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liberate scavengers in India by employing low-cost, safe sanitation 
technology. In over three decades, Sulabh has built a commercially 

impact. By 2006, it liberated 60,000 people from lives as scavengers. 
It has also developed 26 different toilet designs for varying budgets 
and locations and trained 19,000 masons who could build low-cost, 
twin-pit toilets using locally available materials. Local municipal 
governments in India engaged Sulabh to build toilets in public 
places, and some State governments even offered loans and subsidies 
to individuals to build toilets at their homes. By 2006, Sulabh had 
installed 1.4 million household toilets and maintained 7,500 public 
pay-per-use toilets. An estimated ten million people used its facilities 
across the country, and as Sulabh Shauchalayas become increasingly 
well-known, the word has also become a generic name for public 
toilets. Its success in India has brought global attention, and countries 
such as Bhutan, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Cameroon and 
Burkina Faso have expressed interest in Sulabh’s sanitation work. 
Sulabh has also conducted several campaigns to promote sanitation; 
in 2006 the company acquired land on the outskirts of Delhi to build 
a Sanitation University. 

LEGACY OF DRY LATRINES
Traditionally, most of the toilets built in the 20th century in India 

the late 1960s and through the 1970s, toilet pans in India were made 
of ceramic. They were in short supply and not affordable for most 

also limited. Scarcity of water in urban areas resulted in the lack of 

water. This meant that much of India’s population either defecated 
in the open (65 per cent) or used dry latrines or “bucket toilets” that 
required daily removal and transportation of human waste. Human 
waste removal was carried out by a group of people called “scavengers” 
that also carried human waste from bucket toilets as head-loads.
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Between 2002 and 2003, the Indian Ministry for Social Justice 
and Empowerment admitted the existence of 6,76,000 people who 
lifted human excrement for a living (scavengers). They cleaned the 
9.2 million dry latrines that were spread across 21 States and Union 
Territories. Women that were regarded as untouchables and placed in 

the lowest rung of India’s class 
system were responsible for 
cleaning these toilets. However, 
many agencies believe that 

stated low because scavenging 
is illegal, and there are many 
different estimates. According 
to Bezwada Wilson, national 
convener of the Safai Karmachari 
Associatizon2, no reliable data is 

sample surveys with our limited 
resources, and we estimate that there could be as many as 12 lakh 
(1.2 million) scavengers in the country,” he stated in an interview in 
Frontline Magazine.3

were working as scavengers in 2005 and were often employed by the 
local civil bodies to clean excrement in public places. 

According to the 2001 census, only 36.4 per cent of the total 
population had latrines within households. In urban areas it was 58 to 

2001 census also states that 40.1 million people in India live in urban 
slums. According to a paper produced by the Municipal Corporation 
of Greater Mumbai, 5.93 million people, or 50 per cent of the people 
living in Mumbai slums, had no access to toilets and defecated in the 

an estimated 750 million people in the country defecated in the open or 

Founded on Gandhian 
principles, it (Sulabh) has 
developed products aimed at 
some of the poorest sections 
of Indian Society, including 
low castes and migrant 
workers. Most striking are its 
scale of operation – providing 
improved sanitation to some 
10 million people – and its 
business model. 
     (Source – HDR 2006)

2 SKA is a national association of scavengers 
3 “India’s shame” by Annie Zaidi, Frontline 9-22 September 2006  
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used toilets that had to be cleaned manually by scavengers. This lack of 

set of barriers to liberate scavengers. 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND 
SANITATION ARE GOVERNMENT’S PROBLEM 
In India, lack of sanitation also has a huge human health impact. 
According to the global NGO Water Aid, no more than 250 of the 
country’s 4,000 cities and towns had sewer systems, and many of those 

untreated into rivers, lakes and the sea. According to the 2006 UNDP 
Human Development Report, India accounted for 4,50,000 of the 
world’s 1.8 million infant deaths attributed to diarrhoea, annually. For 

from preventable diseases like diarrhoea. Infected water caused an 
estimated 80 per cent of diseases in India, according to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), which makes poor sanitation and inadequate 
sewage disposal the nation’s biggest public health problem.

Women especially suffered because they had to wake up very early 
to be able to defecate in the open. Women in cities like Mumbai and 
Delhi often did not drink enough water or eat enough food in order 

health problems, such as infection of the urinary tract. Where women 
sought desolate places to relieve themselves there were reports of 
harassment and even molestation. Furthermore, talking about public 
sanitation was considered taboo in India. Therefore, overcoming social 
antipathy and attracting private sector participation in sanitation was a 
huge challenge. 

LIBERATED SCAVENGERS NEED REHABILITATION
Gandhi, who pioneered the sanitation movement in India, was one of 
the earliest social scientists that acknowledged that scavengers deserved 
equal treatment and alternate livelihoods. He learned that scavengers 
often had to clean the dry latrines before sunrise, because people of 
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other (higher) castes did not even 
want to come into contact with 
a scavenger’s shadow. Through 

treatment, he led a group of 
scavengers who were normally 
not allowed to enter temples to the 
Godhra temple in 1917. However, 
social emancipation was only 
part of the challenge. When 
reform-minded NGOs pleaded 
with scavengers to give up their 
occupation, the response was 
always that the scavengers asked 
for employment alternatives. 
The key dimensions of this 
challenge included imparting 
new and relevant skills, training, 
entrepreneurial support and, most 
crucially, education for children 
of scavengers (those born into 
the occupation) that were being 

asked to abandon their only source of livelihood. 
Sula h a private sector pioneer in sanitation 

THE CREATION OF SULABH 
In 1970, Dr. Bindeshwar Pathak, Ph.D., a sociologist, started Sulabh 
as an NGO to take up toilet construction work that would liberate 
scavengers. The idea came to him from his association with Gandhi 

an alternative to the dry latrines that were cleaned by scavengers. He 
was inspired by Gandhi’s work in attempting to liberate scavengers 
in India and later by a sociologist, PV Young, who had lived in a 

“The high costs of connecting 
to a sewer mean that on-
site sanitation will remain 
the most viable option in 
many low-income areas. 
Public toilets on the model 
developed by Sulabh 
and others illustrate one 
approach for use in high 
population density areas. 
However, governments could 
do far more to create an 
enabling environment for the 
development of services such 
as pit emptying and disposal 
that are lacking in so many 
cities today. In effect, poor 
households are bearing the 
cost not just of constructing 
latrines, but also of providing 
the infrastructure for excreta 
disposal.”
  (Source – HDR 2006)
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and built a rapport with the children in the communities that she wanted 
to understand. So I went and lived with a community in Bethia, Bihar 
for nearly three months,” explained Pathak. During this period, he 
came across a WHO publication on toilet construction and also read 
another one on the same subject published in the vernacular press. “Out 
of a heterogeneous mass of latrine designs, the pit latrine is the most 
universal and applicable,” declared the WHO’s publication. According 
to Pathak, this was the genesis of the Sulabh movement. The book had 
been written for rural areas, but Pathak experimented and developed a 
design that could also suit the urban setting.

INNOVATIONS IN TOILET DESIGN 
Pathak learned how to pre-cast the pans and build a toilet based on 
WHO’s pit latrine designs. “There were no factories at that time,” 
explained Pathak. Sulabh started 
production of pans using sand and 

covered with soil and then sand 
was pasted over it with cow dung. 
It was then covered with a mix of 
sand and cement and, sometimes, 
with mosaic chips added to it. The 
pan was taken out of the mould and 
kept in a water tank for three or four 
days. The pan was then smoothed 
using sand paper. The water seal or trap was also pre-cast . 

