FACT SHEETS

WASH:
WATER, SANITATION AND HYGIENE
This fact sheet provides a brief introduction to issues relating to
water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) because of their potential
impact on health, disease and death. There is a list of resources
at the end where you can find more information. Speaking to
organisations in your country with expertise in these issues, such
as those providing WASH services, can also help you.
• Hygiene: This is defined as the practices
WHAT IS WASH?
or conditions that help to maintain
WASH – water, sanitation and hygiene
health and prevent disease, particularly
– refers to practices and behaviours,
through cleanliness. It includes
as well as the physical infrastructure,
handwashing with soap at key times, as
relating to safe water, sanitation systems
well as cooking practices and broader
and improved hygiene.
household/community cleanliness.
• Water: This means water that is safe
Whether or not WASH is getting better
to drink so that it will not make people
is often measured by the proportion of
sick. It means that a source of drinking
a population with access to improved
water is protected from contamination,
drinking water and improved sanitation,
particularly by human and animal faecal
as well as people reporting handwashing
matter (poo), through some form of
with soap at certain important times
water treatment. It also relates to the
(see handwashing section). Improved
quantity of water available to people.
drinking water and sanitation are
broadly defined as:
• Sanitation: This refers to the hygienic
separation of human excreta (mainly
poo, but also urine) – including babies’ • Improved drinking water means use
of any of the following sources: piped
and children’s excreta – from human
water into a dwelling, yard, or plot; a
contact. This happens by using a
combination of different types of toilet
public tap or standpipe; a tube well
or borehole; a protected dug well; a
and sewage systems.
protected spring; rainwater collection.
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• Improved sanitation means the use of
any of the following facilities: flush or
pour-flush toilet to a piped sewerage
system, a septic tank or a pit latrine;
ventilated improved pit (VIP) latrine; pit
latrine with slab; a composting toilet.
WHY IS WASH IMPORTANT FOR
HEALTH AND WELLBEING?
Water, sanitation and hygiene are among
the most basic human needs. WASH
relates to every part of our daily lives
in some way: eating, drinking, cooking,
washing and toilet use. WASH also
plays a key role in farming, medical and
manufacturing activities.
Because unsafe water is a major cause
of illness and death, the quality of
water people have access to ultimately
has a significant impact on their levels
of poverty, education and economic
opportunities. Poor hygiene and
sanitation and unsafe water contribute
to vast amounts of ill health and can
cause death, particularly among children
under five years old. Poor WASH is the
main cause of diarrhoea, one of the
leading causes of death in children under
five years old annually, with just under
two million deaths. Poor WASH can also
result in malnutrition, in part because of
repeated bouts of diarrhoea, but also
through the introduction of different
parasites and worms into the body.
Malnutrition underlies almost half of
childhood deaths under the age of five.
It also results in children who are small,
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thin and fail to develop, grow and thrive,
which has major implications for various
aspects of their lives (please read our fact
sheet on Nutrition for more details).
Globally, some 780 million people do not
have access to an improved water source,
while an estimated 2.5 billion people –
half of the developing world – lack access
to proper sanitation.
HOW DOES DIRTY WATER AND
POOR SANITATION AND HYGIENE
CAUSE DISEASE?
Disease-causing organisms, such as
bacteria and parasites that live in human
excreta, can be transmitted through
unclean drinking water, foods that have
not been prepared properly, or through
contact with hands (then mouths)
that have touched infected surfaces or
substances. Hand to mouth spread of
WASH-related disease is known as the
faecal–oral route. Flies, as well as hands,
can contribute to this chain when they
can settle on human poo. Even very small
quantities of germs can cause infection.
It is worth noting that many of these
causes of infection (for example the
bacteria and viruses) can also survive on
cloth, such as bed linen, clothes, towels,
as well as solid surfaces, such as kitchen
counters, tables, cutlery, plates, bowls,
toilet handles, taps, etc.
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Eating food prepared by someone
with dirty hands or touching an
infected surface, such as a door knob,
and later touching your mouth, can
be enough to spread disease.Yuk!

