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1. Overview of the publication

Accelerating infrastructure development is key to responding to  
global challenges, but we must ensure that we leave no one behind.

The world is facing grave challenges that place the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development in jeopardy. The Sustainable Development Goals 
Report 2022 finds that the COVID-19 pandemic has wiped out more than 
four years of progress in poverty eradication, armed conflicts have caused  
a record 100 million people to be forcibly displaced, and climate change  
has induced heatwaves, droughts and floods that affect billions of people.

Infrastructure development must be accelerated to respond to these 
challenges and address development gaps. Infrastructure is a key enabler  
of sustainable development, as it influences the achievement of up to  
92 per cent of the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets.1 However, 
there remains a huge gap in infrastructure development worldwide. Before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, an estimated $97 trillion of global infrastructure 
investment was needed from 2016 to 2040 to address the SDGs, $7.3 
trillion of which was needed for water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
infrastructure.2 While the world is slowly recovering from the pandemic, the 
progress towards filling this infrastructure gap has slowed. 

Future infrastructure must be developed through inclusive solutions  
and encompass more social needs. Much attention has been placed  
on accelerating climate action and sustainability in infrastructure  
without due focus on the needs of women and marginalized groups,  
such as children, youth, older persons, persons with disabilities,  
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer or questioning,  
and other gender-diverse people (also known as LGBTIQ+ people),  
persons living in poverty, indigenous peoples, refugees and internally 
displaced persons, among others. 

The COVID-19 pandemic3 and the climate crisis4 have highlighted and 
exacerbated existing vertical and horizontal inequalities in access to 
infrastructure, making it clear that we must act urgently to not only  
fill the global infrastructure gap, but also ensure that we mainstream  
inclusion alongside sustainability and resilience in infrastructure 
development, in order to build a sustainable future that leaves  
no one behind. 

Approach of the guidelines
These guidelines promote the development of inclusive WASH 
infrastructure through a participatory and integrated approach. 

This includes three main concepts that underpin the entire publication: 
leave no one behind (LNOB), meaningful participation, and an integrated 
approach to quality infrastructure development.

1.	 Leave no one behind
The LNOB principle is at the heart of the 2030 Agenda and promotes 
equality, non-discrimination and equity for all peoples, especially 
highlighted in SDG 5 (Achieve gender equality and empower all women  
and girls) and SDG 10 (Reduce inequality within and among countries).5 
It places special emphasis on those left furthest behind and the most 
excluded, such as women and girls, children, youth, older persons,  
persons with disabilities, LGBTIQ+ people, persons living in poverty, 
indigenous peoples, refugees and internally displaced persons, and  
any other group facing social exclusion within specific contexts.  
Throughout the guidebook, these social groups are referred to  
collectively by the term ‘women and marginalized groups’. 

These guidelines recognize that both gender equality and social inclusion 
are major components of LNOB and that one cannot be achieved without 
the other. This is reflected throughout the publication through an emphasis 
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on Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) transformative approaches, 
which involve an active attempt to examine, question and change systemic 
barriers and harmful norms and practices such as taboos surrounding 
menstruation and disability, which result in intersectional experiences  
of WASH exclusion.

2.	 Meaningful participation
Supporting the 2030 Agenda requires a whole-of-government,  
whole-of-society approach that is truly collaborative and participatory.6  
We need to work together to achieve a cross-cutting, bottom-up and  
sustainable approach to inclusive WASH infrastructure development.

This publication encourages this firstly through collaborative authorship  
by international, non-governmental and private sector organizations 
with diverse perspectives and areas of expertise in WASH infrastructure 
development. The publication also provides guidelines and recommended 
actions that focus on enabling the active participation of women and 
marginalized groups in WASH infrastructure development, beyond  
consultation. Finally, it promotes collaboration among various actors,  
such as civil society organizations (CSOs), governments and policymakers, 
planners, designers, project managers, contractors, procurement officials, 
operators, asset owners and local communities.

3.	 An integrated approach to quality infrastructure development
Given the costly nature of infrastructure investment, we need to make sure 
that we develop quality infrastructure, which can be thought of as the right 
infrastructure done well at the right time. ‘The right infrastructure’ is sustainable, 
resilient and inclusive within its context. Many women and marginalized groups 
rely on natural resources and are often the most vulnerable to climate change 
impacts. And so, sustainability and resilience considerations, with a particular 
focus on the importance of freshwater and watershed conservation, must be 
integrated into the approach to developing inclusive WASH infrastructure. 

An integrated approach also recognizes that infrastructure works in a  
system-of-systems. This means that WASH infrastructure is enabled by  
other infrastructure systems such as energy for powering pumping and 
filtration assets, solid waste management to minimize water pollution,  
and WASH to and from water collection points and conveying sludge for 
treatment, among others. In addition, these systems operate through the 
interaction of elements in the built, natural and enabling environments.  
For example, reservoirs (built environment) can collect rainwater and  
water from rivers (natural environment) and are designed based on  
technical standards (enabling environment).

This publication takes an integrated approach by providing guidelines and 
recommended actions that consider integrated solutions across the entire 
life cycle of infrastructure development (which includes the planning, delivery 
and management of infrastructure). These recommendations can be broadly 
categorized as solutions towards strengthening the enabling environment, 
prioritizing inclusive solutions, delivering inclusive solutions well, and 
maximizing the system performance of existing built assets while linking  
directly with the natural environment.



 8

Table of contents

Guidelines for developing inclusive water, sanitation and hygiene infrastructure

Purpose of the publication
The purpose of this publication is to strengthen the capacity  
of governments, infrastructure practitioners and other actors to 
implement an inclusive approach to developing water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) infrastructure in the Global South.

It aims to provide various practitioners and actors within WASH 
infrastructure development with a starting point to:

•	 Build their understanding of the root causes of WASH inequalities  
faced by women and marginalized groups and recognize the  
opportunity to develop inclusive WASH infrastructure

•	 Identify inclusive approaches that can be implemented across the  
life cycle of WASH infrastructure development

•	 Gain insight into actions that can be taken towards implementing  
inclusive approaches through various tools and resources

The publication focuses mainly on inclusive WASH infrastructure 
that supports domestic WASH practices, especially for women 
and marginalized groups. While there is some discussion about 
the importance of catchment-scale water resource management 
and governance in relation to WASH, the publication does not 
comprehensively address all aspects of water systems such as 
irrigation, flood prevention, urban drainage and conservation. 

As inclusive WASH infrastructure systems should be adapted  
to the local context and issues, this publication does not provide  
specific technical solutions for WASH infrastructure implementation  
but provides recommendations on how to establish inclusive  
approaches to WASH infrastructure development that address  
horizontal inequalities in access to WASH, especially for women,  
children and marginalized groups.

More about the inclusive infrastructure guidance series
This publication is one volume within a series providing guidance on 
inclusive infrastructure development. Other publications in the series 
address inclusive WASH, energy, health and education infrastructure.

The guidance series follows on from the UNOPS Inclusive Infrastructure  
for Climate Action report. The report provides a more detailed picture  
of the systemic barriers that diverse social groups face and the 
conceptual framework for the inclusive infrastructure principles.

In parallel and as a synthesis of the series, a Gender Equality and Social 
Inclusion module is being developed within the UNOPS ‘sustainABLE’ 
infrastructure tools suite, which can be used to create a checklist of  
actions to mainstream inclusion in infrastructure projects.
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Figure 1. Summary of the publication’s overarching concepts & how these are communicated

Introduction to  
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2. Introduction to  
inclusive WASH

The need for inclusive WASH in the Global South
Water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) is an essential service that provides 
clean water for human consumption and hygiene practices and a safe 
means to dispose of human waste. It is necessary for supporting life, 
improving health, and maintaining safe environments. Safe and consistent 
WASH practices are essential for preventing and controlling the spread of 
diarrhoea, acute respiratory infections, soil-transmitted worm infections,  
and undernutrition.7 

Goal 6 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development focuses on ensuring 
access to water and sanitation for all. Despite significant progress, a large 
proportion of the global population still lacks access to adequate water and 
sanitation. In 2022, around 2.2 billion people worldwide did not have access 
to safely managed drinking water services, 3.5 billion people lacked access to 
safely managed sanitation services and 2 billion people lacked basic hygiene 
services.8 In particular, 70 per cent of households in sub-Saharan Africa lacked 
access to safely managed drinking water, sanitation and hygiene services.