During Sulabh’s initial years, Pathak, himself hand-built the pans 

hired help. People in his own community did not take him seriously, 
because they could not understand what an upper-caste Brahmin was 
doing with toilets. By 1974, Sulabh was using Pathak’s design to build 
toilets on a larger scale. Pathak was the sole technology development 
personnel member until 1985, although he was not a trained engineer. 

The Sulabh latrine can 
promote environmental 
sanitation in most densely 
populated urban areas. But 
to do so, it must be adopted 
by international agencies 
as a model for widespread 
promotion in developing 
countries.

         (Source – HDR 2003)
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environmentally friendly and required only 1.5 to 2 litres of water for 

technology was sustainable, replicable and cost effective. The toilet 
used two pits instead of one. 

When one pit became full, the toilet waste was routed to the other. 

the drinking water source. The solid waste dried up and formed lumps 
like large pieces of coal. People could empty the pits themselves. In 
contrast, where there was only one pit, it was necessary to use vacuum 
cleaner technology because it would still be wet. By early 2007, Sulabh 
had 26 designs for the twin-pit latrine that varied in cost from the very 
basic, at Rs 500 ( 11.50), to the deluxe, costing Rs 30,000 ( 750). 
Sulabh’s innovations covered all aspects of the product. For example, 
the Rs 500 toilet had only a curtain made of Jute fabric sourced from 
gunny bags commonly used in South Asia for storing grains and other 
commodities. 

PRIVATE SECTOR INTERVENTION IN PUBLIC TOILETS
In the 1970s, Pathak depended heavily on government grants to 

Bihar government to build 200 toilets in the state capital of Patna. A 
combination of changes in the elected Government, due to elections 
and bureaucratic transfers, frustrated Pathak’s attempts to work with 
Government grants to further Sulabh’s agenda. Pathak started believing 
that Sulabh needed to be independent of Government funding if it was 
going to pursue its path in a sustainable way. Ironically, the idea to make 

called R. Nath. Nath dissuaded Pathak from the idea of grants, citing 
the extraordinary delays faced by anyone trying to get grants from the 

Sulabh as a project execution entity and function as a contractor to 
execute Government toilet projects. He also suggested that Pathak use the 
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additional projects. In 1970, when he was in the process of awarding a 
Government toilet contract to Sulabh, Nath was transferred. 

START-UP FUNDING 
The period from 1970 to 1973 was the toughest for Pathak. He had 
borrowed Rs 50,000 ( 1,150) from friends and family to keep the 

into his personal savings and started a small chemist shop; he barely 
managed to get by. In 1973, a chance encounter with an old associate 
got Sulabh a commission to build two toilets for a small municipality 
in Bihar. The work won appreciation from the elected head of the 
municipality who retained Sulabh to build many more toilets in the 
area. In 1974, he got the State Government’s nod to build toilets on a 
large scale using the Sulabh design. 

SULABH’S TWO MAIN SANITATION MODELS 

toilets and pay-per-use public toilets in urban slums and other public 
places such as religious sites, bus-stands and railway stations. The pay-
per-use toilets are only viable where there are a lot of people at high 
densities. There is no demand or paying capacity for residential toilets 
in rural India. 

PUBLIC PAY-PER-USE TOILETS
Pathak built his business model based on his Bihar experience where he 
executed the toilet project with money and land from the municipality 
and retained 10 to 20 per cent of the contract value as the contractor’s 
fee. He expanded that model to include private companies, religious 
institutions, government buildings, Indian railways and others. In its 
business model, Sulabh built toilets using its own design on land given 
by its clients with the money they provided. 

The operational costs are recovered from user charges. Pathak bet 
that if the toilet was kept clean, people would not mind paying a small 
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even pay for rail or bus tickets. However, people did pay ten paise (1/4th 
of a US cent) when they saw that the toilet was clean. Pathak recalled, 

( 1.10) but soon users increased.” Sulabh has a 30-year maintenance 
contract with local bodies in most cases. Now, in most contracts the 
Government has moved to a Build Operate Transfer (BOT) model. 

RESIDENTIAL HOMES 

launched the construction of toilets on a large scale for private 
households in Bihar. The Government of Bihar had approved a 50 per 
cent subsidy and 50 per cent loan scheme for household installation 
of Sulabh toilets, and Sulabh kept ten per cent of the overall cost for 
service charges. Sulabh workers went from house to house to promote 
the programme and convinced people to purchase and build toilets, 

form to receive the government subsidy and loan. Sulabh managed the 

four complaints. We had a system. One person would campaign, one 
would supervise toilets and one would rectify complaints,”said Pathak. 
This programme was launched in many towns in Bihar. 

VALUE-ADDED SERVICES 
Sulabh’s pay-per-use facilities included more than just toilets. Part of 
the revenue came from many value-added services that were offered at 
Sulabh facilities, such as bathing, laundry, accommodation and more. 
A few examples of these are described below. The toilets were staffed 
by an attendant 24 hours per day and had supplies of powdered soap 
for washing hands, bathing and laundry. Some special toilet complex 
facilities also provided telephone services and primary healthcare. The 
public toilet complexes were very important for the homeless and the 
very poor, because they lived in extremely dense conditions and did 
not have individual toilets. “People actually pay for using these toilets 
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the toilets that were at a park bordering a posh locality in Kolkata 
(formerly Calcutta) where I lived. Men who would otherwise spend 
their money drinking at the end of a hard day’s work pay to have a good 
bath and use the toilet. It is a luxury and Pathak’s model has changed 
social habits,” says Gourishanker Ghosh, former Executive Director of 
the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council in Geneva. In 
the Jhajjar district of Haryana, the Ministry of Transport provided the 
land for a new toilet complex. The ten-seat toilet facility was expected 
to cost Rs 1,111,800 ( 25,000). The District Administration of Jhajjar 
provided funds of Rs 6,00,000 ( 13,500), including a Rs 2,00,000 
( 4,500) subsidy from Housing and Urban Development Corporation 

provide the remaining funds.4
Sulabh also partnered with tourism-related industries to provide 

toilet facilities at tourist sites. In Kollam, in the southern Indian State 
of Kerala, the Sulabh unit was a travellers’ facilitation centre at the 
Kerala State Road Transport Corporation bus depot. This centre had 
been established in collaboration with the Department of Tourism. It 
also had a cloakroom and restrooms to provide additional revenue to 
Sulabh, built for the combined fee of Rs 1,500,000 ( 33,500)5 The 
facility in Jaipur was completely air-conditioned, had sensor-based 
toilets and were mostly used by tourists. The architecture was chosen 
to be consistent with the local architecture and aesthetics. Similarly, 
the Sulabh urinals at the Taj Mahal had been designed very carefully, 
gaining international recognition by a body that evaluated public 
toilets. 

In West Bengal, Sulabh submitted a proposal to the State’s Health 
and Family Welfare Department in August 2005 to set up night shelters 
at six state-run hospitals to better accommodate the large number of 
people and their relatives at the public healthcare facilities. The night 
shelters would be equipped with both sitting as well as sleeping facilities, 

4 According to a Press release from the Press Information Bureau, released by the Ministry of Urban Affairs 
and Poverty Alleviation, Government of India, dated January 27th, 2006. 
5 “Facilitation centre at KSRTC depot,”  The Hindu, June 24th, 2006
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along with toilet complexes. The night shelters were to be built above 
the toilet block. People had to pay a minimal sum of Rs 5 per day for 
booking a “tilted” seat, Rs 20 for beds with bedrolls and Rs 200 (less 
than 5) for a room with a double bed. Sulabh planned to fund these 
projects through loans from HUDCO. Sulabh had also proposed to the 
State Government that they grant the company advertisement rights so 
that a portion of the expenditures incurred on maintenance could be 
realized by putting up billboards and hoardings in these complexes.6 

Pathak has stated that they are now in the process of building these 
facilities.

