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Synthesis document: the intricate relationship between  
water and sanitation
India Sanitation Coalition, IRC and Taru Leading Edge recently organized a new dialogue under the ‘Insights’ 
series to understand the importance of having adequate water to ensure sustainable sanitation.

IndIa Is workIng towards achIevIng 
open defecatIon free (odf) status by 
October 2nd, 2019.  Over the years, several steps 
have been taken by various stakeholders to fulfill 
this objective. Since the launch of the Swachh 
Bharat Mission (Gramin) on October 2014, 7.23 crore 
individual household Latrines (IHHLs) have been 
constructed, which takes the national sanitation 
coverage to 84.59 percent[1]. Under the SBM (G), 
the major thrust has been on construction of toilets 
without ensuring adequate availability of water. This 
is a fundamental aspect in which lies the attainment 
of sustainability and usage of these toilets. Water 
and sanitation are inextricably linked and cannot 
separate one from the other and they have to be 
managed in a conjunctive manner.

Toilets do not cover the breadth of the sanitation 
challenge. The provision of toilets is a necessary first stage 
but it is by no means the complete answer to addressing 
all aspects of the issue. Sustained usage of these toilets 
will not be possible unless there is continuous and 
adequate supply of water. If access to water is erratic 
or absent then there is no water available for daily 
activities like ablution, flushing, hand-wash or even 
cleaning. India is already struggling to cope with chronic 
water shortage and the inadequacies within its existing 
water infrastructure. More than 600 million people face 
acute water shortage in the country with 84% of rural 
households not having access to piped water. Moreover, 
70% of India’s surface water is contaminated2 and other 
critical groundwater resources that account for 40% of  
water supply  is being depleted rapidly at unsustainable 
rates.



current problems with regard to water and sanitation, 
the aim is to encourage new thinking and find ways of 
achieving the same results in a much more effective and 
sustainable way. 
 

ensurIng sustaInabIlIty of sanItatIon programmes 
For sustaining the ODF status in India, the sanitation 
programmes should be designed with special emphasis 
on establishing sewage infrastructure. This should 
include safe handling and disposal of waste along with 
integrating the following water related aspects:

adequaCy: Providing easy access along with sustained 
and sufficient quantity of water in an equitable manner

qualIty: Enhancing the sanitation coverage with 
improved water quality and emphasizing on quality 
protection and prevention of contamination

relIabIlIty: Establishing and strengthening access to 
improved sanitation services including water security 
and availability

aFFordabIlIty: Ensuring inclusiveness for both urban 
and rural populations with equitable accessibility

It is estimated that by 2030, the demand for water in 
India will exceed its supply by a factor of two, resulting 
in severe water scarcity for hundreds of millions2.  With 
basic needs unmet and the human right to water and 
sanitation remaining unrealized for a large section of 
the population across the country, it would prove to 
be a huge deterrent for the existing programs that are 
working towards making India open defecation free 
(ODF) in the panchayats, villages and cities.
 
India is facing significant challenges in the provision 
of quality water, sanitation, and drainage. Inequality 
in access is acute, with a large urban population 
accessing sanitation facilities as compared to rural India. 
Additionally, a large number population still continues 
to defecate in the open.  Given this grim reality, having a 
Swachh Bharat without adequate water security will be 
a huge challenge.
 

dIalogue on the Importance of water for sanItatIon
India Sanitation Coalition, IRC and Taru Leading Edge 
recently organized a new dialogue under the ‘Insights’ 
series to understand the importance of having adequate 
water to ensure sustainable sanitation.
 
The dialogue on Water for Sanitation was held at the FICCI 
Federation House in Delhi on 27th April 2018. Hosted as 
a part of ISC-FICCI Sanitation Awards and Conclave 2018, 
this deliberation had a robust participation with Mr. Nitya 
Jacob (SuSanA India Coordinator) as the moderator. The 
other panelists included – Ms. Meena Narula (Country 
Head, Water for People), Mr. Raghava Neti (Senior 
Infrastructure Specialist, World Bank), and Mr. Amit Arora 
(Journalist, Doordarshan).
 
The initial discussion focused on the essentials and 
necessity for water security from a sanitation perspective. 
The panelists stressed on the need for holistic planning right 
from the start phase of any programme implementation. 
While toilets are a fundamental part of overcoming the 
sanitation challenge, they are the means not the end of 
the sanitation challenge. They will only deliver the results 
when coupled with measures. To attain success with the 
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“

“

water is provided by a particular and sanitation 
by another. the various institutions have to 
converge to achieve the desired outcomes. the 
focus should be on integrating the two to meet 
long term objectives.