Aside from issues surrounding the general lack of WASH infrastructure, 
horizontal inequalities exist in the access of women and marginalized  
groups to inclusive WASH services. For example:

•	 In some communities, there may be a belief that persons with  
disabilities will contaminate water sources, leading to them  
being shunned or excluded in communal WASH facilities.

•	 People living in informal settlements may lack documentation or the 
ability to pay for piped-in water, but relying on informal water provision 
can be around 10 times more expensive.9 

•	 Women, girls, transgender men and non-binary persons who menstruate 
may lack access to menstrual hygiene materials and a safe and private 
place to wash and change, due to stigma, discrimination or not being 
prioritized in household decisions.

These gaps can result in WASH-related exclusion, reinforcing cycles of 
poverty, inequality and deprivation. Women, children and marginalized 
groups are disproportionately impacted by a lack of equitable access to 
water and sanitation, especially in fragile contexts.

•	 In many communities where water is not piped into homes, women and 
children are primarily responsible for fetching water from faraway water 
sources, accounting for around 200 million hours a day being spent on  
water collection by women and children worldwide.10 This leads to time 
poverty for many women and children – they have less time available  
for productive activities, domestic tasks, leisure, work and education.

•	 In fragile contexts, lack of equitable access to water can lead to  
inter- and intra-community conflicts and displacement. The most 
marginalized people may be forced to engage in transactional sex  
to pay for water and other basic needs.

•	 Lack of safe WASH can lead to stunting in children and increased health 
complications for persons with disabilities and older people. Diarrhoeal 
diseases are the second leading cause of death in children younger than 
five years of age worldwide, accounting for approximately 1.7 billion  
cases and 525,000 deaths each year.11
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Root causes of horizontal inequalities  
in WASH access
While general solutions can be applied to address WASH gaps, there is 
no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to WASH-related exclusion, and it is critical 
to understand the specific barriers within given contexts. This is because 
exclusion can result from different context-specific, historical and often 
interrelated factors that have differential impacts on people.

Systemic barriers to WASH access

Systemic barriers12 that cause horizontal inequalities in women’s and 
marginalized groups’ access to WASH can include:

1.	 Discrimination and social exclusion, where restrictive sociocultural 
norms and negative attitudes can lead to the exclusion of certain  
social groups from using WASH services; 

2.	 Physical barriers and lack of safety, where using WASH services  
is physically difficult due to inadequacies in the system (e.g., WASH  
services are unavailable, unsafe, inaccessible, remote or difficult  
to use);

3.	 Prohibitive costs and requirements, where the cost (in terms of money, 
time and effort) or legal requirements can limit people from being able to 
afford safely managed WASH services;

4.	 Limited access to information, where people do not have access to or 
are unable to understand the format of information available regarding 
WASH services; and

5.	 Lack of access to decision-making, where people face power imbalances 
and lack representation, and thus are unable to make decisions regarding 
their daily activities or how WASH infrastructure is developed.

Understanding WASH inequality through  
an intersectional approach
Intersectionality is a concept that recognizes that different aspects of  
a person’s identity (including gender, sex, ethnicity, class, disability and  
other social factors) can intersect and overlap in both empowering and 
oppressing ways, depending on the person’s surroundings and existing 
power structures such as patriarchy, ableism, colonialism, aporophobia, 
homophobia and racism.13 These power structures can result in systemic 
barriers to accessing WASH that may lead to further exclusion of women  
and marginalized groups. Systemic barriers often work in combination  
and may also be related to inequalities in other infrastructure sectors.  
These barriers also perpetuate and increase inequality. For example, a 
person with disabilities may be shunned from public water sources due 
to discrimination, and the lack of access to clean water can lead to illness 
and further health complications. This in turn affects educational and 
employment opportunities and their independence.

While developing inclusive WASH infrastructure, an intersectional 
perspective is important because it recognizes that exclusion and 
vulnerability are not caused by a person’s identity, but result from  
and perpetuate overlapping social inequalities and systemic barriers.14 
Conversely, this means that women and marginalized people can be 
empowered by addressing systemic barriers, a process that is  
supported by the development of inclusive WASH infrastructure. 

Reader’s tools
Focus area on understanding children's need for inclusive WASH
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Characterizing inclusive WASH
Inclusive WASH provides all people (regardless of their personal circumstances 
or identity) with their human right to safe WASH.18 This includes healthy, safe, 
comfortable and equitable access to safely managed water, sanitation and 
hygiene services and products that uplift quality of life and reduce the risk  
of health hazards and the social vulnerability of marginalized groups caused 
by water-related diseases, conflicts and time poverty.

To develop inclusive WASH, it is important to recognize that there are gaps 
and inequalities related to the design, access and use of WASH infrastructure, 
and that women and marginalized groups, particularly those who experience 
multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination, are the least able to benefit. 
In that sense, inclusive WASH infrastructure is infrastructure that takes 
into account everyone’s diverse needs and addresses systemic barriers to 
accessing WASH faced by women and marginalized groups. Inclusive WASH 
provides flexibility, accessibility and adaptability of options to suit diverse 
needs and contexts, and is able to respond to future needs and challenges. 
This is particularly important in the climate crisis, as access to water and 
sanitation becomes increasingly challenging.

Inclusive WASH infrastructure and its transformative outcomes can be 
characterized by five guiding principles: equitable, accessible, affordable,  
do-no-harm and empowering.19 More information can be found on the  
next page.

Read more
Learn more about how the inclusive infrastructure principles address 
the systemic barriers women and marginalized groups face: Inclusive 
infrastructure for climate action, UNOPS, 2022. 

Learn more about the key elements of the human rights to water  
and sanitation: OHCHR and the right to water and sanitation, Office  
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.

Learn more about the criteria for safely managed WASH services through 
the service ladders established by the World Health Organization/UNICEF 
Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (JMP):

•	 Drinking water ladder

•	 Sanitation ladder

•	 Hygiene ladder

Learn more about addressing WASH inequalities:

•	 Reducing Inequalities in Water Supply, Sanitation, and Hygiene in the  
Era of the Sustainable Development Goals: Synthesis Report of the  
WASH Poverty Diagnostic Initiative, World Bank Group, 2017.

•	 Unaffordable and Undrinkable: Rethinking Urban Water Access in the 
Global South, World Resources Institute Ross Center and UK Aid, 2019.

•	 Inclusive WASH Activities in the Global South, Guzmán, Nathaly, et al., 2016.

•	 A Human Rights-Based Approach: A practical guide for the realisation of 
the human rights to water and sanitation through programming, Human 
Right 2 Water, 2021.