SERVICES FREE 
Sulabh offered free toilet services to women, children and the disabled 
in every facility, meaning that it only charged the adult male members 
of a household for using the toilet facilities.

In Chattisgarh, Sulabh set up schools above the toilet complexes. 
According to  P.C. Gupta (head of Sulabh in Madhya Pradesh and 
Chattisgarh) “We carried out a survey and found that children living 

in slums were not receiving 
education. So we decided to impart 
them rudimentary education free 
of cost,”7. Each of the two schools 
had 40 students and four teachers. 
Some adults were also being 
educated along with the children. 
“We provide free books and 
stationery to the children,” Gupta 
said. Sulabh toilet complexes 
were also used as awareness and 
education centre for the prevention 
of sexually transmitted infections 

In Chattisgarh, Sulabh set 
up schools above the toilet 
complexes. According to 
 P.C. Gupta (head of Sulabh
 in Madhya Pradesh and 
Chattisgarh) “We carried 
out a survey and found that 
children living in slums were 
not receiving education. So 
we decided to impart them 
rudimentary education free 
of cost,”7

6 “Sulabh International proposes to set up night shelters at WB Govt run hospitals” Joy Roy Choudhury – 
Kolkata, Express Healthcare Management, August 15th 2005 
7“Learning A, B, C in toilet complexes” - By Rohit Ghosh, Indo-Asian News Service Bhopal, Feb 15 
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8 Sulabh Environment Information system website. Available at www.sulabhenvis.in/pages/siihh.asp  
9

(STIs) and AIDS. They exhibited various publications and helped in 
prevention by distributing free condoms with aid from the West Bengal 
AIDS Control Society. Also, Sulabh trained over one thousand female 
volunteers, belonging to urban slums in Delhi, on STIs and AIDS. 

of population at risk to HIV/AIDS in the world. Thus, Sulabh had 
expanded its sanitation mission to include other prevention-related 
public health initiatives and to take advantage of the commonality of 
the potential target recipients for such messages and those that used 
public toilets.8 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
By 2006, Sulabh employed 50,000 people including several architects, 
sociologists, and engineers that were distributed throughout the country 
(see Appendix A). In each of the 26 Indian States in which it operated, 

organization was highly decentralized and, in each of the 26 States, 
was headed by a Chairman. Each Chairman sought out innovations that 
were locally appropriate. It did not have a human resource department,9 
and most people that were recruited by Sulabh were handpicked by 
Pathak. Even though he was not involved in its daily operations, the 
organization depended on him for leadership and accountability. “That 
is the genius of the Founder,” says Arun Pathak, a Sulabh employee, “he 
has a pulse on the organization and can smell when things go wrong.”

Sulabh’s decisions to bid on projects were taken by the State units 
in consultation with Sulabh International in Delhi. Pathak participated 
in many of these decisions because the State units often sought out his 
opinion. The state units had a free hand in implementation of projects 
and were encouraged to employ innovative methods. The organizational 
culture promoted innovation and quality. “If we make a mistake we 
accept it,” said Pathak. He also pointed out that they never bought 
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substandard material, which is a common complaint in government 

bought substandard stuff, we return it,” he observed. Pathak strove to 
create an environment where anybody could write to him with a request, 
idea, or complaint, including the persons that maintain the toilets. 

PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS 
Most of the public toilets run by Sulabh economically break even 
in eight to nine months. Those facilities located in prominent places 

loss-making ones.10 In 2005, Sulabh’s revenues reached nearly Rs 125 
crore ( 32 million) with a 15 per cent surplus11 (i.e. approximately 5 
million). The surplus was used to run social programmes. Sulabh called 
it “action sociology” and focused on rehabilitating liberated scavengers, 
which was one of the three key barriers that Sulabh faced in achieving 
its mission. 

Development Impact  Reha ilitating Scavengers
through Entrepreneurship, Training and Social Action 
In 2002, Pathak heard that there was a scavenging community that still 
cleared dry pits in the Alwar district of Rajasthan. He went there and 
convinced the women not to continue with their work. They, predictably, 
asked him for alternate work. So, Sulabh started a centre there and 

innovation got them to enroll their children in schools, trained them in 
food processing and beauty care, allowed them the opportunity to open 
bank accounts, and paid them a stipend of Rs 1800 ( 40.5) per month. 
“It takes us three years to train one batch,” said Dr. Suman Chahar 
who ran the International Centre for Woman and Child (ICWC), an 
organization that Sulabh started to support marginalized women and 
children. 

10

11
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In order to provide them with sustainable incomes, Sulabh also 
spoke to local retail outlets and hotels. These women came to the 
Sulabh centre and made papads (a kind of dry snack). The papads 
made by the women were then packed and marketed by Sulabh under 
the “India Papad” brand name. “Today, after three years a shop keeper 
from the upper caste came into this colony of scavengers asking some 
women to make hand-made rice noodles in large quantities because 
Sulabh’s center could not meet the demand during a festival season. 
He promised the women that he would take about two tonnes of hand-
made vermicelli from them directly. This is a major achievement for 
us,” says Chahar. 

In 2006, the second batch of 26 women from Rajasthan started 
their training. Countrywide, ICWC has trained 5,000 women from 
marginalized communities in vocational skills. According to Chahar, 
given that 35 per cent of Indians were surviving on less than one 
dollar per day, the fact that 2,000 of the trained women were earning 
an income ranging from Rs 1,000 ( 22.5) to Rs 1,500 ( 33.5) per 

the number of scavengers in 2006 at 1.2 million. Sulabh was working 
on a plan with the Planning Commission and the Ministry of Social 
Justice to help former scavengers to start small manufacturing units 
to make toilet pans and other sanitary ware. “To protect them initially 
we will stipulate that government departments have to buy from them. 

Pathak. Sulabh also ran a vocational training center in Delhi, Patna 
and Mumbai where it trained children of scavengers in computers, 

and cutting, and beauty management. By late 2006, it had trained 
approximately 6,000 students. 

Sulabh was not only a sanitation movement in the technical sense; 
it was also a social movement, aiming to restore the dignity and human 
rights of scavengers. Following Gandhi’s example, it was a peaceful 
movement. “It is a silent movement. You cannot succeed if you 
don’t co-operate with the people and the Government,” pointed out 
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Pathak. However, this is not to say that it has not been controversial. 
Pathak took a group of scavengers to an old temple (the Nathdwara 

12 “But I did not defy the temple authorities. I 
created conducive atmosphere where no one was hurt sentimentally 
and nobody’s life was put at risk,” says Pathak. He himself signed in 
at the reception as a “Raut,” a surname from a scavenger community, 
to test waters. The temple priests let him in, and he then knew that if 
he took a group of people, they would not be harmed. 

Opportunities and Challenges for Scaling Up 
LESSONS LEARNED FROM CRITICS 
Sulabh’s successes also brought their share of critics. In 2006, the 
Municipal Corporation of Delhi (MCD) revoked Sulabh’s contract 
for maintaining 1,953 public toilets in the city, citing shoddy 
maintenance and failure to declare revenues from advertising 
fastened to the toilet walls.13 Independent surveys conducted by 
a Japanese company and a local NGO indicated that these toilets 
were not being used. Pathak explained that 953 of the MCD toilets 
were constructed under a loan from JBIC, the Japanese development 
agency. They were built by the government and were of poor quality. 
Pathak felt the lack of users was a result of the government’s haste 
to spend the JBIC money and the lack of community consultation 
to decide on locations and willingness to pay in the vicinity. “There 
were twelve toilet blocks built in just one park,” “said Pathak, 
who also claimed that Sulabh spent money to repair the toilets. He 
also says that they have decided not to go to court and will simply 

work with them,” says Pathak. He also admitted that it was Sulabh’s 
fault that they took over toilets that were already built, and it was a 
lesson that they will learn from. 

