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One of the United Nations’ (UN) long-term goals in the eradication of poverty is to increase access to 
proper sanitation and hygiene facilities, as there are an estimated 2.4 billion people worldwide who 
do not have access to proper sanitatation.  The UN has recognized the human right for water, 
sanitation, and hygiene, are regards them as being essential for the achievement of all other human 
rights.  Despite this, many people in the world live without access to sanitary facilities.  This is 
particularly true in Africa, where the problem of lack of sanitation and hygiene has been a prevalent 
one for many years. 

Many citizens of African nations often find that they must use alternative forms of sanitation, which 
may not be clean or hygienic.  The main issue with this is that it greatly increases the risk of 
contraction of infectious diseases, such as HIV and tuberculosis (TB), which is an extremely critical 
issue.  This is particularly true in Sub-Saharan Africa, which accounts for approximately 69% of HIV 
cases on the continent.  As sanitation and hygiene are crucial aspects in the maintenance of public 
health, there is an increased risk of epidemics breaking out within communities if proper sanitation 
facilities are not provided to the public.  Poor hygiene practices, such as open defecation, are also 
still very common in African nations, therefore increasing the risk to public health.  Specifically, it is 
considered one of the chief causes of diarrhea, which is accredited as being one of the largest child-
killing diseases in Africa and in the world, as it accounts for 9% of all deaths for children under the 
age of five. 

The UN has taken steps to solving this issue, however it is increasingly evident that broader action is 
needed to effectively resolve it.  Many nations in Africa have pledged themselves to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which are aimed at eradicating poverty 
on a global level.  One of these goals is SDG 6, which is to ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all.  SDG 6 has a target year of 2030, which means that an 
effective long-term solution to the problem needs to be found by then.  

Sanitation 

Conditions that are related to public health usually having to do with access to clean drinking water 

and acceptable sewage disposal.  

Hygiene 

Practices that are aimed at maintaining good health and preventing the contraction of infectious 

diseases, especially through cleanliness. 

Open Defecation 

The practice of people defecting without using a designated toilet, usually outside.  

INTRODUCTION 
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Pathogen 

A substance, or agent, that infects the body and causes diseases, such as bacteria, viruses, or fungus.  

Environmental Sustainability 

The ability to place demands on the environment without reducing its capacity to allow people to 

live comfortably in the present and in the future.  

Infectious Diseases 

Diseases that are caused by organisms, usually bacteria or viruses, that invade the body and cause 

harm to the person infected.  

Chemical Toilets 

Waterless toilets, which are employ a heavy use of chemicals to kill off bacteria and pathogens in the 

waste. 

Wastewater 

All the water that comes out of a building or a house after use. 

Within Africa, there are many different factors that contribute to this issue.  Chief among them is the 

lack of access to clean water, both for drinking and for cleaning.  This is evident by the fact that 

around 50% of people living in Sub-Saharan Africa do not have access to clean water.  Exacerbating 

the problem is the drought that has been occurring within numerous regions in Africa, especially in 

the Horn of Africa and in Southern Africa.  Safe water is an imperative aspect of clean sanitation, as 

it not only helps to limit the spread of infectious diseases through bacteria and viruses, it also 

contributes to the survival and development of children.  In fact, for children under the age of five, 

water and sanitation related diseases are one the leading causes of death, with diarrhea being the 

most prevalent one.  Related to this is the lack of access to basic toilets, with about 33% of the 

world’s population not having access, which leads to many people practicing the extremely 

unsanitary practice of open defecation, severely increasing the risk of contracting and spreading 

infectious diseases.   

Another factor that contributes to this problem, is the urban-rural divide that still very prevalent 

within many African nations.  Amongst African nations, the difference between the urban and rural 

population are within 0% to 30% in the poverty gap.  Within African nations, people living in rural 

area often do not have the same access to the same standard of sanitary facilities, as people in rural 

areas.  This is due to rural areas, are isolated, spread out, and do not access to the same resources as 

urban areas do.  Due to this, there is a lack of proper sanitary facilities within rural African 

communities.  This leads to people having to result to unsanitary practices, which significantly 

increases the risk to public health. 