Reader’s tools
Focus area on GESI-transformative approaches
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Systemic barriers addressed:
Discrimination and 
social exclusion

Physical barriers 
and lack of safety

Prohibitive costs 
and requirements

Limited access to 
information

Lack of access to 
decision-making

Inclusive WASH principles, which
address diverse needs and systemic barriers

Transformative outcomes of inclusive WASH 
towards gender equality and social inclusion 

Equitable Provides fair and just access to  
WASH services that can address  
the diverse WASH needs of women  
and marginalized groups

•	Diverse needs for WASH are recognized and addressed 
•	Equitable access to culturally acceptable and appropriate WASH for all people
•	Resources are equitably distributed to ensure availability of sufficient and 

continuous WASH services for all people

Accessible Provides user-centric solutions for diverse 
users to have access to WASH services 
in an easy, safe and dignified manner, 
without risk of accident or violence

•	Easy, safe and dignified access to and within WASH services for diverse users, so  
that they can easily reach, enter, circulate in and use WASH facilities

•	Reduced risk of accidents, harm, crime and gender-based violence in WASH facilities
•	User-centric WASH services that address diverse physical needs, aligned with the 

principles of universal design and reasonable accommodation

Affordable Increases opportunities for people of 
different economic means to access  
good quality, sustainable and resilient 
WASH services 

•	Reduced financial barriers to WASH access
•	Low user costs of WASH services
•	Improved value for money of WASH systems for financial sustainability

Do-no-harm Reduces the exposure of people and the 
environment to negative social, economic 
or physical impacts resulting from WASH 
infrastructure development

•	Nature, lives and livelihoods are protected while developing, operating, accessing, 
using and maintaining WASH infrastructure

•	Human rights to safe and clean drinking water and sanitation are safeguarded
•	Reduced bias and stigma in providing WASH services

Empowering Increases a person’s ability to successfully 
exercise agency, make informed decisions 
and act on issues in their community 
through improved WASH

•	Reduced social risk and deprivation stemming from WASH inequality
•	Participation across all segments in communities is fostered
•	Informed decision-making of users, including through increased understanding  

of the benefits of investing in and following safe WASH practices
•	The right to continuously engage in, agree to, refuse, propose and give feedback  

on infrastructure projects across the whole project life cycle is enabled
•	Harmful traditions or beliefs around WASH practices are challenged 

Inclusive WASH principles and transformative outcomes
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3. Guidelines for developing 
inclusive WASH infrastructure

Challenges to implementing inclusive WASH 
infrastructure
The lack of inclusive WASH, especially in the Global South, can be attributed 
to multifaceted and interrelated challenges in the development of WASH 
infrastructure. These include, but are not limited to:

•	 Insufficient capacity (including institutional, technical, financial and 
knowledge) to plan, deliver and manage inclusive WASH infrastructure that: 

	- can satisfy short-, medium- and long-term WASH needs of all peoples, 
especially women and marginalized groups

	- does no harm to the environment and local communities
	- is resilient in the face of challenges such as climate change, conflicts, 

pandemics and disasters
	- can navigate complex urbanization challenges such as informal 

developments near water bodies that can contaminate water sources 
with human waste and garbage

	- is based on inclusive evidence to prevent mismatches and determine 
appropriate solutions for design, implementation and technology in 
alignment with local WASH customs and practices

•	 Weak enabling environment, which includes a lack of (or limited ability  
to enforce) policies, legislation, regulation and formal processes that  
enable integrated and multi-sectoral approaches to sustainable, resilient 
and inclusive WASH and effective water resource management, especially in 
water-scarce countries and contexts where there are water-related conflicts

•	 Insufficient awareness of and political commitment to gender equality 
and social inclusion, which can lead to a lack of meaningful consultation 
and representation of women and marginalized groups in WASH planning, 
delivery and management

•	 Cultural and behavioural challenges, such as traditional beliefs that may 
hinder users from adopting healthier WASH practices

•	 Insufficient accountability and transparency in WASH investment 
decisions and procurement processes, which may lead to spatial inequalities 
regarding where investments are made

Approaches to developing inclusive WASH across 
the infrastructure life cycle
Addressing WASH exclusion faced by women and marginalized groups  
requires that we incorporate the concepts of leaving no one behind  
(through intersectional and GESI-transformative approaches) and  
meaningful participation within an integrated approach to quality WASH 
infrastructure development. In addition, addressing the implementation 
challenges WASH infrastructure practitioners face in the Global South 
entails taking a holistic approach across the life cycle of inclusive WASH 
infrastructure development. These guidelines highlight four approaches  
that incorporate inclusive principles and address implementation challenges:

1.	 Strengthening the enabling environment,

2.	 Prioritizing inclusive solutions,

3.	 Delivering inclusive solutions well, and

4.	 Maximizing existing systems performance.

Examples of how this can be done are shown on the next page. The rest of this 
chapter presents further information on how to translate these approaches 
into actions across the entire life cycle of WASH infrastructure development, 
focusing on selected stakeholders that play important roles in implementing 
inclusive actions that are critical at specific stages. 
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Approaches 1.	 Strengthen the enabling 
environment across the 
entire life cycle

2.	 Prioritize inclusive solutions 
during the planning stage

3.	 Deliver inclusive solutions 
well during the delivery stage

4.	 Maximize existing systems 
performance during the 
management stage

Main actors 
addressed in 
this publication 
(see Chapter 4 for 
more information)

Actors in WASH policy and strategy 
development and implementation, 
advocacy and capacity building

	- Governments (including 
policymakers and regulators)

	- Civil society organizations

Actors planning, designing and 
investing in WASH infrastructure 
systems and assets

	- Governments
	- Planners and designers
	- Project managers and teams

Actors in project delivery  
and construction of WASH 
infrastructure assets 

	- Project managers and teams
	- Planners and designers
	- Procurement officers
	- Contractors

Actors in WASH service delivery  
and operation and maintenance  
of WASH infrastructure assets 

	- WASH service operators
	- Asset owners

Example  
actions for 
an integrated 
approach 
to quality 
infrastructure 
development

•	Create and enforce policy, 
legislation and regulations that 
enable an integrated approach  
to inclusive WASH

•	Build the capacity of different 
stakeholders in developing  
inclusive WASH, including  
technical skills, human capital  
and financial capacity

•	Leverage cross-sectoral approaches 
to tackling WASH issues

•	Conduct feasibility studies that 
assess cross-sectoral impacts, 
to prioritize WASH projects that 
provide maximum benefit and  
pose minimal risk to people  
and the environment

•	Use codes, standards and guidelines 
to integrate transparency, 
accountability, as well as social 
and environmental protection 
throughout WASH projects

•	Build contractors’ awareness of 
accessibility and inclusion features

•	Ensure that there is adequate  
long-term capacity to maintain  
and operate inclusive WASH services 

•	Improve the sustainability, resilience 
and inclusiveness of existing WASH 
assets and services

•	Robust monitoring and evaluation 
systems, where women and 
marginalized groups are involved

Example actions 
to leave no one 
behind

•	Strengthen national WASH 
monitoring systems for collection 
of disaggregated data (on age, 
gender, disability, location, etc.), 
conduct participatory consultations 
to identify the WASH needs of 
women and marginalized groups, 
and advocate for policies that 
address these needs

•	Use data to prioritize solutions 
that reduce WASH exclusion for 
marginalized groups and protect 
water resources and indigenous 
heritage

•	Implement measures that 
minimize negative environmental 
impacts and prevent sexual abuse, 
exploitation, child labour and unfair 
labour practices

•	Collect and promptly address 
feedback and complaints from 
users of WASH services, especially 
women and marginalized groups

Example actions 
for meaningful 
participation

•	Ensure that women and 
marginalized groups are well 
represented across the different 
teams, organizations and 
stakeholder groups involved  
across the entire life cycle

•	Provide inclusive solutions and 
reasonable accommodation to 
encourage the participation of 
women and marginalized  
groups in the co-design of  
WASH infrastructure

•	Prioritize solutions that make 
use of local materials, suppliers 
and workers in order to minimize 
emissions and distribute the 
economic benefits of  
infrastructure investment

•	Establish local WASH committees 
that are officially recognized, 
visible, trained and representative 
of diverse groups to uphold the 
cleanliness, safety and effective 
maintenance of WASH assets
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5.	 Assess and strengthen capacity for inclusive WASH infrastructure 
development and planning

6.	 Build awareness of and sensitivity to gender equality and social  
inclusion in WASH infrastructure development and WASH practices

Reader’s tools
Detailed checklists and resources

Supporting actions
Use disaggregated data to identify gaps in WASH policy
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3.2 Prioritizing inclusive solutions