12 Scavengers were considered to be the lowest among the untouchables and were not allowed to enter 
temples. There was no law stating this but it was followed in practice and attempts to break this often 
caused social unrest.  
13 “MCD ends Sulabh’s contract”, The Hindu, March 23, 2006 
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OTHER PLAYERS IN THE TOILETS MARKET 
SPARC (Society for Promotion of Area Resource Centre) in Mumbai 
and Pune city was another successful example of community public 
toilets. It set up 400 toilets in Pune, about 300 in Mumbai, and was 
bidding to build centre in Kolkata slums. SPARC’s model was not a 
pay-per-use model like the one employed by Sulabh. SPARC set up a 
facility in a slum with funds from the municipality, and the community 
owned and managed the facility. The operating costs of the toilet were 
divided amongst members of the community equally, using resources 
raised voluntarily. The toilet was designed by SPARC architects, but 
the material was procured and construction managed by women who 

Some of these toilets had a community hall and some accommodation 
for the supervisor. They also designed separate facilities for children 
with rails for them to hold on to while using the toilet. According to 
SPARC, the pay-per-use model is unaffordable by many households 
because if they were to use a community toilet everyday it would cost 
them Rs 30 ( 0.7) per member per month, even if they only used it 
only once a day. Sulabh responded that it only charged the adult male 
members of a household. 

Another critique of the Sulabh model is that it is not really geared 
towards promoting the total sanitation in a slum and creating a hygienic 
environment; critics argue that Sulabh is content as long as its toilets are 

community to use the toilets. SPARC’s entry introduced new ideas and 
competition. Some SPARC toilets in Mumbai even had televisions sets 
and newspapers for those people who were waiting.

in the provision of sanitation services in India. Fumes International 
started by Fuad Lokhandwala, an Indian who had returned from the 
United States, is one example. He started in 1998 and set up about 
50 toilets in Delhi, including toilets at the National and International 
Airports and all of Delhi’s public parks including the prestigious Lodhi 
Gardens. 
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Fumes designed swank facilities with Western style toilets in the 
capital and generated revenues by creating advertising space on the 
outside walls of the toilets. Fumes’ focus was on providing clean 
sanitation to citizens and to beautify urban spaces. Its model would not 
be viable without paid advertising space, although Lokhandwala wanted 
to take over and maintain all toilets in government schools in cities. Lack 
of sanitation facilities was one of the major reasons for drop-out rates 
among girls in schools. Ever since Fumes came into the market, toilets 
had become a visibly lucrative business. However Fumes’ technology 
relied on water and the underground sewage system in Delhi. 

Sulabh did not have a presence in rural India where nearly 70 per 
cent of the country’s population lived. There were several other models 
for achieving total sanitation in villages. One of them was Gram Vikas, 

had to be linked with other rural development activities and available 
running water. Gram Vikas took up work in a village only if all the 
members in a village agreed with their perspectives on sanitation and 
formed a committee to which each household contributed a certain 
amount of contribution towards the corpus fund.

THE FUTURE  BUSINESS RE-ENGINEERING 
Sulabh’s model has come under public scrutiny because of the 
increasing focus on sanitation and competition in the sector. Many 
in the industry felt Sulabh’s business model lacked transparency; its 
contracts were not publicly available. Sulabh, the pioneer, had surmised 

the only player that was invited by State governments to set up toilets. 
Things started to change in 2004 and 2005 when emerging competition 
prompted several State governments to request bids. Sulabh found it 
hard to reengineer the business in order to compete in the marketplace. 
The company also found the tendering process often hitting at the base 
of their value system. 

Most industry watchers agree that Pathak was a pioneer and had 
demonstrated the viability of pay-per-use public toilets and maintained 
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his public toilets spotlessly clean. However there were criticisms about 
the Sulabh toilets built in individual homes. “They built toilets with 
government subsidy in Goa and charged the government Rs 10,000 
(US 250) for each toilet. But 80 per cent of those toilets are not being 

that was hired by the World Bank to undertake research on the status of 
sanitation. Pathak agreed that ten per cent of the household toilets were 
not being used. 

working in the area of sanitation in India. Sulabh itself had trained 30 

future business model to be built upon design, estimation, motivation, 

both in the hardware and the software business. Now we want to 
concentrate on the software business. We will reach every person in this 
country with relevant information on eco-friendly sanitation and will 
be happy to increasingly leave implementation to others,” said Pathak 
as he laid out his vision for Sulabh’s future. His focus was going to be 
Sulabh’s Sanitation University, which he wanted to turn into a world-
class, autonomous university to research and disseminate knowledge on 
the world’s sanitation issues. He had already built a sanitation museum 
and acquired land for a large campus in Gurgaon, near Delhi, to house 
the museum and the university. 

employees to implement and run projects in its place; this was a trend 
Pathak expected to continue. Sulabh’s design had also been widely 
adopted and had been recommended under Sarva Shiskha Abhiyan 

to ensure universal elementary education. Under the programme, 
over 1,00,000 public toilets will be constructed and maintained, and 
these will follow Sulabh’s eco-friendly two-pit design. Until recently 
Sulabh was not managed according to corporate thinking  with clear-

with competition standing on its doorstep, combined with Pathak’s 
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new vision, Sulabh was planning to hire management students from 
business schools and computerize all operations by 2009.

CONCLUSION 

of others as the way forward to liberate scavengers and bring them 
into mainstream society. The most notable of them was Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi or “Bapuji,” as he is remembered by millions in 
India. However, it took 100 years after Gandhi’s birth for an organization 
to be born that took a 360  view of the scavenging problem and 

and communication. This social enterprise is Sulabh International, 
which developed a commercially viable business model, while having a 

of scavengers and improving public health via sanitation programmes. Its 
success in India brought global attention, and countries such as Bhutan, 
Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Cameroon and Burkina Faso want 
Sulabh to engage in sanitation work in their respective countries.
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health conditions – an evaluation of Sulabh International’s low 
cost sanitation project in Bihar.

AFFORDABLE SANITATION IN INDIA
Much defecation in India still occurs, in open spaces. But pioneering work 
by Sulabh International, a non-governmental organization (NGO), has 
shown the human waste can be disposed of affordably and in a socially 
acceptable way. Sulabh’s approach is based on partnerships with local 
governments, backed by community participation, and has substantially 
improved environmental quality in rural and urban slums inhabited by 
poor people.

pits for onsite disposal of human waste. The technology is affordable 
for poor people because designs suit different income levels. Flushing 
requires only 2 litres of water, compared with the 10 used by other toilets. 
Moreover, the system is never out of commission because there are two 
pits – so one can always be used while the other is being cleaned. The 
latrine can be built with locally available materials and is easy to maintain. 
It also has high potential for upgrading because it can easily be connected 
to a sewer system when one is introduced in the area.

Since 1970 more than 1 million of the units have been constructed 
in houses. In addition, 5500 have been installed in pay-and-use public 
toilets, staffed by an attendant around the clock who supplies soap for 
washing hands. The public toilets include facilities for bathing and doing 
laundry and offer free services to children and disabled and poor people. 
As a result more than 10 million people have received improved, low-
cost sanitation, and 50,000 jobs have been created.

