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Citywide Inclusive Sanitation: Achieving the urban water SDGs
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Eawag - Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and Technology

Between 2015 and 2030, Africa’s population is expected to
grow by 42 per cent or nearly half a billion people; Likewise,
Asia’s population will grow by a similar number, although
representing only 12 per cent growth in the continent’s
population (UN DESA 2018). Most of this growth is projected
to take place in urban areas, while rural population numbers
will stagnate. Most cities lack the basic infrastructure and
services needed for economic productivity, social inclusion
and environmental sustainability, while inequalities
within cities are persistent and widespread. The urban
poor particularly lack access to adequate shelter, water,
sanitation and health services.

Local authorities in developing cities often lack capacity
in planning and implementation and therefore are ill-
equipped to deal with this projected growth. In most
countries of the Global South, urban infrastructure
planning and programming is still top-down and follows
an expensive, technocratic and “one-size-fits-all” networked
system. Governments and agencies in low and middle-
income countries plan and develop water and sanitation
services with limited participation of the urban poor, if at
all. Even where governments follow a pro-poor approach
such as in Ethiopia, their policies and investments have
been hampered by an inadequate under-standing of the
needs, perceptions and coping strategies of the urban poor
(ISF-UTS and SNV 2016).

The New Urban Agenda and SDGs

The United Nation’s New Urban Agenda ensured member
nations’ commitment in making cities more sustainable

with special attention to water and sanitation services
(UN 2017). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
are 17 different goals, among which water, sanitation and
hygiene form Goal-6. Under this framework, there are
separate targets for drinking water, water quality, water-
related ecosystems and specifically, the universal, equitable
access to ‘improved’ sanitation. Globally, an additional one
million persons have to get access to improved sanitation
facilities each day to reach this goal by 2030 (Mara and
Evans 2017). Although compared to rural areas, cities have
better sanitation service provision, (WHO 2017), the latter is
still a major contributor of untreated wastewater, creating
hotspots for environmental degradation and public health
hazards impairing social and economic productivity.

Mostimportantly, within the sanitation targets of SDG 6.2,
for the first time, the focus is not only on toilet access, but on
managing the entire sanitation value chain, encompassing
containment, emptying, transport, treatment and safe
reuse or disposal. This paved the way for a paradigm shift,
where thinking goes beyond piped sewers (Ross et al.
2016). Developing cities are growing bigger and denser,
with informal and peri-urban settlements often being
underserved. To provide a citywide solution, an inclusive
approach that embraces various scales of decentralised
solutions such as faecal sludge management, container-
based sanitation and other small-scale decentralised
treatment systems, is required. Total sanitation coverage for
rapidly expanding cities of the Global South will therefore
need to comprise a mix of different contextualised solutions
(Figure 1), including sewered areas (e.g. central business
districts), decentralised or small-scale systems (e.g. specific
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residential developments or institutions) and faecal sludge
management ecosystems (e.g. dense informal or peri-urban
settlements).
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Fig. 1: Blended sanitation systems in urban settings (blue: sewered, green: decentralised
systems, brown: on-site sanitation. © Eawag-Sandec 2018

Citywide Inclusive Sanitation (CWIS)

Citywide Inclusive Sanitation (BMGF et al. 2017) is a novel
concept thatis gaining traction with several sector players
including the World Bank and the Gates Foundation. CWIS
thinking rests on four main actionable pillars:

(i) Prioritise the human right of citizens to sanitation -
equitable and accessible for all;

(ii) Deliver safe managementalong the whole sanitation
service chain, from the toilet to safe treatment and
reuse;

(iii) Integrate sanitation in urban planning and renewal,

providing liveable and sanitary environments; and

(iv) Committo workingin partnership to deliver citywide

inclusive sanitation, including formal and informal

partners.

Clearly, citywide inclusive sanitation is cross-sectoral in
nature and can contribute to the progress of other SDGs
such as good health and wellbeing (SDG 3), gender equality
(SDG 5), reduced inequalities (SDG 10) and sustainable cities
(SDG 11). Through resource recovery and encouraging a
circular waste economy, it adds to Goals 7 and 12, clean
energy and responsible consumption (SuSanA 2017). As a
corollary, the consequences of inadequate sanitation affect
everyone, as human waste and its pathogens recognise no
boundaries and spread freely across urban areas, therefore
affecting many development goals.