In this section, we explore how to prioritize inclusive solutions in order to 
plan inclusive water and sanitation infrastructure systems that equitably 
distribute the benefits of WASH services across different communities 
within a catchment area, as well as across the diverse social groups within 
these communities. In many societies, women and girls are responsible 
for household WASH management, yet their knowledge and perspectives 
are not always acknowledged in the planning of water and sanitation 
systems.22 It is therefore important to consider how GESI-transformative 
approaches can be better incorporated within integrated water resource 
management (IWRM) and WASH approaches to improve the effectiveness 
and sustainability of WASH programmes and projects23

There are three stages discussed in this section, namely:

1.	 WASH infrastructure planning

2.	 Prioritization, preparation and investment

3.	 Project delivery planning and mobilization

Within each stage, we explore:

•	 The importance of inclusive approaches in each stage and across  
an entire WASH system

•	 Examples of WASH inequalities faced by women and marginalized groups, 
and opportunities to address these while planning WASH systems

•	 Actions the reader can take to implement inclusive approaches in planning 
WASH systems, as well as links to tools, resources and more detailed 
information to support these actions

What questions can we ask ourselves to help prioritize 
inclusive solutions when planning WASH systems?

Equitable: WASH systems should create equitable access to safely 
managed WASH services for all people. What system improvements 
can be made to enhance equitable distribution of water and sanitation 
services to communities that need better WASH access?

Accessible: Women and marginalized groups should have easy,  
dignified and safe access to WASH facilities throughout their daily 
activities. What cross-sectoral approaches are needed to ensure 
accessible WASH services in all public and private facilities and spaces?

Affordable: WASH services should be affordable for all people, especially 
in water-scarce contexts. How can IWRM and WASH planning be better 
integrated to promote affordability of WASH provision?

Do-no-harm: Water and sanitation systems should be effectively 
managed to avoid negative impacts to ecosystems and communities 
within the catchment area, especially in low-lying areas. In which parts 
of the current WASH system do we need to improve water quality and 
minimize contamination, flooding and other negative impacts?

Empowering: Given their important cultural roles in household  
WASH management, women and marginalized groups should be able 
to meaningfully participate in decision-making processes determining 
how WASH systems are planned and prioritized. How inclusive are the 
participatory planning processes that we have in place?

Reader's tools
•	 Ideas for planning inclusive WASH systems
•	 Focus area on applying a GESI lens to IWRM and WASH
•	 Focus area on integrated water systems in humanitarian contexts
•	 Case study on contributing to peacebuilding through inclusive WASH
•	 Case study on prioritizing affordable sanitation solutions
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Actions for project managers and teams

1.	 Conduct continuous participatory consultations and co-creation 
processes with local communities and civil society organizations to 
inform project definition, resolve land conflicts and address context-
specific WASH needs. Engage participatory consultation experts

2.	 Incorporate inclusion targets and objectives in the project brief

Reader’s tools
Detailed checklists and resources

Actions for governments

1.	 Develop and prioritize WASH projects with inclusive outcomes, aligning 
with the strategic priorities for sustainability, resilience and inclusion

2.	 Develop an investment plan that considers the long-term costs of 
inclusive projects

3.	 Identify financiers who support inclusive projects and determine their 
requirements for effective and competitive project preparation

Reader’s tools
Detailed checklists and resources 

Supporting actions to strengthen the enabling environment

•	 Advocacy and representation by civil society organizations
•	 Create and enforce regulations on inclusion requirements,  

prioritization and selection processes by governments
•	 Capacity building by governments
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3.3 Delivering inclusive solutions well

In this section, we explore how WASH projects can be delivered 
(including design, procurement and construction) in a way that ensures 
infrastructure projects equitably distribute the benefits of investments 
in WASH to different stakeholders and do no harm to people and the 
environment. It is important to consider how the delivery process in 
itself can be inclusive and provide inclusive outcomes for women and 
marginalized groups, beyond the actual WASH asset being delivered. 
This includes promoting decent work conditions for a diverse workforce, 
supporting local businesses and workers, and minimizing accidents 
and negative environmental impacts from construction processes.

This section covers three stages, namely:

1.	 Design

2.	 Procurement

3.	 Construction

Within each stage, we discuss:

•	 The importance of inclusive approaches in each stage and across  
the delivery of projects

•	 Examples of WASH inequalities faced by women and marginalized groups, 
and opportunities to address these while delivering WASH projects

•	 Actions the reader can take to implement inclusive approaches in 
delivering WASH projects, as well as links to tools, resources and  
more detailed information to support these actions

What questions can we ask ourselves to help deliver 
inclusive solutions well in WASH projects?

Equitable: Local communities, especially women and marginalized 
groups, should have equitable opportunities to benefit from 
infrastructure project delivery. Are there sufficient provisions for  
diversity and inclusion in the labour hiring and procurement processes?

Accessible: Accessibility and safety standards should be enforced in the 
design and construction of WASH assets. Do the design and construction 
management produce safe and accessible environments for women and 
marginalized groups in and around the project site?

Affordable: Construction processes should be efficient and high quality 
to ensure the value for money, durability and affordability of the WASH 
asset over its lifetime. Do the selected design, materials and construction 
methods optimize the value for money of the WASH project in tandem 
with inclusive targets?

Do-no-harm: The implementation of the WASH project should mitigate 
any harm to the local community and environment. What environmental 
and social safeguards can be put in place to minimize negative impacts?

Empowering: The knowledge, expertise and perspectives of local 
communities and marginalized groups should be integrated into 
infrastructure delivery. Based on participatory consultations with the  
local community, what local knowledge and expertise can be applied  
in the project delivery?

Reader’s tools
•	 Ideas for designing inclusive WASH projects
•	 Focus area on a holistic, rights-based approach to WASH development
•	 Case study on inclusive design for emergency WASH services 
•	 Case study on delivering and maintaining inclusive public toilets
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3.4 Maximizing existing  
systems performance

In this section, we explore how to manage WASH assets and services in 
order to maximize their performance and ensure reliable, safe, affordable 
and accessible WASH for all users over the operational lifetime of the 
infrastructure system. It is important to consider how the management  
of WASH assets affects the functionality of accessible features, actual  
and perceived safety, and the long-term affordability of WASH services.

This section discusses two stages, namely:

1.	 Operations and Maintenance (O&M)

2.	 Renovating, Retrofitting, Repurposing, Decommissioning 

Within each stage, we explore:

•	 The importance of inclusive approaches in each stage and across  
the management of WASH assets and services

•	 Examples of WASH inequalities faced by women and marginalized  
groups, and opportunities to address these while managing WASH  
assets and services

•	 Actions the reader can take to implement inclusive approaches  
in managing WASH assets and services, as well as links to tools,  
resources and more detailed information to support these actions

What questions can we ask ourselves to maximize 
systems performance when managing WASH assets  
and services?

Equitable: WASH assets and services should continue to meet the  
diverse needs of users over the operational lifetime of the asset. 
Are there any social groups in the local community that face existing 
limitations or could face new ones in using or accessing the WASH  
asset or service?

Accessible: Users and staff should have easy, safe and dignified access to 
WASH facilities and services over the operational lifetime of the assets. Are 
regular safety and accessibility audits being conducted? Are the results of 
audits being addressed?

Affordable: The WASH service should continue to be affordable for 
women and marginalized groups over its operational lifetime. What 
measures can be taken to reduce the operational costs being passed  
to users?

Do-no-harm: The management of the WASH service should mitigate 
harm to users, the local community and the environment. What  
measures can be taken to minimize pollution and improve well-being 
near and around the WASH asset?

Empowering: Users, especially women and marginalized groups, should 
be empowered to make full use of the WASH service. Is user feedback 
collected and regularly addressed to ensure continued improvements?