Sulabh’s door-to-door campaigns also provide free health education 
to millions of people. The organization trains local people to construct 
more latrines themselves, and has helped set up and maintain fee-based 
community toilets in slums and other areas.

(Source  HDR 200 )
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Usaved per person in comparison to septic tank that requires 

If 700 million people use such a toilet a calculated amount of 5,600 

40,88,000 million litres per annum.

One cannot measure the happiness after using a clean  toilet anymore 
than one can do while staying in a good house with garden. One 

The analogy is not misplaced.

Although it is hard to reduce 
the benefits from the Sulabh 
technologies to numbers, 
the following figures can 
help in working it out. 
The benefit to the Sulabh 
technologies calculated per 
year on water saved if the 
two-pit system is adopted 
by 700 million people, most 
of them without toilet.

ECONOMIC AND
ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS
OF SULABH TECHNOLOGIES
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If Sulabh two-pit toilet is used

  X 2 litres

Had it been septic tank

  X 10 litres

Water saved in one day by 700 million people

  litres

Water saved in a day  ,  million litres. So, water saved in one 
year y the Sula h two-pit system

  , ,  million litres
Water saved from e isting Sula h two-pit toilet in one year

Sulabh has implemented over 1.2 million two-pit toilet, where per 

litres per day i.e. 49,056 million litres per annum.

constructed by Sulabh

toilet (average)
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    million
   

Had it een septic tank

   litres 
  

Hence, water saved by existing Sulabh

   million litres  
  

   litres
  
   million litres

So, water saved in a day  .  million litres. Hence, water saved 
in one year y the Sula h two-pit system 
   million litres
   ,
   million litres

Cost of manure from e isting Sula h two-pit toilet in one year

 1.2 millions
Average family members  
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Sulabh twin-pit toilet is  
  

   Rs. ,  million per 
  year 
Cost of manure from toilets to e constructed y Sula h for  
million people per year
One person produces 40 kg manure in one year

  kg manure

  kg. manure

Cost of manure (in one year)
Cost of 1 kg of manure is Rs. 5.00

(A) Cost recovered from (for 1,000 users) biogas plants in the form of 
liquid fertilizer

One person can produce 3 litres of liquid fertilizer per day

fertilizer per day

Suppose, 1 litre of Biofertilizer cost is Rs. 1.00

A  Cost recovered in the form of energy
One person can produce 1 cft biogas

  =   30 cum biogas
30 cum biogas      =     
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So, cost recovering from 1,000 users 
 

  Rs. 13,55,610.00 

 
Sulabh has 170 biogas plants

So, annual saving 200 x 

      

 
Contri ution of Sula h to save glo al warming

No. of two-pit toilets constructed by

One person produces 1 cft biogas per day. So, output by 8.4 million 
persons 

  biogas  per day  

  per day
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If 700 million people used Sulabh two-pit system then total biogas 

So, total biogas that can be absorbed in soil in 

  biogas plants constructed  
  by Sulabh 

Average Biogas production per day      

  cum

Hence, biogas produced in a year

Total gas saved y Sula h technology     
   . .     .  million cum
Since, Methane damages the Ozone layer of the atmosphere, from 
environmental point of view, it becomes harmless when it is used for 
different purposes like cooking, heating, or electricity generation.
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A caste-based and hereditary profession, handed down from 
one generation to another; “manual scavenging” has been 
a routine life for scavenger’s community, untouched by 
those whose excreta they clean. Not only does this culture 

seem antediluvian, but what is worse is the fact that those born in 
this community are considered agents of pollution due to their social 
hierarchy based on birth, not worth. They are the most oppressed class 
of Indian society—hated, ostracized and avoided by all other castes 
and communities. The appalling hardship, humiliation and injustice 
that they face have no parallel in human history. The practice started 
in the prehistoric period and continued in Buddhist, Mauryan, Mughal 
and British periods.

Those who have not helped others have 
missed a major source of happiness.
The hands that feed are holier than 

the lips that pray.

Scavenging permits no social 
morality; it is a frozen life. That 
the liberated scavengers will go 
to New York was hard to come 
even in dream. That, the liberated 
scavengers of Alwar did go to the 
US and addressed the UN was a 
fantasy acted out in real life.

A NEW DEAL FOR
SCAVENGERS
A TRAVEL FROM HERE TO ETERNITY

Nai Disha
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I have been visiting cities and towns all over the country where 
removal of human excreta and carrying it away as head-load is a daily 
routine. As soon as I spot people engaged in this degrading occupation, I 
feel impatient to liberate them from this social curse. It was during such 
a visit to Alwar town of Rajasthan some years ago when I saw a group 
of young women carrying night-soil to a dumping ground. I stopped 
and approached them. They were all astonished as the conversation 
they had with any well-dressed person coming towards them was not 
normal. The very sight repels everyone lest they should spoil their day 
with the stink from the excreta-loaded container on their head. To their 

change your profession?” Nobody had ever made such a query. They 
were all taken aback.

The provisions of Employment of Manual Scavengers and Dry 
Latrines Prohibition Act 1993 bar such employment; these women are 
links of a caste-based chain. They have been wedded to this hereditary 
profession and the dirty work of carrying night-soil has been passed on 
to them as a legacy which they have to carry on for life.

But seeing my earnestness they requested me to visit the colony 
where they lived. They talked to their families and neighbours about 
their lot, and also about their unique meeting with me. It was a sight to 
behold. More than 500 women had gathered to listen to me when I arrived 
there in the afternoon. They all wanted to know what would make their 
lives better and when I told them about the rehabilitation programme 
for their better life, they all agreed with one voice. However, many of 
them asserted, “Sir, we would not like to touch or make brooms for 
cleaning dry buckets”. I replied, “No, of course, you will not. Now you 
will live with dignity”. And then I asked if they would come to Delhi. 
When they arrived, they found a new paradigm for their life and came 
to know about the training centre named “NAI DISHA”.

LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL
Nai Disha is a vocational training centre in Alwar district of Rajasthan. 
The centre, which was started by Sulabh on April 2003, is an 
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organization with a difference, and has a distinct vision to change the 
course of lives of those who, by virtue of birth alone, were born to 
bear the burden of shame and ignominy throughout their lives. With a 

view to giving a new direction to 
the crucial issue of rehabilitation 
of liberated woman scavenger 
through vocational training and 
a programme rich in its content, 
Sulabh set up this centre which 
acts as an inspiration to other 
organizations engaged in similar 
task. The centre was established 
with the cooperation and support 
of socially enlightened women, 
belonging to the scavenging 
community in the vicinity. The 
noble idea of starting a vocational 
centre at Alwar was to wean away 
women scavengers from their 
profession and bring them into 
the mainstream of society. That is 
how the vocational training centre 
was rightly named Nai Disha. Nai 
Disha seeks to break the chain of 

social injustice and inequality. The turmoil in the minds and the lives 
of people in this community, as depicted in Mulk Raj Anand’s novel 
“Untouchable”, is an insight into how the factor of their birth twists 
and depresses their day-to-day life. What this organization undertook 

have a major change, a shift in their day-to-day lives was required, 
which would eradicate the painful memories of their yesteryears. In 
other words, an alternative was needed  as a source of their living.