There is no silver bullet for achieving total sanitation
coverage, and therefore planning and programming for
citywide inclusive sanitation with a coherent strategy
requires rigorous planning. An integrated analysis of
socio-economic, cultural, institutional and environmental
conditions is critical. A planning process should ensure
inclusion of the underrepresented communities and ensure

12 llll+ | Integrated Policy Briefs

stakeholder involvement at all levels. By incorporating local
knowledge in this way, success rates of interventions could
be increased (McGranahan and Mitlin 2016). Further, this
presents an opportunity for understanding the potential of
resource recovery and its sustained use at the community
level. However, a detailed planning effort requires dedicated
financial and time resources allotted to it to deliver the
intended outcomes.

Policy Recommendations

CWIS requires a clear policy framework to enable more
inclusive and incremental sanitation solutions. In this policy
brief, we present five suggestions that might enable urban
sanitation planning and programming to move beyond the
mainstream conventional solutions.

1. Amoreintegrated and inclusive approach is needed to
cover allurban areas. We argue for a blended approach
that includes a menu of solutions such as faecal
sludge management (FSM), decentralised or small-
scale systems for areas too far from existing sewers
and for the more affluent urban neighbourhoods,
piped sewers (Reymond; Renggli and Luthi 2016). For
blended solutions to be accepted, a concerted effort
by academia, media and decision-makers to overcome
the misconception that waterborne sewerage is the
only acceptable sanitation technology, and that
aforementioned alternative sanitation systems are
temporary and stopgap solutions. An integrated
approach also includes taking into account water
supply, solid waste management and stormwater
drainage, of the targeted location.

2. A more pragmatic approach to urban sanitation
would entail the avoidance of infrastructure plans
that are often prepared with aspirational objectives,
without a realistic consideration of what is actually
achievable given the availability of existing resources
and ignoring existing investments. The availability of
financial resources for system upgrade is a common
limiting factor and therefore, a more pragmatic
approach is to plan for improvements in incremental
steps, rather thanin an ‘all or nothing’ fashion. It also
would progress towards ‘some for all’ as against ‘all
for some’ principle.

3. Planning for CWIS needs to be holistic and requires
dedicated time, effort and financial resources. The
planning process should revolve around informed
decision making, must be inclusive of all the relevant
stakeholders, and not just the municipality or urban
water and sanitation utility. The process should
ensure robust data collection of current practices,
socio-cultural, economic and environmental aspects.
This could be done through coproduction of local
knowledge, where the members of local communities
themselves, are involved in data gathering. Provision
of funds to support the above and other consultation
activities, including the development of dissemination
and communications channels, help in reaching



different stakeholder groups, since in these settings,
stakeholder groups are not organised, and do
not always have common engagement platforms
for information exchange. Such an integrated
participatory approach improves transparency of
decision-making and promotes ownership among
the community.

4. One of the inherent challenges with sanitation
planning and programming is that they require
a range of institutions and organisations to work
together. Therefore, the level of commitment, capacity
and the relationships between these institutions
have a significant bearing on the planning process.
Coordination between different stakeholder
institutions, each of whom has a related mandate and
jurisdiction, is crucial. City leaders need to leverage
their power to drive a coherent citywide strategy and
bring all major actors to the table, and on the same
page set the functions and specific objectives of the
improved services. Civic society, user communities,
NGOs and other relevant actors, must be adequately
represented, informed and consulted throughout
the process. CWIS is less about technology fixes, and
more about process-oriented solutions (Parkinson;
Luthi and Walther 2014).

5. Although environmental considerations are implicit
in sanitation planning, the subsequent part of the
sanitation value chain, treatment and disposal/reuse,
are often inadequate. That is evident, in low and
middle-income countries, where access to ‘improved
sanitation’ as evaluated until the containment and
safe emptying is not tantamount to the wastewater
/ faecal sludge treated, with only 18 per cent of the
domestic wastewater from on-site sanitation facilities
actually being treated worldwide (UN-Water 2018). It
is therefore important to build necessary treatment
capacity for safeguarding the environment. Several
low-cost alternative technologies are on the rise
for municipal wastewater, such as the emerging
advancements in nature-based solutions, all of which
must be actively considered in the planning process.

Conclusion

With rapid urbanisation in low and middle-income countries,
the challenge of urban sanitation must be innovatively
addressed adopting a more inclusive, decentralised
and incremental approach. Successful CWIS requires
consolidated efforts in coordinated, participatory planning
involving various stakeholders, and active consideration of
management throughout the sanitation value chain.
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