Reader’s tools
•	 Ideas for managing inclusive WASH services
•	 Focus area on female-friendly and accessible public and community toilets
•	 Case study on accessibility and safety audits of WASH facilities
•	 Case study on rehabilitating WASH facilities for inclusion
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4. Reader's tools

This chapter provides tools that aim to support the reader in gaining insight 
into actions, concepts and ideas towards implementing inclusive approaches  
in WASH infrastructure development. These reader’s tools include:

1.	 Inclusive WASH ideas: illustrations that show examples of ideas for 
planning WASH systems, designing WASH projects and managing WASH 
facilities to support equitable, accessible, affordable, do-no-harm and 
empowering WASH outcomes for women and marginalized groups.

2.	 Focus areas: narratives written by the co-authors that present concepts 
supporting integrated solutions to sustainability, resilience and inclusion  
in WASH development. 

3.	 Case studies: information about ongoing or completed WASH projects 
that highlight how inclusive approaches can be implemented within 
infrastructure development.

4.	 Action checklists and resources: checklists that present more detailed 
information about the recommended actions in Chapter 3, as well as links 
to resources which provide specific guidance on how to implement these.

5.	 Abbreviations: list of abbreviations used in the publication.

6.	 Glossary: list of key terms used in the document and their definitions.

7.	 References: list of sources referenced in the publication.

The action checklists and resources are organized by stakeholder role  
for ease of navigation. It should be noted that a stakeholder may play  
multiple roles and can therefore use several of the checklists, depending  
on the information they are seeking. The stakeholders included in this 
publication are:

1.	 Civil society organizations: non-profit or non-governmental organizations 
that support, represent and advocate for women, marginalized groups 
and local communities affected by WASH infrastructure. This can include 
community-based organizations, WASH advocacy organizations, women’s 
organizations, disability advocacy organizations, and academic or research 
institutions, among others.

2.	 Governments: government agencies or entities that are involved in the 
planning, delivery and/or management of WASH infrastructure. This can 
include infrastructure ministries, water and sanitation ministries, and local 
and regional governments, among others. This checklist for governments 
focuses mainly on the role of government in policymaking, capacity 
building, investment, and infrastructure planning and development on 
a national, regional or city/village scale. For other roles conducted by 
government entities, refer to the other checklists.

3.	 Planners and designers: individuals, teams or firms responsible for 
planning and designing WASH systems or projects.

4.	 Project managers and teams: individuals, teams, companies or 
organizations responsible for the project management of WASH projects  
or programmes.

5.	 Procurement officers: individuals or organizations responsible for the 
procurement of works, supplies, goods and services related to WASH 
projects. This includes procurement of the services of planners, designers, 
project managers, contractors and other consultants.

6.	 Contractors: individuals or organizations responsible for the construction 
and implementation of WASH projects.

7.	 Operators: individuals, teams or organizations responsible for the process 
of maintaining WASH assets and/or operating the WASH services provided 
by the assets. 

8.	 Asset owners: individuals or organizations who have legal ownership of 
WASH assets and are responsible for their overall performance. 
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1.	Spatial and disaggregated 
data can be used to assess the 
availability and distribution of 
safely managed WASH within 
a catchment area, especially 
in water-scarce areas, rural 
villages, informal settlements, 
displacement sites and 
marginalized communities.

3.	Universal design and  
accessibility requirements  
should be mandatory in all  
public WASH infrastructure.

5.	The role of informal suppliers 
in the WASH system should be 
considered while planning  
WASH infrastructure so that  
both consumer rights and 
vendor livelihoods are  
protected.

7.	Nature-based solutions for water 
resource management, such as 
wetlands, bioswales, mangroves 
and agroecological practices, can 
reduce harm to nature  
and people.

9.	Free, prior and informed  
consent should be obtained 
for any WASH projects on 
indigenous lands.

2.	A water safety plan (WSP) can 
be used to identify and mitigate 
inequities in access to safe 
water.

4.	Public awareness and  
sensitivity campaigns can  
help reduce stigma related  
to disability, menstruation  
and other context-specific 
taboos that can restrict  
access to WASH facilities  
in some contexts.

6.	Mandatory water efficiency and 
recycling systems in mass housing 
can support the affordability of 
WASH services at the household  
level.

8.	National water and wastewater 
quality standards should be 
defined and enforced to ensure 
that all people have access to 
safe WASH.

10.	 Learning alliances can  
be developed to generate  
change in the WASH system.

Figure 2: Examples of ideas to consider while planning inclusive WASH systems

� Return to Prioritizing inclusive solutions
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1.	Water delivery points are located 
in safe and easily accessible 
areas within communities to 
help reduce the time women and 
children spend collecting water.

3.	Diaper changing stations in male, 
female, all-gender and accessible 
toilets support all caregivers in 
managing children’s hygiene.

5.	Public toilet design choices 
should be optimized to  
minimize user costs while 
ensuring durability, quality, 
safety and accessibility.

7.	Sustainable plumbing design 
features, such as water-saving 
fixtures and recycling systems 
for rain and greywater, can help 
address water scarcity.

9.	Adequate provisions to manage 
menstrual hygiene in schools, 
workplaces and public facilities 
support women, girls and 
gender-diverse people to fully 
participate in society.

2.	Public water sources and latrines 
are easy to reach, enter, circulate 
in and use for all users, including 
children and persons with 
disabilities.

4.	WASH facilities in schools, 
workplaces and public spaces 
comply with universal design 
standards.

6.	Free water fountains and  
toilets in public spaces can 
enable all people to enjoy  
public amenities and support 
those who need access to  
water more often, such as 
people on medication.

8.	All water and sanitation 
facilities and features should 
be designed according to the 
local sociocultural practices and 
standards and take into account 
peoples’ relationship to water.

10.	 Displaying information about 
hygiene practices in public 
toilets can enhance knowledge 
and promote good practices in 
menstrual hygiene management 
and sexual and reproductive 
health and rights.

Figure 3: Examples of ideas to consider while delivering inclusive solutions well in WASH projects

� Return to Delivering inclusive solutions well
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1.	Regular monitoring and 
regulation of WASH operations 
by authorities and community 
committees can help ensure 
equitable service for all users, 
especially in remote areas.

3.	Regular cleaning of premises to 
maintain natural surveillance 
and maintenance of lights, locks 
and safety features in public 
toilet facilities can help reduce 
the risk of crime and sexual 
violence.

5.	Diversify sources of income to 
operate and maintain facilities. 
For example, urban community 
toilets that rely on user fees 
could increase their income 
by placing solar panels on the 
superstructure and selling the 
energy.

7.	Sensor-activated lights and 
plumbing fixtures in public  
toilets can help reduce 
consumption as well as  
support users with limited 
mobility.

9.	Where community-based 
management of WASH facilities 
is promoted, local authorities 
should provide support, 
recognition and training to 
maintenance committees.

2.	Regular maintenance, repair  
and retrofitting (when necessary) 
of WASH facilities, including 
accessibility features, can help 
ensure adequate and continuous 
service for all users.

4.	Conduct public information 
campaigns on sustainable WASH 
practices in accessible formats, 
especially among those highly 
vulnerable to communicable 
diseases, such as children.

6.	Share information in accessible 
formats about locations offering 
free or affordable water and 
sanitation and laundry facilities 
for homeless people, travellers 
and people living in poverty.

8.	In addition to improving solid 
waste management and 
sanitation, regular cleaning of 
open water structures such as 
canals can mitigate the spread 
of waterborne diseases and 
pollution of water resources.

10.	 Complaint and feedback  
systems for water and sanitation 
facilities and services can help 
ensure that diverse needs are 
being met.