Having worked as manual scavengers for the greater part of their 
lives, now they are learning such skills which will take them miles 

Keeping their interests in 
mind a training module was 
developed, which consists 
of various courses, such as, 
food processing, cutting & 
tailoring, embroidery, beauty-
care and functional literacy. 
The centre is guided by the 
philosophy that healthy body 
is a key to a person’s overall 
well-being. Accordingly, it 
holds regular medical check-
ups. But training, in the 
absence of an alternative to 
their only source of livelihood, 
may not be a practical 
idea. Keeping in mind the 
economic aspect,  Nai Disha 
also offers the trainees a 
monthly stipend.
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away from their hereditary occupation. At Nai Disha process of 
metamorphosis of women scavengers began. Keeping their interests 
in mind a training module was developed, which consists of various 
courses, such as, food processing, cutting and tailoring, embroidery, 
beauty-care and functional literacy. The centre is guided by the 
philosophy that healthy body is a key to a person’s overall well-being. 
Accordingly, it holds regular medical check-ups. But training, in the 
absence of an alternative to their only source of livelihood, may not be 
a practical idea. Keeping in mind the economic aspect,  Nai Disha also 
offers the trainees a monthly stipend.

TRAINING AND EDUCATION
The decision regarding selection of courses is taken up by women   
scavengers   themselves. Twenty-eight women have been so far trained 
in food processing, beauty-care, embroidery and cutting and tailoring. 
They were paid a monthly stipend of Rs.1,800 so that they did not  

basis. The women who have undergone the training at the centre have 

thus, a unique example of women’s empowerment initiatives. Based on 
the experience gained during the training programme and the opinions 
expressed by the women scavengers particularly at Nai Disha, Alwar, 
it was suggested that the duration of training should be of two to three 
years so that they get detailed knowledge, both theoretical and practical 
so as to enable them to compete in the open market. It is felt that the 
period of one year or even two years in certain cases was not adequate 
for a fruitful training.

The two-year training should be followed by one-year period 

empowerment. The trained women can be put in two categories. In the 

set up their own enterprise with the help of subsidy and loans available 
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from the Government. This will enable them to produce quality material 
and also to make necessary arrangements for their marketing. In the 
second category there are those trainees who do not have requisite 
leadership quality. They can be brought under cooperative society by 
providing all the facilities and assistance.

CHANGE AGENTS
Transforming the lives of these 28 individuals was not an easy task. 
Initially, those women were not only least bothered about personal 
hygiene but their abusive language, too, was far from satisfaction, 

especially during their 
interpersonal communication. 
But the concerned professionals 
and functionaries at the centre 
were mentally prepared for it. 
Their patience and perseverance 
reaped results soon. They have 
instilled a sense of worth in them, 
to lead the rest of their lives with 
dignity.  Nai Disha has taught 
them how to carve out a niche 
for themselves in this world and 
rewrite their destiny. The social 
transformation brought about 
can be gauged by the incredible 
fact that the same communities 
which were averse even to touch 

a scavenger, today readily purchase products (even eatables) prepared 
by these very scavengers. Now these women have organized themselves 
as a self-help group and are availing of credit facilities from banks so 
that they can market their products effectively and sustain their lives in 

Nai Disha has taught them how to stand on their legs and given them 

The social transformation 
brought about can be gauged 
by the incredible fact that the 
same communities which 
were averse even to touch 
a scavenger, today readily 
purchase products (even 
eatables) prepared by these 
very scavengers. Now these 
women have organized 
themselves as a self-help 
group and are availing of 
credit facilities from banks 
so that they can market 
their products effectively 
and sustain their lives in a 
dignified way.
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brought about a drastic change in these women. Earlier, many of them did 
not keep proper hygiene and their hands would be constantly full of dirt, 
they would seldom bathe, indulged 
in tobacco abuse and used abusive 
language. All that has changed. 
Patience and perseverance brought 
about a drastic transformation in 
their lives.

Recently a new batch of 28 
trainees has come there from 
Hazuri Gate and expressed their 
desire to come out of the profession 
of scavenging and thereby giving 
up the life of indignity. These 
women were motivated to join 
Nai Disha with an ultimate goal 
to make themselves economically 
independent as this was the only 
means to eliminate the evil of scavenging from their social roots. The 
Alwar model which Sulabh has developed can be replicated elsewhere.

PROFILE OF REDEEMED WOMEN SCAVENGERS
Smt. Usha Chaumar  A li erated scavenger of Alwar.
When she was very young she used to be careless about personal hygiene 
and the way she handled ‘maila’ or night-soil as she refers to it. Born into 
a family, engaged in the profession of scavenging at Deeg in Bharatpur, 

broom and metal tray we used to venture into the narrow lanes, of the 
colonies and remove the night-soil or human excreta physically. With a 
veil covering her face she used to walk miles with the tray full of excreta 

Day after day this became Usha’s routine. And even after she got 
married to Gabban of Hazoori Mohalla at Alwar at a young age of 
eight, the practice continued and later she was accompanied by her 

“Even rickshaw pullers who 
knew us would refuse to take 
us. And we often remained 
thirsty as we were too scared 
to even ask people for water. 
We are untouchables and 
people never served us water 
in a glass. Rather they used 
to pour it from a height so 
that no part of their body 
touched us. This also made 
us very cautious and we 
always preferred to walk at a 
distance from people to avoid 
touching them.”
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mother-in-taw. Usha recalls with great pain, how she often missed 
leading a normal life like others. “People used to go to temple, but for 
us even venturing close to Jagannath Temple near the palace remained 
a distant dream, though it was barely 200 yards from our colony. In that 
colony about 200 families were engaged in scavenging. So we never 
had Prasad of that temple or sang bhajans there,” she rues. “At best, we 
used to travel long distances to far away temples, where no one was 
able to recognise us, so that we could gain an entry.” The trauma of the 
insult writ large on her face, Usha says what pained her the most was 
being called “bhangan, jamadarni or harijan”. “Even rickshaw pullers 
who knew us would refuse to take us. And we often remained thirsty as 
we were too scared to even ask people for water. We are untouchables 
and people never served. us water in a glass. Rather they used to pour 
it from a height so that no part of their body us water in a glass. Rather 
they used to pour it from a height so that no part of their body touched 
us. This also made us very cautious and we always preferred to walk at 
a distance from people to avoid touching them”, says Usha.

“But then the turnaround in my life came on May 1, 2002, when 
Dr. Bindeshwar Pathak reached our  colony. “It was a sight to behold. 
Women had gathered in large numbers to listen to ‘Sir’ whom we called 
‘Baba’ then. A dream came true. It was an eye-opener for us. We were 
given Rs 200 each for buying sweets for our children. We participated in 

up scavenging. We got training in beauty care, embroidery, stitching 
and making papads and pickles”, recalls Usha. 

These women were also educated through a compulsory Adult 

respect in their lives. Like 27 other women of her area, Usha, who 
dresses in a blue uniform of the reformed scavengers, has been a part 
of this centre for the past three years. These women have formed two 
self-help groups for themselves called ‘Chandni’ and ‘Suraj’. They 

tips and teach embroidery and stitching to other women of the area. 
This group has also formed a self funding system; they chip in Rs. 50 
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each every month and deposit a total of Rs. 700 in the bank. When ever 
anyone from this group needs money, this sum becomes available as 
Soft Loan.

Having  transformed herself from a scavenger’s life to a normal life 
where she is having self-respect and dignity, Usha now wants to help 
others too. “There are numerous girls who approached me and wanted 
to know how they can change their lives. I taught them all that I could, 
so that they can lead a better life and this has become a never ending 
process of my life”.

