
 

 

 

The complete sanitation system: from safe 

containment, collection, transport - to treatment 

and safe disposal or reuse of human waste in 

densely populated areas. 

Ideally, sanitation provision should be approached 

as a whole system with financial, infrastructural, 

environmental, technological and social (FIETS) 

components to secure sustainability, recognising 

the core concepts in figure 1. For further details 

consult 2014, Galli, Nothomb and Baetings.  

Governments finance public expenditure for urban 

sanitation through taxation and other government 

income such as sovereign wealth funds, assets or 

borrowing money. This brief is primarily concerned 

with taxation at national level. 

At the Fourth African Conference on Sanitation and 

Hygiene (AfricaSan) in Dakar, Senegal, May 2015, the 

Ngor Declaration was adopted by African Ministers 

responsible for sanitation and hygiene. The 

declaration includes a target for allocating 0.5 

percent of GDP to sanitation and hygiene by 2020.
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We need domestic public finance to address the 

financing gap, to speed up the growth rate in 

sanitation investments, to ensure that the poorest 

and most excluded have access to services and to 

ensure that the urban sanitation services are 

sustainable. 

2.5 billion people globally lack access to improved 

sanitation facilities and one billion resort to open 

defecation (UN-WATER/WHO, 2014). More than half 

of the global population lives in urban areas and the 

rate at which sanitation services currently are 

introduced cannot keep track with the rapid urban 

population growth. 

The latest data from WASHwatch.org shows that in 

Sub-Saharan Africa and in Asia the speed of 

investments is too slow.  

It is also increasingly clear that approaching 

sanitation as a technological issue contributes to the 

high failure rates and lack of sustainability in current 

sanitation programmes.  

For instance, a study in Dhaka, Bangladesh, found 

that 98 percent of faecal waste ended up untreated in 

the waterways, even though 99 percent are safely 

contained. From this it is evident that management of 

sanitation services beyond latrines is necessary to 

reduce public health risks and to protect the 

environment. 

Currently, typical pit latrines tend to have high 

maintenance and operation costs, with safe removal 

of sludge estimated to cost up to US $33 per m3. This 

is especially an issue in informal urban settlements 

where narrow alleys prevent trucks from accessing 

latrines, necessitating manual labour to empty them. 

As a result some opt to flush out latrines in the wet 

seasons, and even when latrines are safely emptied, 

the sludge is likely to be dumped elsewhere, polluting 

waterways and groundwater. 

 

 

 

 

 

While sewerage systems are commonly part of public 

sector responsibilities, pit latrines and non-

centralised sanitation systems are deemed household 

responsibilities and not a public concern. We will 

never be able to provide universal access if these 

services are seen as a personal responsibility instead 

of a public concern. There is a role for the private 

sector and entrepreneurs at the bottom of the 

pyramid market to commercialise toilets, 

technologies and pit latrine services in urban areas, 

but so far there is no evidence that they are able – on 

their own - to tackle the size and urgency of the 

urban sanitation problem.  

By considering sanitation to be ultimately a public 

responsibility, governments need to take the lead, 

encouraging the whole system approach and 

adequate funding. Strong institutions are also needed 

to drive efforts to eliminate inequality and reach the 

poor. 

At the moment, urban sanitation is being mainly 

funded through household own contributions or 

tariffs, and through transfers (aid), leaving the single 

most important source of funds – taxes – untapped as 

a financial source. 

In the last GLAAS survey (UN-WATER/WHO, 2014), 

80 percent of country respondents stated that there 

is a significant funding gap for WASH, especially for 

sanitation. There is room for public finance to 

contribute to ending the global sanitation crisis, but 

funds must be mobilised through effective 

governance, taxation mechanisms and accountability.  

In Barranquilla, Colombia, a house sales tax has been 

used to fund sanitation systems in the city. Similarly, 

in Gujarat, India a tax on trucks entering the city 

raised funds to finance sanitation.  

On a national level, governments must encourage the 

development of new approaches to sanitation that 

are more affordable and financially sustainable in the 

long term, and where every stage in the human 

excreta management chain is accounted for.  
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Very limited data is available on national level 

investments in (urban) sanitation (Table 1). Current 

public expenditure in sanitation is extremely small, 

with Bangladesh spending only 0.06 percent of GDP 

on sanitation in 2012 while Bolivia on the higher end, 

spends 0.2 percent of GDP. It is assumed that most of 

this public expenditure is directed to urban areas. 

Increasing public expenditure to 0.5 percent (in 

accordance with the Ngor Declaration which is only 

applicable to signatory African countries) would 

require an increase in the public funding to the 

sector by almost half a billion USD for Bangladesh 

alone.

One alternative is to redistribute funds from other 

sectors, risking possible negative consequences as 

other services and institutions lose funding. 

Alternatively, government revenue must increase 

through taxation mostly, enabling channelling more 

funds into sanitation without detrimental effects 

elsewhere.  

There is potential for raising government revenue 

through taxation, as many countries, especially in the 

African continent, currently have relatively low levels 

of tax revenues.  

Tax revenues in EU countries average 18.7 percent of 

GDP, compared to 13.8 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

with Nigeria as low as 1.6 percent. Almost half of the 

countries in the region do not provide data on tax 

revenue, indicating that the average might be even 

lower.  

In countries where universal basic sanitation is not 

affordable, aid will be required to complement 

national public finance. In many developed countries, 

a blend of public finance, private capital and tariffs 

has been instrumental to ensure adequate 

investments. See  2015, Bisaga and Norman for 

examples on this. 

Despite the numerous commitments and efforts to 

improve transparency and monitoring in the WASH 

sector, (i.e. GLAAS/TrackFin, Sanitation and Water 

for All High Level Meeting commitments, eThekwini 

declaration) information on expenditure remains 

elusive. Initiatives like WASHwatch.org compile data 

on WASH expenditure and budgets for a large 

number of countries, yet disaggregated data on sub-

sectors such as water, sanitation and hygiene is rare.  



 

 

The eThekwini Commitment 6a to establish specific 

public sector budget allocations for sanitation and 

hygiene programmes have been fulfilled in less than 

half of the 35 participating countries.  

Meanwhile good or better progress is reported in 

most countries working towards meeting the targets 

set in the commitments made in the 2012 Water and 

Sanitation for All High Level Meeting (Table 2).  

National expenditure on sanitation needs to be 

tracked and made available if countries are to be held 

to account to their commitments, such as those made 

in the Ngor Declaration in 2015.  

For the civil society organisations, the question 

remains on how to successfully advocate for 

improved tracking and monitoring of government 

expenditure for sanitation beyond the community 

and the district level.  
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