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SH*T: A Matter of Human Rights and Human Dignity 
  

Palais des Nations, 16 September 2009  

Side event report 

 

 
 

 

1. Catarina de Albuquerque, UN Independent Expert on the issue of human rights 

obligations related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation 

 

Catarina de Albuquerque refers to the difficulties in finding a title for the session that 

would bring this issue to the fore and at the same time address the taboo that surrounds 

it. She recalls that she took her mandate in November 2008 and chose to take a thematic 

approach, prioritising sanitation during this first year.  

 

The United Nations estimates that about 2.5 billion people still lack access to improved 

sanitation and 1.2 billion practice open defecation. An estimated 1.6 million people, mostly 

children under the age of 5, die each year from water and sanitation-related diseases; this 

is equivalent to 200 jumbo jets filled with children crashing every day. The independent 

expert has found a lack of understanding of sanitation from a human rights framework, 

the taboo surrounding the issue being one of the biggest obstacles it faces. The 

International Year of Sanitation has raised awareness but more needs to be done.  

 

The report of the independent expert submitted to the Human Rights Council shows the 

impact of sanitation in a variety of human rights, like the right to an adequate standard of 

living, the right to adequate housing, the right to health, the right to water, and the right 

to life. An important element when dealing with sanitation is its link to human dignity, 

reason why the expert advocates for increased recognition of sanitation as a distinct right.  

 

The independent expert outlines a definition of sanitation in human rights terms: 

collection, transport, treatment and disposal or reuse of human excreta and associated 

hygiene. Sanitation in human rights terms must be safe, hygienic, secure, physically 

accessible, socially and culturally acceptable, affordable, ensuring privacy and dignity. 

 

Catarina de Albuquerque underlines the value added of a human rights framework which 

differences between charity and solidarity and empowerment- people have a right to claim 

for. She points out that there are frequent misconceptions in relation to this right (i.e. the 

right to sanitation doesn’t necessarily mean a sewerage system or that it should free for 
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everyone). The leaflet “Frequently Asked Questions about Water, Sanitation and Human 

Rights” has been elaborated to address these misconceptions. 

 

2. Jack Sim, Founder, World Toilet Organization 

 

Jack Sim affirms that sanitation is the “great equalizer” as it affects all people no matter 

who or where they are. He stresses the importance of having access to adequate 

sanitation wherever you are and not just at home. 

 

Jack Sim addresses the issue of the “flying toilets” (people defecating into plastic bags and 

throughing it away) as well as that of open defecation and the way it differently affects 

men and women, the latter waiting many times until it is dark, with serious health 

consequences. The issue of sanitation services not being used for their original purposes is 

also pointed out. 

 

Mr Sim assures the problem can only be solved by using the market, as dependence on 

donations is not enough to address the problem of such vast magnitude and scale. The 

poor should be treated as the new customers demanding safe and affordable toilets. 

Adequate technology already exists and it would be a big opportunity for the market as 

well. Government policy is needed to ensure regulation.  

 

Jack Sim defends that emotional needs and priorities should be furthered explored– toilets 

are frequently treated as a low class product and they should be made sexy. WTO aims to 

emotionally connect with the poor by branding toilets as status symbol and an object of 

desire. 

 

The founder of WTO believes that water has been overshadowing sanitation and it is now 

time to give sanitation its whole place in the agenda. He recommends making it funny and 

engaging high level support (i.e. Clinton, Prince of Netherlands). 

 

 

3. Thorsten Kiefer, Senior Legal Advisor, Bread for the World 

 

T. Kiefer presents the legal basis of the right to sanitation, which are comprehensively 

contained in Catarina de Albuquerque’s report. Human rights obligations related to 

sanitation have been  identified in various treaties and  political declarations like the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Programme of Action 

adopted at the Cairo International Conference on Population and Development, the 1996 

Habitat Agenda adopted by the Second United Nations Conference on Human 
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Settlements,the “Message from Beppu”, the Delhi Declaration, and the 25 States who 

signed a separate declaration at World Water Forum Ministerial Declaration, amongst 

others. 

 

T. Kiefer stresses that full focus should be in implementation and not in the rather artificial 

legal recognition debate. 

 

He goes through some frequent misconceptions like considering sanitation as too 

expensive. It is important to take into account that at any given time, half of the world’s 

hospital beds are occupied by patients suffering from a water-related disease. The costs of 

diseases and productivity losses linked to water and sanitation in South Saharan Africa 

amount to 5% of GDP. For every child death from HIV/AIDS, 5 children die from water 

and sanitation related diseases, while 10 times more money is invested in fighting against 

HIV/AIDS. 

 

Adequate sanitation is essential to promote gender equality. It has a huge health and 

dignity impact on women that in many places have to sneak at night, with added risks of 

rape, sexual harassment, or snake bites. 

 

T. Kiefer states that hygiene is an issue that tends to fall off the table, but it is essential to 

address it, especially taking into account that hand washing with soap is one of the most 

cost-effective interventions addressing child under 5, and it has to be taught. Models like 

football stars can play a crucial role.  

 

4. Discussion 

 

The issue of the dignity of sanitation workers themselves is raised as is the case of manual 

scavengers in India, which is basically a problem of women. In this sense, Sulabh 

International was invited to the experts’ consultation on human rights obligations related 

to sanitation that took place in April, where discrimination of these persons was discussed. 

 

The difficulty of thinking of the market in ensuring systems and coordination and 

connecting toilets into a broader network is commented. Even if market solutions are 

given, the State must regulate. It is important to have a national plan to which the private 

sector can ensure support. State still have their human rights obligations and must take 

concrete steps, with national resources and also from abroad (international obligations). 

 

How the human rights based approach (HRBA) to sanitation can help the work was 

discussed. It is important to empower people, making them claim their rights, and to have 
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community driven projects. The need to motivate the population itself to demand 

sanitation was also stressed.  

 

The difference between a HRBA and the right to water and sanitation was discussed. It 

was stated that HRBA is an approach to development, which does not necessarily need the 

right to be recognised. Recognition of the right to water and sanitation is a legal 

procedure, if you have the recognition a HRBA to sanitation is a must.  

 

The importance of including specific reference to people with disabilities in the 

independent expert’s report was welcomed. The need to ensure physical accessibility was 

underlined.  

 

 

 