Smt. Sushila Chauhan
THE DREADED RAIN
Almost everyone in Rajasthan loves rains. The drops of water spell life 
for the State that is known for its vast desert and long stretches of dry 
parched land. Yet Sushila Chauhan   always   dreaded   the precipitation. 
To her, rain did not connote any exuberance, rather it would spell  for 
her endless ignominy and humiliation. Born into a family involved 
since ages in the work of scavenging Sushila dreaded rains as they 

head in a metal tray. As the human excreta would drip down, it did not 
only make Sushila feel dirty but also stirred her soul and made her hate 
herself. “It was like drops of blood dripping down my body. I did not 
even feel like having food then. The nauseating acidic smell of human 
waste used to remain with me all through the day, even hours after I 
would return from work. Also the burden of carrying human waste on 
the head would result in a continuous body ache. But most of all there 
was a lack of appetite for food and everything good in life,” says 30-
year-old Sushila as she recounts her past with moistened eyes. Along 
with the nature of the work, what worked on and disturbed Sushila, 
who like lakhs of girls in India got into scavenging when she was less 
than 10 years old, was that there seemed to be no end to this life of 
drudgery. “My family had been into scavenging since ages. My father 
was a sweeper in Mathura while my mother used to do scavenging work 
there. When I was a young girl, like all others in our colony, I joined her 
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in the work. The day used to start at 6 in the morning and with a broom 
and metal tray in our hands we used to set out for work.”

Even after she got married at a young age of 14 to Suresh of Hazoori 
Mohalla at Alwar. life did not change a bit for Sushila. The routine 
remained the same. The only change was that now instead of working 
with her mother in Mathura, she used to accompany her mother-in-
law in the lanes and bylanes of Alwar. “The scavengers have to work 
all days in  year or else their salary gets cut. It was only on festivals 
that we used to complete the work early so that we could attend to 
household chores as well”.

But for these women it was a matter of survival. Working in inhuman 
and pathetic conditions they bear the assault on their dignity and pride 
for a petty remuneration as the wages, Sushila says, were paltry. For 
a month’s work they would be paid only Rs. 10 or so. The only other 
thing that the scavengers would receive from their employers was food 
- that, too, the leftovers from the previous day.

But in April, 2003 the lives of many of these women changed 
forever. “That was the time we met Dr. Bindeshwar Pathak of Sulabh 
fame. Now for us the past is nothing but a nightmarish experience of 
life. The association with Nai Disha has given a new turn to our lives,” 
Sushila said in an interview. The centre has provided a lasting solution 

respect. At Nai Disha the process of metamorphosis of many like 
Sushila began.

The Nai Disha centre slowly but surely moulded and shaped not 
only their lives but also their spirits. This is manifested in the manner 
in which the women clad in blue sarees now sing ‘’ Hum Honge 
Kamyab” with great pride.

Now the morning sunlight brings with it a new ray of hope into 
the lives of Sushila and many others like her and their day now has a 
greater meaning. “All this has infused a new life into our beings. The 
vision of Dr. Pathak has changed the course of life of our generations 
to come,” says Sushila, whose daughter Gudia no longer wields the 
broom. “I do not want her to get into this wretched work and want her 
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to lead a normal and healthy life. My son Mannu will also not become 
a sweeper like his forefathers but will seek a better life for himself,” 
she says with a sense of pride. “I could not dream of sharing dais with 
the former President of India, Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, on the occasion 
of the World Toilet Summit at Vigyan Bhawan, nor could I ever dream 

by air and being welcomed there. But all these dreams came true in 
my life.”
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The 21th  century opened with many declarations of solidarity 
and determination to rid the world of poverty, including the 
UN Millennium Declaration, adopted  in 2000 at the largest-
ever gathering of heads of state, committed countries—rich 

and poor—to doing all they can to eradicate poverty, promote human 
dignity, sanitation and achieve peace and environmental sustainability. 
World leaders promised to work together to meet concrete targets for 
advancing development and reducing poverty by 2015 or earlier. 

 emphasises full access to clean drinking 
water and sanitation by  also because 

only clean societies grow.

The UNDP’s  calculations show that 
$ 1 spent on water and sanitation 
can yield returns to the tune of $ 8 in 
terms of increased productivity and 
reduced health costs. The MD report 
recommends an annual expenditure 
of 1 per cent of the GDP, and also 
calls for enhanced international aid. 
Sanitation will help abolish poverty 
which is what MDG seeks to do.

MDG - A COMPACT AMONG
NATIONS TO END POVERTY 
AND PROMOTE CLEAN LIVING 
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Emanating from the Millennium Declaration, the Millennium 
Development Goals bind countries to do more in the attack on 
widespread hunger, gender inequality, environmental deterioration, 
lack of education, health care, and clean water and sanitation. The 
Millennium Development Compact presented a policy approach to 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals as a set of benchmarks for 
assessing progress and for enabling poor people to hold political leaders 
accountable. The declaration has put the problems in a perspective. 

less than 1 a day. During the 1990s the share of people suffering from 
extreme income poverty fell from 30% to 23%. But with a growing world 
population, the number fell by just 
123 million—a small fraction of 
the progress needed to eliminate 
poverty. And excluding China, the 
number of extremely poor people 
actually increased by 28 million. 

South and East Asia contain 
the largest number of people in 
income poverty, though both 
regions have recently made 
impressive gains. China has lifted 
150 million people— 12% of 
the population—out of poverty, 
halving its incidence. But in Latin America and the Caribbean, the Arab 
States, Central and Eastern Europe and sub-Saharan Africa the number 
of people surviving on less than 1 a day increased. A lack of sustained 
poverty-reducing growth has been a major obstacle to reducing poverty. 
In the 1990s, only 30 of 155 developing countries with data—about one 

SIX POLICY CLUSTERS

recommendations were made at the conference; 1. Invest early and 

During the 1990s the share of 
people suffering from extreme 
income poverty fell from 30% 
to 23%. But with a growing 
world population, the number 
fell by just 123 million—a 
small fraction of the progress 
needed to eliminate poverty. 
And excluding China, the 
number of extremely poor 
people actually increased by 
28 million. 
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ambitiously in basic education, health and sanitation. These are 
preconditions to sustained economic growth. Growth, in turn, can 
generate employment and raise incomes feeding back into further gains 
in education and health . 2. Increase the productivity of small farmers 
in unfavorable environments that is, the majority of the world’s hungry 

people. A reliable estimate is that 
70% of the world’s poorest people 
live in rural areas and depend 
on agriculture. 3. Improve basic 
infrastructure such as ports, roads, 
power and communications to 
reduce the costs of doing business 
and overcome geographic 
barriers. 4. Develop an industrial 
development policy that nurtures 
entrepreneurial activity and helps 

diversify the economy away from dependence on primary commodity 
exports with an active role for small and medium-size enterprises. 
5. Promote democratic governance and human rights to remove 
discrimination, secure social justice and promote the well-being of all 
people.

GROWTH ALONE NOT ENOUGH
And 6. Ensure environmental sustainability and sound urban 
management so that development improvements are long term. But 
economic growth alone is not enough. Growth can be ruthless or it 
can be poverty reducing depending on its pattern, on structural aspects 
of the economy and on public policies. Poverty has increased even 
in some countries that have achieved overall economic growth, and 
over the past two decades income inequality worsened in 33 of 66 
developing countries with data. All countries especially those doing 
well on average but with entrenched pockets of poverty should 
implement policies that strengthen the links between economic growth 
and poverty reduction.

Mahatma Gandhi wrote in 
1925: “The cause of many of 
our diseases is the condition 
of our lavatories and our 
bad habit of disposing 
of excreta anywhere and 
everywhere”. And he had no 
hesitation saying that in his 
view sanitation was more 
important than independence.
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rather than concentrated in a few sectors or regions, if it is labour 
intensive (as in agriculture or apparel) rather than capital intensive (as 
in oil) and if government revenues are invested in human development 
(as in basic health, education, nutrition and water and sanitation 

based, if it neglects human development or if it discriminates in the 
provision of public services against rural areas, certain regions, ethnic 
groups or women. Public policies that can strengthen the links between 

and equity of investments in basic health, education and water and 
sanitation; expanding poor people’s access to land, credit, skills and 
other economic assets; increasing small farmers’ productivity and 

small and medium-size enterprises and expanding supply of clean 
drinking water.