RAGHAVA NETI
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understandIng the gaps and challenges
The panelists discussed the existing problems with 
sanitation coverage especially with regard to water. 
It was observed that intervention strategies and their 
implementation in Indian context is a big hurdle.  The 
need of the hour is to identify the gaps in existing system 
of sanitation with respect to its structure, functioning and 
to prioritize the control strategies according to the need of 
the country. The panel thinks that the following are some 
of the major challenges encountered at the ground level 
include:
 
the Current ImplementatIon plan that IS 
draFted annually In all the StateS across India 
primarily focuses on the number of toilets that needs to 
be built instead of ODF sustainability and provision of 
improved services. It is perhaps the right time to critically 
evaluate and move beyond the excessive attention 
on ‘provision’ and pay attention to the underlying 
complexities that influence sanitation behaviour among 
people The focus should be on providing basic services 
along with toilets for long-term sustainability instead of 
just achieving short-term objectives

From a SanItatIon perSpeCtIve, water aS a 
reSourCe needS attentIon. The vital aspect of this 
issue relates to adequacy and lack of availability of water 
for daily use. The other is creating the infrastructure like 
piped lines that would help keep the toilets function. The 
lack of understanding and segregation within homes 
about potable drinking water and domestic use is another 
developmental area

the mInIStry oF drInkIng water and SanItatIon 
(mdwS) is responsible for implementation of rural water 
and sanitation related programmes across India. However, 
the lack of coordination and convergence between the 
many programmes on water and sanitation remains a 
huge execution challenge that ultimately impacts both, 
the reach and success

SanItatIon programS oFten do not lay 
emphaSIS on CommunIty engagement. The lack 
of involvement from the community, particularly women 
affect the attainment of the laid objectives of the water 
and sanitation programmes and consequently influences 
their sustainability

aS per global StatIStICS, only 17% oF global 
water reSourCe management planS InClude 
women.  According to UNICEF, women and girls across 
the world totally spend about 200 million hours every 
day to collect safe water. Estimates show that they have 
to collectively travel 90 billion hours to go to a safe place 
to defecate. The undignified life of millions of of women 
who have no place to defecate or urinate and have to do 

it without conditions of safety, hygiene, privacy or dignity 
is often ignored. The big question for policy makers is to 
acknowledge the burden on girls and women and focus of 
addressing their needs while designing and planning for 
sanitation coverage

although many areaS provIde aCCeSS  
to toIletS, moSt  oFten theIr upkeep IS 
queStIonable. The Septage is not well managed and 
sewage is discharged untreated.  This has led to 70% of 
India’s surface water resources and a growing percentage of 
its groundwater reserves to be contaminated by biological, 
toxic, organic, and inorganic pollutants, rendering them 
unsafe not only for human consumption but also for other 
activities, such as irrigation and industrial needs

laCk oF houSehold water qualIty  
management to Complement the continuing 
expansion of coverage and upgrading of services is erratic. 
Addressing this gap would be an effective intervention in 
many parts of the country

the programmeS deSIgned For the SanItatIon 
eCoSyStem need to be FInanCIally vIable and 
must employ and integrate environmentally sustainable 
technology to address sanitation challenges in hilly 
regions, flood prone areas and places that have a high 
water table.

the way forward
The consequences of poor sanitation can be devastating 
on both, human health and the environment. Sanitation 
has to include integrated water resource planning and 
management for avoiding contamination and ensuring 
sustainability. Their needs to be a multi-pronged strategy 

“

“

the issue of access to water and water security 
in the context of sanitation is not adequately 
addressed. this is one of the major reasons 
for people to defecate in the open in spite of 
provision of toilets.

NITYA JACOB
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that includes infrastructure development and community 
engagement to make sure that there is maximum coverage.  
The sanitation challenges require urgent attention and 
the panelists enlisted certain actionable points that would 
guide the way forward in achieving the desired results in 
the sanitation space.

InstItutIonal and programmatIc delIvery
The different stakeholders working in the sanitation space 
have admitted that the government and various other 
agencies to tackle the problem of sanitation have taken 
significant strides, and although these efforts are yielding 
positive results, a lot still remains to be done.

StrengthenIng InStItutIonal reSponSe and 
improving the coordination & convergence between water 
and sanitation programmes across various stakeholders 
including government (at different levels) and other 
agencies will go a long way in creating sustainability and 
hence a wider impact

InvolvIng and organIzIng women to beCome 
memberS of the water user committees and train them 
to manage water resource for domestic and drinking 
purpose use. Helping them understand this segregation 
helps them to do water planning and encouraging the use 
of toilets

plannIng and ImplementatIon oF water and 
SanItatIon SyStemS should take into account the 
native challenges and problems of the community and 
envisage solutions in accordance with the local context of 
water and sanitation

the way Forward IS to promote and deSIgn 
a hoSt oF toIlet technology options that encourage 
usage, promote efficient use of water and have a sewage 
treatment plan

eFFortS need to be made to enSure CapaCIty 
buIldIng and traInIng oF human reSourCeS at 
all levels in the sanitation value chain. This is absolutely 
necessary to not only influence user behaviour but will 
also ultimately have an impact on long-term success of 
any program in the space

partnerShIpS wIth the prIvate SeCtor will also 
help augment sanitation planning and implementation

ImprovIng partICIpatIon From key 
StakeholderS (community, politicians, local 
government, implementing institution) during all 
the phases of the sanitation value chain: planning, 
implementation and post-implementation of policies, 
programs and services.