Figure 4: Examples of ideas to consider while maximizing the performance of inclusive WASH assets and services

� Return to Maximizing systems performance
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FOCUS AREA: 

Inclusive WASH for all children

By UNICEF

Children are the most vulnerable to a lack of safe and adequate  
WASH services. WASH-related diseases hit children the hardest, with stunting 
– caused in part by poor sanitation and open defecation – preventing children 
from reaching their full potential, and low WASH coverage in schools denying 
children their right to an education. In emergency situations, children suffer 
the most from interruptions in water and sanitation services. Girls are affected 
disproportionately by poor access. This includes through the loss of productive 
and leisure time due to the drudgery of water hauling and other WASH-related 
domestic labour; the exclusion from full participation in schools due to a lack 
of WASH facilities; the risk of contracting urinary tract infections arising from 
delayed urination or reduced water intake to cope with a lack of access to 
sanitation facilities; and the loss of dignity and threat of sexual assault due to 
the lack of toilets, both in times of stability and crisis. Children with disabilities 
are denied access to a school education when accessible WASH facilities are 
unavailable or inadequate.

In line with the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), programming 
approaches and infrastructure must be designed and implemented to 
ensure that the WASH rights of children are fully met. A children’s rights-
based approach must be incorporated in all aspects of the project cycle, 
recognizing children as human beings with a distinct set of rights and 
entitlements, rather than as passive objects of care and charity.

Inclusive water, sanitation and hygiene infrastructure and services are 
essential at home, at school, and in healthcare facilities and public places 
to ensure that the rights of all children to these essential services are met 
and that they have the opportunity to survive, develop and reach their full 
potential, without discrimination, bias or favouritism. � Return to Introduction Chapter

Project case study: Disability-inclusive WASH humanitarian 
response in the Syrian Arab Republic

The conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic has both increased the 
number of persons with disabilities and impacted their access to 
schools, water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) infrastructure and 
humanitarian assistance. With 2.9 million persons with disabilities  
in need of WASH assistance in the country in 2021, the provision  
of disability-inclusive and accessible WASH services remains of  
critical importance. UNICEF and partners are meeting the WASH  
rights and needs of persons with disabilities by: (1) providing 
disability-inclusive humanitarian WASH services for internally 
displaced persons, including those with disabilities; and (2)  
restoring WASH services through the rehabilitation of 
WASH facilities, with a focus on WASH in schools.

UNICEF has taken a holistic approach to the rehabilitation of 
schools, developing guidelines and standards to ensure the 
construction of all school infrastructure is disability accessible, 
including WASH facilities. The guidelines for the construction of 
schools and rehabilitation of damaged schools were developed 
and endorsed by the Syrian Ministry of Education in 2020 for 
use across the Syrian Arab Republic, working towards removing 
barriers for children with disabilities to access education at scale.
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Figure 5: A journey towards gender equality and social inclusion

GESI-blind approaches  
Ignore and perpetuate 
inequalities

Example: Women and 
marginalized groups 
are not included in 
consultations and 
surveys about water 
collection and use.  
The water collection 
facility is improved  
but remains in the  
same location, 
maintaining gendered 
norms related to 
water collection, use 
and management.

GESI-sensitive 
approaches 
Recognize but do  
not fully address 
inequalities

Example: Women 
community leaders  
are engaged in 
discussions about 
how to improve water 
collection. The water 
collection facility is 
built inside the village 
and lights are provided 
along the pathway. 
This can help reduce 
time poverty but 
doesn't address the 
gendered norms.

GESI-responsive 
approaches 
Take steps to address 
diverse needs towards 
equal outcomes

Example: In addition 
to the GESI-sensitive 
approaches, awareness 
sessions are conducted 
to address cultural 
norms and taboos. 
Accessibility features 
are added to make 
it easier for persons 
with disabilities and 
older people to access 
and use the water 
pump. This can help to 
improve independence 
and reduce WASH-
related vulnerability.

GESI-transformative 
approaches 
Address root causes 
of inequalities and 
transform harmful 
practices

Example: In addition 
to the GESI-responsive 
approaches, men and 
boys are engaged to 
participate in household 
water management, 
and women and girls 
are engaged in water 
governance. This targets 
the root causes of 
gendered time poverty.

GOAL: Gender 
equality and  

social inclusion

FOCUS AREA: 

GESI-transformative approaches

By UNOPS

Gender equality and social inclusion are both 
major components of the leave no one behind 
principle. In developing inclusive infrastructure, 
it is essential to avoid perpetuating the 
inequalities and systemic barriers faced by 
women and marginalized groups and move 
towards GESI-transformative approaches. 

Based on the Gender Integration Continuum 
developed by the United States Agency for 
International Development’s Interagency 
Gender Working Group, a GESI Integration 
Continuum framework shows that projects may 
unintentionally exploit women and marginalized 
groups if systemic barriers are not properly 
considered and addressed. This concept has been 
adapted into gender mainstreaming standards 
across the United Nations, including the Gender 
Results Effectiveness Scale of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), and the 
Guidance on Gender Integration in Evaluation 
of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). 
Developing inclusive WASH infrastructure 
that leaves no one behind requires an active 
attempt to examine, question and change 
the systemic barriers and harmful norms and 
practices surrounding WASH infrastructure. 

� Return to Introduction Chapter
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FOCUS AREA: 

Applying a GESI lens to IWRM and WASH

By UNOPS

Integrated water resource management (IWRM) is an important process  
that ensures the availability of water resources for our societies, within 
which WASH practices are a subset. Therefore, the proper management 
of WASH systems is a necessary component of IWRM to maintain the 
cleanliness and availability of water, which can affect other demands for 
water resources beyond WASH such as irrigation, industry, ecosystem 
services and natural habitats. 

To apply a GESI lens to the planning, delivery and management of WASH 
infrastructure, it is important to understand any types of exclusion faced 
by women and marginalized groups in the management, governance and 
control of water resources that can trickle down and affect the way they 
access, use and manage WASH services. This means that we also need 
to extend a GESI lens to IWRM and find synergies across both. Here are 
some examples of scenarios where we can adopt a GESI-transformative 
perspective towards achieving more inclusive IWRM and WASH:

•	 When completing a new WASH project, a GESI and IWRM assessment 
can be undertaken to inform actions that can be implemented across 
the infrastructure life cycle and water value chain to improve impact. 
An example action includes the creation of accountability mechanisms 
to break the pattern of business as usual and bridge policy with 
implementation.

•	 Water is an important cultural and economic good, and it is necessary 
for agriculture and industry. For subsistence farmers, water scarcity can 
lead to food insecurity, disease, undernourishment and loss of livelihood. 
Integrating IWRM and WASH solutions, such as harvesting rainwater for 

WASH, using greywater for irrigation, and using compost toilets to  
provide fertilizer, can help mitigate such negative impacts.

•	 In many traditions, women and girls are responsible for WASH 
management at the household level while men are responsible for 
WASH management and governance at the community level.25 To 
improve inclusive outcomes, women and girls should be included in 
community-level WASH management and governance due to their 
understanding of the household-level needs and practices. However, 
we need to recognize that the responsibility of water collection can 
be a barrier to their participation, as it can take significant time and 
effort. Therefore, improving household access to safely managed 
WASH and engaging communities to address harmful gender 
dynamics related to WASH can help support more inclusive and 
meaningful participation in IWRM. This can be achieved by engaging 
men in sharing the household responsibility for water collection.

•	 Indigenous peoples have long been stewards of the natural  
environment, including water resources. When improving water 
infrastructure in catchment areas within or near indigenous lands, 
extensive consultation with the indigenous communities is paramount.  
It has been found that the improvement of indigenous technologies  
can provide sustainable long-term solutions to address water scarcity.26

Read More
•	 Integrating Gender Equality and Social Inclusion in WASH and IWRM:  

A Quick Guide for Practitioners, PRO-WASH, 2022.
•	 Human rights-based approach to integrated water resources 

management: Training manual and facilitator’s guide, UNDP-SIWI  
Water Governance Facility, WaterLex, REDICA and Cap-Net, 2017.