Finally, another cause for this issue is ignorance about proper sanitary practices.  This is particularly 

true in regards to topics such as safe sex and open defecation.  Lack of adequate education on the 

issue means that many people are unaware of the dangers of unsafe hygiene practices, and 

therefore continue to practice them.    In regards to safe sex, many people do not use birth control, 

such as condoms, which increases the risk of spreading sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).  An 

example of this is HIV, which is incredibly prevalent within many African nations, due to many 

people not practicing the proper methods to avoid contracting the disease.  This is important as 

around 60% of people report having had sex by the age of 18 in Sub-Saharan Africa.  As many people 

BACKGROUND ON THE ISSUE 
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are not educated on the topic, this hinders the provision of sanitation and hygiene facilities, as 

people often do not know the significance of these facilities, or how to properly use these facilities. 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 

UNICEF has launched several programs to help improve access to proper sanitation facilities in 

multiple African countries.  Many of these programs work with families and communities, and are 

also aimed at improving the sanitary facilities at schools.  

World Health Organisation (WHO)  

WHO believes that access to water, sanitation, and hygiene is imperative for the maintenance of 

public health.  The organisation has launched programs in regions where it determines the health 

risk to be high, and where intervention is desperately needed.  

South Africa 

Due to an ongoing drought, many South African lack access to safe water, which detrimentally 

affects clean hygiene practices, and increases the risk of contraction of infectious diseases.  As 

approximately 11.2% of South Africans live with HIV, this is obviously a primary concern to the ruling 

government.  However, due to relative ignorance of safe hygiene practices, this is still a massive 

problem in the nation.  

Kenya 

The issue of sanitation and hygiene is a prevalent one within Kenya, with several organizations 

actively working in the country to improve access to clean water and improve sanitation and hygiene 

facilities.  The government of Kenya has worked to improve access to proper sanitary facilities, but 

the urban-rural divide has hindered efforts to provide access to all citizens.  

Egypt 

Since the 1970s, access to sanitary and clean water facilities has greatly improved.  However, there 

are still an estimated 7.3 million people within Egypt who do not have access to safe water, which 

most of those being in rural areas.  In addition to this, approximately 10% of the Egyptian population 

do not have sufficient access to proper sanitation.  

September 2000  Millennium Summit: A landmark meeting between many of the world’s 

leaders, which is best known for the ratification of United Nations 

Millennium Charter.  It is also where 189 nations and 22 international 

organizations pledged themselves to the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals, including goal 7, which involves improving proper 

sanitary and hygiene facilities. 

 

July 2002  First African Conference on Sanitation and Hygiene: This conference was 

aimed at accelerating work on sanitation and hygiene, so to fulfill MDG 7, 

and was the first conference of its type within the African continent. 

 

MAJOR COUNTRIES AND ORGANIZATIONS INVOLVED 

TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS 
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2008  International Year of Sanitation: A year-long endeavor declared by the UN 

general assembly, with the goal of raising awareness about the issue of 

sanitation and hygiene, and to accelerate progress towards the 

achievement of MDG 7. 

 

July 2011 – June 

2012  

Drought in Horn of Africa: A severe drought struck most of the nations 

within East Africa, leading to mass starvation, and a severe scarcity of clean 

water. This drought’s worst effects were felt in Somalia, which had been 

embroiled in civil war for the past two decades, where now millions of 

people face famine, and dehydration. 

 

2012  Sanitation-specific policies adopted in 11 East-Southern Africa Countries: 

Representing a critical step in granting all Africans access to proper sanitary 

and hygiene facilities, 11 East-Southern African countries adopted 

sanitation-specific policies.  This was a significant increase from thee at the 

start of the International Year of Sanitation in 2008. 

 

February 2014 – 

Present Day 

West African Ebola Outbreak: Described as the largest Ebola outbreak in 

history, many nations within West Africa, in particular Liberia, Guinea, and 

Sierra Leone, saw the disease spread to an unprecedented number of the 

population.  One of the driving factors of this outbreak were the poor 

sanitary and hygiene practices undertaken by locals, thus spreading the 

disease. 

 

As the UN considers access to sanitation, proper hygiene, and clean water to be basic human rights, 

it has been heavily involved in the issue.  Through the launch of several initiatives, the UN has hoped 

to increase access to sanitation facilities worldwide.  In regards to Africa, several of the UN’s 

organizations, such as UNICEF, have played a major part in working with African governments and 

communities in trying to provide proper sanitation.  

