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Sanitation and related 

sustainability criteria –

How to indicate the quality of 

sanitation?

GTZ Germany www.gtz.de/ecosan and www.susana.org
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“Sanitation” includes:

� Excreta management (faeces, urine)
� Greywater management
� Solid waste management
� Drainage (for rainwater / stormwater)

The main (the only) focus of the MDG 
indicator on access to basic sanitation
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Sanitation should be understood as a 
system

Household 
toilets

Part A

Treatment 
and 
storage

Treatment for 
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greywater, 
urine

Road-
based 
transport 
and/or 
pipes

Road-
based 
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Part B Part C Part D

Reuse (e.g. 
agriculture)

Sale of fertiliser, 
compost, 
irrigation water

Part E

Toilets, 
showers, 
baths, sinks, 
washing 
machines, …

= the focus of the MDG monitoring indicators

Crop grown with sanitation products (fertiliser, wa ter)
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Why is it so difficult and important to 
indicate the quality of sanitation?

� Whilst someone can have “no water”, there is no such thing as 
“no sanitation”

� Even in the absence of any infrastructure, we still excrete urine 
and faeces � we always “have sanitation”

� Sanition of low quality causes:
� Pollution of drinking water sources

� Spread of diseases

� High under-5 child mortality
� Intestinal worms

� Low school attendance (especially girls)

� ... needless suffering!

Child defecating in a canal in the slum of Gege 
in the city of Ibadan, Nigeria

(Photo: Adebayo Alao (Nigeria), Sept. 2007)



27.05.2009     Seite 55IWA World Water Congress, Vienna, Austria, 9 September 2008

How can we measure the quality of 
sanitation?

Basic 
sanitation

Improved 
sanitation

Sustainable 
sanitation

Ecological 
sanitation

Safe 
sanitation

Adequate 
sanitation

MDG (JMP) language

Human right to water and 
sanitation language

SuSanA language

Acceptable 
sanitation

UN Habitat
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General Comment 15 on the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR)

“Ensuring that everyone has access to adequate 
sanitation is […] a fundamental for human dignity and 
privacy […]”:

Availability

Quality

Accessibility

Affordability

Requirements to be considered in human right to sanitation:

… and more quality characteristics:
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Reminder: 8 Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), with targets and indicators
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Reminder: MDG Water and 
Sanitation Monitoring: Targets and 
indicators
MDG 7 Target 7c 
� "Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people 

without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water and basic sanitation"

Indicator for this access:
� Proportion of population using an improved 

sanitation facility, urban and rural
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Categorisation of 
sanitation facilities

(according to JMP, the joint monitoring 
program of WHO and UNICEF)

�Flush/pour flush toilet to:

� piped sewer system

� septic tank

� pit latrine

�Ventilated improved pit (VIP) latrine

� Pit latrine with slab

� Composting toilet

� Flush/Pour flush to elsewhere

� Pit latrine without slab/open pit

� bucket latrine

� Hanging toilet/hanging latrine

� No facilities, bush or field

�Shared facilitiesU
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(these indicators refer 
only to the toilets, not to 
the rest of the sanitation 
system)



27.05.2009     Seite 1010IWA World Water Congress, Vienna, Austria, 9 September 2008

The “ladder 
approach”
to improved 
sanitation

World Health Organization and United Nations 
Children’s Fund Joint Monitoring Programme for 
Water Supply and Sanitation
(JMP). Progress on Drinking Water and 
Sanitation: Special Focus on Sanitation. 
UNICEF, New York and WHO, Geneva, 2008.

Improved sanitation facilities: 
ensures hygienic separation of 
human excreta from human 
contact and not shared

Unimproved sanitation facilities: 
do not ensure hygienic separation 
of human excreta from human 
contact

Open defecation in fields and in 
plastic bags (flying toilets)
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Disaggregated 
data on types 
of sanitation 
facilities used

Proportion of the world’s
population using an improved,
shared, or unimproved sanitation
facility or practising open
Defecation (in 2006)
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Are the challenges the same in urban as in rural ar eas?
Are all “improved” facilities adequate for densely populated urban 
areas?

Gege slum in the city of Ibadan, Nigeria 
(photo: Adebayo Alao, Sept. 2007)

Pit latrine in Maseru, Lesotho 
(E. v. Münch, Dec 06)

If not, why apply the same definitions for 
“improved” sanitation for urban and rural?
Monitoring needs to address the 
differences of urban and rural realities

Urban (unplanned)
Peri-urban
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„The assessment of basic sanitation should not be b ased on 
the type of installation but on criteria such as su stainability,
health and the environment.“

GTZ (2007) MDG monitoring for urban water and sanitation – catc hing up with 
reality , Eschborn, Germany

(slide courtesy Dirk Schäfer, gtz)
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“Improved sanitation” is not always 
equal to sustainable sanitation:

1. Systems which use flush toilets that deliver 
excreta to a piped sewer connection, but where 
the generated wastewater is not treated at all, 
and contributes to downstream environmental 
pollution and health risks 

2. Pit latrines (with a slab) if they obviously 
contribute to groundwater pollution with nitrate 
and pathogens (for high population density)

3. Septic tanks where faecal sludge is dumped 
indiscriminatorily into the environment

Are 
counted 
in MDGs 
but are 
not 
sustaina-
ble
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What is “sustainable sanitation”?

A sustainable sanitation system is one which:
� is economically viable,
� is socially acceptable,
� is technically and institutionally appropriate,
� protects the environment and natural resources

There is probably no system which is absolutely 
sustainable.
The concept of sustainability is a vector (direction).

Source: Vision document 1 of Sustainable Sanitation Alliance “Towards more 
sustainable sanitation solutions”, Feb. 2008
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SuSanA is a loose network of 91 organisations with common goal
Started Jan. 2007, open to others, 12 thematic working groups
Website: www.susana.org

Current: Aug 08
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Goal of the SuSanA

� to contribute to the achievement of the MDGs by 
promoting sanitation systems which are taking into 
consideration all aspects of sustainability
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Sustainability criteria: 
to be considered when improving an existing or designing a 
new sanitation system

1. health and hygiene
2. environment and natural 

resources
3. technology and operation
4. financial and economic issues
5. socio-cultural and institutional 

aspects
Source: Vision document 1 of Sustainable Sanitation Alliance “Towards more 
sustainable sanitation solutions”, Feb. 2008
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Conclusions
� Measuring the quality of sanitation is a difficult task

� Most attempts overly simplify the issue to toilets 
alone

� Sanitation is a system (transport, treatment, reuse; 
excreta, greywater, solid waste, drainage)

� Indicators used in MDG programme are very simplistic 
but presumably “fit for purpose” (?)

� Assessing the sustainability of sanitation as promoted by 
the SuSanA is difficult to do in household surveys

� We need to communicate regarding the quality of 
sanitation: JMP, SuSanA, UN-HABITAT, human rights 
approach group, advocacy groups, the media, ... � can 
we speak with one voice?