� Return to Prioritizing inclusive solutions
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FOCUS AREA:
Integrated water systems in humanitarian contexts

By Arup

The different parts of water systems cannot be tackled in isolation because 
of the interdependencies between components that can lead to system 
failures and other negative impacts, especially in challenging contexts. For 
example, poor surface water management in refugee camps and informal 
settlements can cause flooding and waterlogging. The excess surface water 
can lead to vector-borne diseases, such as malaria, dengue and worm 
infections, and provide a route for water-borne diseases such as cholera, 
hepatitis E and typhoid. Flooding also makes the movement of people and 
vehicles around the camps difficult, thus delaying the provision of essential 
WASH services.

Addressing such water-related challenges requires an approach that looks 
at the whole system – rethinking the way we plan, design and work among 
all stakeholders involved. This means that every water-related project, 
no matter how small in scale, should be observed through an integrated 
systems lens. 

Arup has launched a paper called A new future for water that identifies nine 
features to support communities and organizations in developing more 
effective and integrated WASH infrastructure services that can help them 
push towards a different and better future. 

These nine characteristics can also serve to guide the planning and design of 
WASH infrastructure:

1.	 Outcomes Focus: Creating common goals for the environment and 
society as central to what the community is aiming to positively impact 
and looking at how others within the system contribute to those.

2.	 Systems Mindset: Understanding the interconnections and 
interdependencies among the different WASH components to improve 
the integration of decisions, along with the data and models that underpin 
them, for example, within catchments and across potable water and 
wastewater systems.
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3.	 Resilient and Adaptive Approach: Planning and investing in a WASH 
system with the ability to cope with and recover from disruption, as  
well as the ability to anticipate and mitigate against future challenges  
and threats.

4.	 Distributed Mix of Solutions: Diversifying asset portfolios to include  
a hybrid set of WASH solutions and interventions that make greater  
use of catchment and nature-based solutions alongside deep  
behavioural changes.

5.	 Total Value Perspective: Recognizing, understanding and quantifying  
the full value and impact of the decisions on WASH solutions. This 
underpins the ability to implement a more appropriate response to 
challenging social and environmental contexts by also taking into  
account social, environmental and ethical considerations to  
understand total value.

6.	 Progressive Partnerships: Forming new and different partnerships, 
especially between actors that have not traditionally worked together,  
to support a participatory approach for WASH projects.

7.	 Place and Community Outlook: Identifying the most appropriate  
WASH solutions that reflect the priorities, needs and values of local 
communities and address the challenges they locally face.

8.	 Collaborative Citizen and Customer Base: Incorporating the actions  
and behaviours of individual citizens to form part of the solutions, 
especially in humanitarian contexts where water is scarce.

9.	 Robust Social Contract: Strengthening the implicit agreement between 
individuals and their governments, communities or organizations. This 
includes the notions of mutual obligations and shared responsibility, 
consent, reciprocity, the protection of rights, and accountability.

� Return to Prioritizing inclusive solutions

In addition to these principles, it is relevant to understand the elements  
to consider while working in humanitarian contexts. For this purpose,  
Arup, with the support of Oxfam and other partners, developed a  
guidance on surface water management in humanitarian contexts. The 
guidance focuses on the outcome of good surface water management on 
the health and well-being of people and the environment, by considering 
both water quality and quantity, minimizing a variety of closely linked 
vulnerabilities, maximizing the opportunities available to provide wider 
benefits to each site, and promoting seven prevention and mitigation 
techniques to try to manage surface water.
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FOCUS AREA: 

A holistic and integrated rights-based approach to 
ensure inclusiveness, sustainability and adherence to 
decent work principles in WASH development in the 
Global South

By International Labour Organization (ILO) – Employment Intensive 
Investment Programme (EIIP) 

ILO’s Employment-Intensive Investment Programme (EIIP) follows a holistic 
approach in its infrastructure development projects – including WASH projects 
– to ensure not only inclusiveness and adherence to decent work principles, 
but also long-term sustainability. Well-established EIIP planning, design and 
construction approaches, guidelines and standards – including comprehensive 
Integrated Rural Accessibility Planning (IRAP) and environmental and social 
safeguards (ESS) guidelines – ensure equal and inclusive access rights for  
all to the provided WASH infrastructure and services. 

Throughout the project cycle, the targeted communities/groups and other 
stakeholders are actively involved in decision-making, using inclusive 
participatory consultation and decision-making approaches. This relates to  
the planning, design, construction, and operations and maintenance (O&M)  
of the project. As the establishment of viable and sustainable O&M systems  
is a key condition to achieve sustainability, consultations with communities 
and other responsible actors about O&M arrangements and systems already 
start during the planning phase of projects.

Local resource-based (LRB) approaches are applied that make optimum use 
of locally available resources, including local labour. This, in combination with 
carefully selected environmentally sustainable design solutions (like eco-based 
solutions and nature-based solutions – NbS) that are climate resilient, ensures 
the environmental sustainability of WASH projects and creates substantial 
short-term local employment opportunities. Depending on specific projects’ 

characteristics, community contracting, contracting through small  
local contractors, or a combination of both is done to implement the 
construction works. 

To ensure equal access for all, equal pay for work of equal value, 
and adherence to wage- and non-wage-related working condition 
requirements in construction, rehabilitation and maintenance 
works, EIIP has a wide range of well-established guidelines that have 
proven their effectiveness in ensuring adherence to the principles of 
inclusiveness and decent work throughout the entire project cycle.

The feasibility, efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of applying 
inclusive approaches to WASH development depend largely on the 
enabling environment. The enabling environment relates not only 
to national or regional legislative, regulatory or strategic investment 
frameworks, but also to the available institutional and technical 
capacities among actors involved at policy and operational levels. 

Considering the critical importance of capacities, one of EIIP’s core activities 
is to support governments, private sector stakeholders (including training 
institutes, small local contractors, CSOs, NGOs) and community-based 
organizations in strengthening their capacities. Likewise, EIIP also provides 
advisory services and support at national/regional level in strengthening 
overarching legislative, regulatory, strategic, institutional and operational 
frameworks for employment-intensive, inclusive and sustainable 
infrastructure development. 
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Read more
•	 ILO/EIIP general sources of information: 

	- EIIP website
	- EIIP/ILO ASISTDOC – bibliographic database that contains thousands 

of documents produced by the ILO as well as its partners relating to 
labour-based technologies and local-level planning

	- ILO Conventions and WASH
	- EIIP digital collection
	- The ILO International Training Centre (ITC) in Turin offers a wide  

range of training courses for practitioners and policymakers on  
a broad range of topics that are relevant in the context of the  
ILO Decent Work Agenda – including EIIP: EIIP courses at ILO’s  
International Training Centre Turin 

•	 Learn more about EIIP in WASH infrastructure projects:

	- Gravity-led water supply project after 2018 earthquake in Papua  
New Guinea (Video)

	- Former combatants partner for safe water, peace in Mindanao, 
Philippines (Video) 

	- New water system promotes peace, decent work in Maguindanao, 
Philippines (Video)

	- Clean water, decent work unite communities for peace in Lanao  
del Sur, Philippines (Video)

	- Inclusive WASH governance with the Comunidad Mbya Guaraní  
Tekoa Ará Poty (Flor de Primavera) in Argentina (Video)

	- Indigenous peoples build new water system in Looy, Maguindanao, 
Philippines (Video) 

© Getty Images

� Return to Delivering inclusive solutions well
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FOCUS AREA: 

Female-friendly and accessible public and community 
toilets: a guideline and four-city assessment

By WaterAid

In 2018, WaterAid, Water & Sanitation for the Urban Poor (WSUP) and 
UNICEF published Female-friendly public and community toilets: a guide  
for planners and decision makers. The guide highlighted that poor access to 
sanitation disproportionately affects women and girls due to their social and 
cultural roles, responsibilities, restrictions, biology and physiology, including 
menstrual needs. It outlined essential and desirable features for public and 
community toilets to be: 

1.	 Safe and private,

2.	 Able to cater for menstrual management and other hygiene 
requirements,

3.	 Accessible to all users,

4.	 Affordable and available when needed,

5.	 Well maintained and managed, and

6.	 Able to meet the requirements of caregivers and parents.

After publication, four WaterAid country programmes undertook city-wide 
assessments of public toilets, some with municipal partners, to test the 
methodology and document current provision. This happened in: 

•	 Babati, Tanzania: all 5 toilets 

•	 Central Indian city:27 selected 14 toilets 

•	 Kathmandu, Lalitpur, Kirtipur and Madhyapur Thimi, Nepal: all 115 toilets 

•	 Chattogram, Bangladesh: all 45 toilets 

Results showed significant variation between countries. 