The Human right to water and sanitation: United Nations Resolution 48, July 30, 2010, Resolution 

48 (A/RES/64/292) 

Calls for action to increase access to safe water and proper sanitary facilities, as well as recognizing 

their necessity to the development of human rights.  It also calls for the provision of financial 

resources by member states, and the continued development of relevant technologies, particularly 

in LEDCs, to improve access to sanitation and safe water.  

Convention of the Prohibition of the Development, Production, and Stockpiling of Chemical 

Weapons and on their Destruction, April 29, 1997 

The establishment of this treaty occurred alongside the implementation of the OPCW to ensure the 

contents of the treaty would be successfully enforced by the organisation through detailed 

operations.  

Follow-up of the International Year of Sanitation 2008: United Nations Resolution 20a, December 

20, 2010, Resolution 20a (A/RES/65/153)  

RELEVANT UN RESOLUTIONS, TREATIES, AND EVENTS 
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Reaffirms the efforts of the Year of Sanitation, and calls for further actions in regard to the issue. 

Particularly in encourages nations to continue mobilizing the relevant resources to solve the 

problem, and to for national governments to prioritize the matter.  

Sanitation for All: United Nations Resolution 14, July 24, 2013, Resolution 14 (A/RES/67/291) 

Proposes measures to be taken to work towards the achievement of MDG 7, due to lack of progress, 

and encourages relevant nations to take action in regards to the issue.  

Millennium Development Goal 7 

Called for the ensuring of environmental sustainability.  This included halving the number of people 

who did not have access to safe drinking water or proper sanitation facilities.  Like the other MDGs, 

its target year for success was 2015, which came and went with many nations not having achieved it.  

Many nations in Africa became embroiled in other problems, which either drew attention away 

from, or detrimentally affected the solving of this issue. 

Call to Action on Sanitation 

This was a general call to action by then-UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon.  It mainly revolved 

around reducing the rate of open defecation amongst poor people in lower-economically developed 

nations.  While it did help in spreading awareness about the issue, it ultimately failed in achieving 

MDG 7, which was the overarching goal at the time. 

Sanitation Drive to 2015 

This was an advocacy campaign undertaken with the purpose of reducing open defecation and 

achieving MDG 7.  It advocated for global awareness of the issue, and targeted the world’s poorest 

people, who are statistically the most vulnerable to infectious diseases due to poor sanitation and 

open defecation.  However, this did not prevent the failure of reaching MDG 7. 

Public Education Campaigns 

Many people within the lower-income bracket of society within African nations are unaware of safe 

hygiene practices, such as safe sex and the dangers of open defecation.  Due to this, it is imperative 

for members of the local population to be educated on the issue. This can be done through 

collaborating with non-governmental organizations (NGO), local governments, and local 

communities to broaden the amount of people reached.  They would also need to be culturally 

appropriate, due to the differing amount of views of the subject, especially in regards to safe sex. 

Establishment of coordinated water delivery systems 

Due to the ongoing drought in South Africa, and the effects from the drought in the Horn of Africa, 

many Africans are currently without access to clean water.  As water is essential for proper 

sanitation, it is important that clean water, not just for drinking, but also for cleaning purposes, is 

provided to people who do not have it.  This can be done through coordination between relevant UN 

agencies and NGOs, which must make sure that the method of delivery is adequate to reach all 

people in need. 

Construction of proper sanitation facilities 

PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS TO SOLVE THE ISSUE 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
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As the urban-rural divide in extremely prevalent in many African nations, people living in rural 

communities often do not have access to proper sanitary facilities.   Due to this, it may be pertinent 

to construct proper sanitation facilities within these communities.  These could be viewed as a short-

term solution, with a view of providing more sanitation facilities in the future.  These facilities would 

have to be able to accommodate a large amount of people, and by evenly distributed across all rural 

communities, to ensure equal access for all Africans. 
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https://afriwater.org/articles   

A good source of articles on efforts to provide safe water and proper sanitation to people in Africa. 

https://www.water-for-africa.org/en/sanitation-hygiene.html   

The website of Water for Africa, detailing their various efforts in providing safe water to the people 

of Africa. 

https://data.unicef.org/topic/water-and-sanitation/sanitation/   

A good source of statistics and articles that detail UNICEF’s operations, in regards to the issue, within 

the continent of Africa. 
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