unsafe and dark places. Moreover, many schools do 
not have separate WCs for boys and girls. This can often result in 
families deciding not to send their girls to school because they 
have concerns about violence and rape.

Access to sanitary installations is not only about hygiene and 
health but also about human dignity: sanitation is a human rights 
imperative.
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Although one of the poorest countries in the world, Bangladesh 
has taken some remarkable steps forward in the field of sanitation 
and hygiene. Just three years ago, only 33% of households had 
access to the most elementary sanitary installations; this figure 
has risen to almost 80% today. Such spectacular success was 
achieved thanks to a comprehensive awareness-raising campaign 
run by the government with the support of UNICEF. In a sense, 
the campaign generated the demand for toilets across society. It 
managed to reposition them as a desirable product that makes life 
more comfortable and offers privacy.

The stimulus to private-sector business activity was so strong that 
a real explosion occurred in the supply of low-priced models from 
local production. This outcome would not, however, have been so 
impressive without the active involvement of civil society. A sec-
tion of society took on the task of reviewing hygiene practices and 
countering bad habits. This social pressure caused a progressive 
change in people’s mentality. The provision of toilets has led to a 
strong reduction in the number of diarrhoeal diseases and signifi-
cant savings on medical costs.

In India, Dr. Bindeshwar Pathak has built up Sulabh International 
Social Service Organisation, a movement for hygiene and sanita-
tion. He has developed technologies for the disposal of human 
excreta in homes and public places. 

The Sulabh latrine consists of a pit with two chambers for alternate 
use. When one chamber is full, the second is put into operation. 
During a long storage period (1-2 years), the decomposing excreta 
in the unused chamber dries out and the pathogens die. This 
system greatly reduces the risk of disease transmission. And the 
resulting «compost» can be used in agriculture. 

The initiative has so far led to the installation of more than one 
million toilets in private dwellings and the construction of about 
6,000 public toilet buildings, mainly in slums areas where there is 
no space for private WCs in the cramped living conditions.

Important improvements 
in construction have made 
latrines widely affordable.
The picture shows latrine 
slabs with a plastic siphon.
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Sulabh has developed the hydraulic siphon arrangement into an 
effective, affordable and culturally acceptable system. 

The cost of these toilets can range from between 10 up to 1,000 
dollars, depending on the social status of the customer. Sulabh has 
also set up training schemes to disseminate the necessary know-
how for toilet construction to local communities. The organization 
has managed to raise public awareness in India about the whole 
subject of sanitation.

The town of Nukus once stood near the shore of the Aral Sea. 
The consequences of the ecological disaster are now apparent 
everywhere. The rapid shrinkage of sea has left the region with 
reduced rainfall, salty dust storms and rising salinity in the ground-
water. Consequently, local people suffer from a number of serious 
illnesses.

A large-scale project was launched in 2000 to renew the sewage 
system. It has helped to improve people’s quality of life and public 
hygiene in Nukus. The legacy of this work, which was completed 
in 2007, includes seven pumping stations, 28 pumps, appropriate 
technical support, and first-class training for local staff. The project 
has doubled the number of household connects to the sewage 
system, raising coverage to 61%.

Supported by a public-private partnership, a global initiative was 
launched in 2001 to promote the message «Wash your hands with 
soap». The latest studies demonstrate that proper hand-washing is 
the most effective way of avoiding diarrhoeal diseases and respi-
ratory infections. This measure alone would be enough to reduce 
the incidence of diarrhoeal diseases by almost 50% and save at 
least a million lives.

It is a elementary hygiene message that also needs to be directed 
repeatedly at all layers of society in the industrial world, from chil-
dren at school to health professionals in hospitals.
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