•	 Most are not meeting the full criteria for female friendliness and accessibility.

•	 Generally, toilets were within a solid structure with varying levels of 
privacy. In Bangladesh and India, privacy was often brought up in user 
interviews, with concerns that facilities were designed in such a way that 
female users felt they could be seen when using more communal areas 
such as menstrual pad vending machines or handwashing basins (where 
they may need to wash menstrual products).

•	 Cleanliness of facilities was a problem, with different causes. Some 
locations saw it as a user education issue, while in others, cleaners  
lacked the necessary materials to do their job. 

•	 Accessibility for users with disabilities scored poorly – in some cities there 
was not a single accessible toilet cubicle, potentially impacting persons 
with disabilities, pregnant women, small children and people who are 
injured or sick. 

•	 Availability of handwashing units varied greatly – in some areas, there was 
no way to practise basic hygiene. In the central Indian city, however, there 
were handwashing units in all facilities, with most having running water. 

•	 No country had existing guidelines for assessing the suitability of public 
toilets from a gender perspective. All assessments brought up a need for 
more stringent national and/or local standards for inclusive, accessible, 
female-friendly toilets. 

•	 No assessed public toilets had facilities to help parents or caregivers 
manage the needs of those they are caring for, such as space for baby 
changing or breastfeeding spaces. 
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Assessments led to recommended actions ranging from quick wins 
to medium- and long-term solutions. Some simple and low-cost 
modifications – such as providing hooks, ledges and accessibility grab 
rails – were identified to make significant improvements in the short 
term. Meanwhile, medium-term adaptations of facilities included adding 
ramps where steps are too high, better signage for all users, and even, 
obstacle-free pathways to the facilities. In the longer term, working with 
governments and municipalities on better regulations for public and 
community toilets was identified as a necessary action.

Read more
•	 Female-friendly public and community toilets: a guide for planners  

and decision makers
•	 Female-friendly public and community toilets (Webinar)

� Return to Maximizing systems performance

© WaterAid































































 75

Table of contents

Guidelines for developing inclusive water, sanitation and hygiene infrastructure

	- Funding Options: Alternative financing for infrastructure development,  
Deloitte, 2013.

	- Financing for gender equality, UN Women.
•	 Engage donors and development partners to develop or implement organizational 

policies on disability and accessibility: Toolkit on Accessibility: Advocacy for 
Accessibility, UNICEF, 2022, p. 25.

� Return to Prioritization, preparation and investment
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•	 Identify inclusive implementation approaches:
	- Community Infrastructure in Urban Areas: Creating jobs while improving  

low-income settlements, ILO, 2020.
	- Local investments for climate change adaptation: Green jobs through green 

works, ILO, 2011.
•	 Conduct assessments to support decision-making and evaluation:

	- Determine the broader impacts of development interventions: Locating the 
Unintended Consequences of Interventions: A Tool for Analysing Impact  
Inequality in Development Programming, SEI, 2023.

� Return to WASH infrastructure planning
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Read more
•	 Conduct social analysis: Social Analysis Sourcebook: incorporating social  

dimensions into Bank supported projects, World Bank.
•	 Assess impact on employment: Employment Impact Assessment (EmpIA),  

ILO, 2021.
•	 Guide for Monitoring Employment and Conducting Employment Impact  

Assessments (EmpIA) of Infrastructure Investments, ILO, 2020.
•	 How to integrate environmental and social safeguards across the project  

cycle: Environmental and social safeguards guidelines, ILO, 2022.
•	 Determine the broader impacts of development interventions: Locating  

the Unintended Consequences of Interventions: A Tool for Analysing Impact 
Inequality in Development Programming, SEI, 2023.

•	 Community health, safety and security: Environmental and social safeguards 
guidelines, ILO, 2022, pp. 11-13.

� Return to Prioritization, preparation and investment
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	- Female-friendly public and community toilets: a guide for planners and decision 
makers, WaterAid, Water & Sanitation for the Urban Poor, and UNICEF, 2018. 

	- A Toolkit for Integrating Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) into 
Humanitarian Response, Columbia University and International Rescue 
Committee, 2017. 

	- Guidelines and tools for menstrual hygiene management, IFRC Watsan  
Mission Assistant.

•	 Guidelines for the construction of institutional and public toilets, WaterAid, 2019. 
•	 Learning from Experience: Guidelines for locally sourced and cost-effective  

strategies to modify existing household toilets and water access, World Vision  
and CBM Australia, 2018.

•	 Design safe public toilets and WASH facilities: Crime Prevention Through 
Environmental Design Guidebook, Crime Prevention Through Environmental  
Design (CPTED), 2003.

•	 Incorporate inclusive implementation into design approaches: Decent Work in 
Nature-based Solutions 2022, ILO, United Nations Environment Programme  
(UNEP) and International Union for Conservation of Nature, 2022.

� Return to Design
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Read more
•	 Conduct inclusive procurement to support businesses owned by women and 

marginalized groups: Inclusive Procurement And Contracting: Building a Field  
of Policy and Practice, PolicyLink, 2018.

•	 Conduct disability-inclusive procurement: Guidelines on the Implementation 
of Indicator 8: Procurement, High-Level Committee on Management (HLCM) 
Procurement Network, 2020.

•	 Policy recommendations for promoting women’s participation: Empowering  
women through public procurement and enabling inclusive growth, UN Women, 2021.

•	 Strategies to address structural barriers to procurement: Contracting for Equity: Best 
Local Government Practices that Advance Racial Equity in Government Contracting 
and Procurement, Insight Center for Community Economic Development.

•	 Consider using the Short Form of Contract from FIDIC for simple works of limited 
duration: Short Form of Contract 2nd Ed (2021 Green Book).

•	 Conduct inclusive procurement for employment-intensive works and  
community-based contracting:
	- Guide on gender-responsive procurement for Employment-Intensive Investment 

Programmes (EIIPs), ILO, 2022.
	- Contracting Local Infrastructure Works, ILO, 2009.
	- Community contracts in urban infrastructure works, ILO, 2001.
	- Community Contracting and Organisational Practices in Rural Areas: A Case  

Study of Malawi, ILO, 2005.
	- Organisation, Contracting and Negotiation in Development Programmes and 

Projects: A Study of Current Practice at the Community Level, ILO, 2001.
•	 Improve the capacity of local and small-scale contractors:

	- Small-scale contractor development in the construction sector, ILO, 2003.
	- Developing the construction industry for employment-intensive infrastructure 

investments, ILO, 2019.
	- Trainer’s Guide for Rural Masons - Learning Unit 5 Toilet construction, ILO, 2017.

•	 Improve procurement transparency through open data: Open Contracting Data 
Standard (OCDS), Open Contracting Partnership.

•	 Inclusive Public Procurement Playbook, UNDP, 2022.

•	 Implement measures for protection from sexual exploitation, abuse and sexual 
harassment (PSEAH) and the protection of children and young people: 
	- PSEAH Implementation Quick Reference Handbook, CHS Alliance, 2020.
	- Sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment (SEAH) Infrastructure Tool, DFID 

Safeguarding Unit, ICED, 2019.
	- DFAT Child Protection Guidance Note: Child Protection in Infrastructure  

Activities, DFAT, 2020.

� Return to Procurement
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