For effective and successful deployment or Improvement 
in sanitation services requires newer strategies and 
targeted interventions with follow-up evaluation. Regular 
monitoring of usage and presence of a robust feedback 
mechanism is absolutely mandatory.
 

communIty engagement
There is a dire need to shift to community-based 
management approach because local authorities are in 
daily contact with user. The local context allows for more 
efficient and effective responses to local conditions and 
institutions and groups are better equipped to solicit better 
participation in sanitation activities. The panelists enlisted 
the following ways in which community engagement can 
be augmented:

loCal water reSourCe management is very 
important in strengthening the use of sanitation services. 
Conducting water budgeting exercises with communities 
will aid water planning and usage of toilets among native 
groups

InStIllIng a SenSe oF prIde and ownerShIp 
within the community that their district is open defecation 
free. The community also needs to pressurise the local 
bodies to build the infrastructure to support water security 
and sanitation

“

“

toilets are an essential part of overcoming 
the sanitation challenge, however merely 
constructing them is not enough. Sustained 
access to water to keep them functional and 
influencing a behavioral change are equally 
important for avoiding odF.

AMIT ARORA



For more information on the “Insights” knowledge series visit the India Sanitation Coalition website.

This document is a product of the Insights Series; developed by IRC, India Sanitation Coalition and Taru Leading Edge.
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to brIdge IndIa’S gap In SanItatIon praCtICeS, It 
IS ImperatIve to Involve women In the proCeSS. 
They need to be involved at every level; right from being 
a part of water user committees, educating and engaging 
them to manage water for domestic use as well as 
providing access to drinking water. Simultaneously, active 
efforts have to be made to address the issue of accessibility 
and availability of water for toilet usage

enCourage women to beCome jalbandhuS who 
encourage others in the community to use toilets. It would 
be highly beneficial to empower women by setting up 
enterprises for O&M of water points to ensure that if there 
is a breakdown in water services, they were self-reliant to 
fix it and hence toilet usage was not impacted

women empowerment IS CrItICal to the 
SuCCeSS and reaCh of water and sanitation programs. 
This is only possible when they are empowered to be a part 
of local systems so that they find representation and their 
needs are addressed.

eFFeCtIve IeC CampaIgn is necessary for propagating 
safe sanitation practices, efficient use of water use, safe 
disposal of waste etc.

medIa Can play a pIvotal role in supporting 
sanitation agendas across the country. This can be achieved 
through strategic partnerships, engagement, capacity 
building and using them for creating accountability among 
the various stakeholders. Sanitation practices including 
publishing of case studies and best practices will greatly 
benefit the whole ecosystem.

conclusIon
A number of factors have been found to play an important 
role in determining the efficacy of toilets. Sticking to 
toilet-using habit depends on construction aspects such 
as a good and well maintained, user friendly structure 
that protects privacy, has availability of water and where 

“

“

It is critical to have an inclusive approach when 
it comes to sanitation services. empowering 
women is the key, not only will their voices be 
heard in areas that are significant but will also 
bring focus to their needs and challenges, which 
can be then addressed effectively.

MEENA NARULA

the owners are aware of the benefits of good sanitation. 
The first step over the years was to build toilets, the next 
was to connect them to treatment systems but the bigger 
glaring issue today is that of functionality. Toilets will be 
usable only if there is assured supply of of water and for 
sustainability adequate access and supply is critical.

It is critical to set up developmental goals, monitor 
and track them to determine coverage and impact. 
Operational aspects such as well-defined institutional 
roles and mechanisms, appropriate plans for management 
of funds, coordination between the departments to deal 
with all the aspects of sanitation, empowerment and 
capacity building of people within these institutions and 
use of improved and appropriate technologies have also 
been found to be important determinants for improving 
sanitation outcomes.

[1] Source: http://sbm.gov.in/sbmreport/Report/Physical/SBM_TargetVsAchievementWithout1314.aspx accessed on 22nd May 2018
[2] Source: Composite Water Management Index June 2018, NITI Aayog, http://social.niti.gov.in/uploads/sample/water_index_report.pdf
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