• Personal hygiene (keeping our bodies
and mouths clean to prevent infection
through washing with soap and
teeth-brushing)

• Food hygiene (storing and preparing
WHO DOES WASH AFFECT?
food safely)
WASH issues affect everyone. But
children under five years of age are
• Going to the toilet
particularly at risk of disease because
their immune systems are not fully
• Cleaning the house
developed. These children are also
more likely to come into contact with
• Hygiene around sex, giving birth, caring
dirt because of how they explore and
for children and so forth
play, for example using their hands and
mouths when they are very young.
Without washing or cleaning or being
Under-fives are also less able or
able to cleanly dispose of excreta, urine
completely unable to practise proper
or rubbish, disease-causing organisms
hygiene and sanitation themselves
can easily spread. However, if good
(depending on their age). Meanwhile,
hygiene and sanitation practices are
having to go to the toilet in the open
followed, and clean, safe water is used,
or walk a long way to collect water
this transmission can be stopped.
also puts girls and women at risk,
making them more vulnerable to sexual
Some prevention measures are best
violence. The effect of poor hygiene
addressed through improvements to
and sanitation on dignity is another
infrastructure, such as installing piped
consideration.
water, building toilets or digging latrines.
But there are other steps that people
HOW CAN WASH-RELATED
can do on their own, such as proper
HEALTH PROBLEMS BE PREVENTED? handwashing with soap and keeping
There are a number of ways that we
their surroundings clean. Often, more
can prevent WASH-related infections.
than one type of intervention is needed.
These include:
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•

•

•

•

•

Handwashing with soap: One of the
early as possible, through ritual practice,
WASH strategies most commonly
how to wash their hands.
promoted by media and communication
is handwashing with soap, since if done • Soap and water should be placed
properly, this removes disease-causing
conveniently near the latrine or toilet.
organisms. Some important points:
Where soap is not available, ash and
water can be used.
Hands should be washed vigorously
for at least 40–60 seconds. Rinsing the • Washing hands with soap should become
fingers with water is not enough. Both
a habit – a virtually automatic action. But
hands need to be rubbed together with
giving people constant reminders is a
soap and water and then rinsed with
good idea to reinforce this habit.
water.
THINGS TO TAKE INTO
It is especially important to wash the
CONSIDERATION WHEN
hands with soap after defecating and
ADDRESSING WASH ISSUES
after cleaning the bottom of a baby or
WASH covers a very broad range
child who has just defecated. It is also
of issues – it is so much more than
good practice to wash your hands every handwashing. Because WASH is so broad,
time you use the toilet, not just after
it is important to conduct research
defecation, since the pathogens can also
and liaise with partner organisations to
be picked up from previous users of
understand where we can add the most
toilets via door handles, taps, etc.
value in particular areas. Where improved
water and sanitation facilities are being
Hands should be washed before
installed, media and communication
preparing, serving or eating food and
can do much to create demand for
before feeding children.
these services, to build social support
and community action for the hygienic
Hands should be washed before and
maintenance of these facilities and so
after handling raw meat, poultry or fish,
forth.
and after blowing the nose/sneezing.
When promoting particular actions,
Children often put their hands into their it is important to understand if they
mouths, so it is important to wash their
are realistic; for example, perhaps in
hands often, especially after they have
some areas it may make more sense to
been playing in dirt or with animals.
promote handwashing with ash instead of
Children also need to be taught, from as with soap, if soap is hard to access.
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OXFAM
• WASH technical briefing notes:
http://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/
our-work/water-health-education/
wash-technical-briefs?cid=rdt_washWORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION
techhnical-briefs
(WHO)
• Webpages on water, sanitation and
WATERAID
health:
• A UK-based international NGO
http://www.who.int/
specialising in WASH:
water_sanitation_health/en/
http://www.wateraid.org/uk/what-we-do/
• How to handwash?
the-crisis
http://www.who.int/gpsc/tools/
HAND_WASHING.pdf
FURTHER SOURCES OF
INFORMATION

UNICEF
• Webpages on water, sanitation and
hygiene:
http://www.unicef.org/wash/index_3951.
html
• Webpage on the importance of hygiene:
http://www.unicef.org/wash/
index_hygiene.html
CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL
AND PREVENTION (CDC)
• Webpages on global water, sanitation
and hygiene:
http://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/global/
• WASH statistics:
http://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/global/
wash_statistics.html
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