SANITATION CENTRAL TO 
GROWTH
The report has recommended a 
global programme for sanitation 
which is to be achieved by 2015. 
Mahatma Gandhi wrote in 1925. 
“The cause of many of our 
diseases is the condition of our 
lavatories and our bad habit of 
disposing of excreta anywhere 
and everywhere”. And he had no 
hesitation saying that in his view 
sanitation was more important 
than independence. Clean water 
and sanitation are not only about 
hygiene and disease; they’re about 
dignity, too. Relieving yourself 

The rapid growth of the 
world’s population means 
increased urbanization, 
especially in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Let it be noted that 
more than half the world’s 
population lives in cities, 
with over one billion people 
in slums. And in these 
areas, water supply and 
sanitation conditions are 
downright   appalling. The 
aim is to provide  as many 
people as possible with 
proper, sustainable sanitation 
facilities and to stress how to 
use them sustainably.
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in hazardous places means risking everything from urological disease 
to harassment and rape.  Many examples show that selfesteem begins 
with having a safe and proper toilet facility. Everyone, and that means 
all  the people in the world, has the right to a healthy life and a life 

at the current rate of progress, we will not reach the 2015 MDG target 
on sanitation before 2026!  And it could take another hundred years to 
reach the target in sub Saharan countries, which means that an additional 
133 million African children will die if nothing changes.

Enough of  the staggering statistics  but now is the time for 

the importance of sanitation and its impact on other Millennium 
Development Goals and encouraging the government to implement 
policies and take action aimed at meeting the sanitation target, and, 
also mobilizing communities, particularly women’s groups, to change 
sanitation and hygiene practice through campaigns on sanitation and 
health education.

innovation and focus attention on developing new technologies to 
dispose of and reuse human waste and waste water. The rapid growth of 
the world’s population means increased urbanization, especially in sub-
Saharan Africa. Let it be noted that more than half the world’s population 
lives in cities, with over one billion people in slums. And in these areas, 
water supply and sanitation conditions are downright   appalling. The 
aim is to provide  as many people as possible with proper, sustainable 
sanitation facilities and to stress how to use them sustainably. So it is 
well to revisit the technological options contributing to the Millennium 
Development Goals, for example by including a count of public toilets. 
I would like to ask the WHO and UNICEF to look into this matter 
more thoroughly. Several technological innovations have already 
been realized. For example, ecologically sound re-use options like 
urine diversion toilets which enable the collection, hygienization and 
reuse of urine and human excreta. And we should encourage cheaper 
small-bore sewerage systems, pit emptying facilities, low-cost septic 
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tank sludge treatment methods and the development and marketing 
of biogas technologies which can help supply many poor households 
with energy. In this respect, His Excellency Prince of Orange of the 

PRINCE OF ORANGE, NETHERLANDS, SAYS
“Sulabh International showed me a good example during my recent 
visit to New Delhi. This organization has proved how effective small-
scale solutions can be and how they can be extended all over India 
within a short time span”. Thousands of ‘pay and use’ public toilet-cum-

houses have been built (and are 
maintained), and they are used 
by more than ten million people 
every day. By doing so, Sulabh 
has restored human dignity and 
a new future to thousands of 
‘untouchables’.

“In India, I also saw the 
positive results of the Total 
Sanitation Campaign, a good 
example of social innovation 
implemented by the Indian 
government. This community-
led approach works to end the 
practice of ‘open defecation’ in 
the community as a whole and 
to promote the use of latrines. 
Bangladesh and Ethiopia are 
now also implementing this 
comprehensive sanitation 
campaign that combines 
community pressure and 
government rewards. As I have 

The MDG report also calls 
for enhanced international 
aid. It urges governments to 
make water and sanitation 
a human right, and to 
systematically integrate them 
into over all development 
policies. This, however, 
requires a paradigm shift at 
the policy level. For instance, 
India’s prevailing subsidies 
structure and general 
infrastructure deficit, which 
entail the poor spending 
much more on water  than  
the rich, will have to  change. 
Overdrawing of groundwater 
as a consequence of free or 
subsidized power needs to be 
checked. How these issues 
are tackled will show just 
how committed a government 
is about equitable and 
sustainable development.
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said, sanitation is important to human health and dignity. But let’s not 
forget its contribution to development. Every dollar invested in water 
and sanitation triggers eight dollars worth of productive activity. And 
good money can be made from sanitation, through the production of 
fertilizers and soil improvers derived from human excreta. In this way, 
innovative sanitation technologies can help the poorest people break 
out of the cycle of poverty  and raise their dignity and social status.”

Lack of clean water and sanitation facilities (wat/san) is not only a 
result of poverty, but it also perpetuates and exacerbates poverty. For 
instance, water-related diseases lead to a loss of productive workdays 
and heightened private and public expenditure on health services. 
The extent of the problem can be gauged from the fact that at any 
given time, nearly one in three Indians suffers from a water-related 
health problem. To break this vicious cycle of poverty and water and 

sanitation facilities. India, with its growing economy and population, 
must take urgent steps to ensure water security in the medium and 
long terms. To make the most of its favorable demographics, it must 
also ensure adequate human resource development and an enhanced 
standard of living, for which provision of clean water and sanitation 
are prerequisites. 

As many as 2.5 billion people, or  nearly half of humanity, 
lives without access to adequate sanitation. This silent global crisis 
constitutes an affront to human dignity on a massive scale causing 
widespread damage to human health and child survival prospects, 
social misery especially for women, the elderly and sick, depressed 
economic productivity and human development and pollution to the 
living environment and water resources. Lack of sanitation is one 
of the single biggest challenges facing the world today. Generating 
momentum behind global sanitary transformation will lead to better 
health, especially for children, who are the key to our common future, 
as well as social and economic development, personal dignity, and the 
protection of the environment, all of which contribute to breaking the 
cycle of poverty.
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SANITATION AND THE MDG
Millennium Development Goal 
7, Target 7c - to reduce by half 
the proportion of people without 
access to improved sanitation - is 
central to meeting all the MDGs, 
yet is one towards which very 
little progress has been made. At 
the current rate of progress, many 
countries will not reach the 2015 
MDG sanitation target until 2026 
To put the global community on 
track, while recognizing the impact 
of sanitation on all the Millennium 
Development   Goals, the UN General Assembly declared 2008 the 
International Year of Sanitation (IYS). UN Agencies will be  working in 
close collaboration with State Governments, NGOs, the private sector 
and academia to support it.

Without sanitation facilities to safely contain and dispose of human 
faeces, which are the primary source of diarrhoeal pathogens, the health 
of a community, especially its children who are most vulnerable to 
disease, is put at risk. It is estimated that globally more than 200 million 
tons of human waste and untold millions of tons of wastewater are 
discharged, uncontained and untreated, into watercourses every year. 
As a result, bacteria, viruses and parasites are communicated through 
the water, soil, food and unwashed hands and contaminate everything 
in their path, causing diarrhoeal disease (including dysentery and 
cholera), parasitic infections, worm infestations and trachoma. 

GLOBAL OVERVIEW
Diarrhoeal disease occupies a leading position among diseases as a 
cause of death and illness, killing 1.8 million people every year. Poor 
hygiene and lack of access to sanitation together, contribute to 88 per 
cent of all deaths from diarrhoeal disease, with children paying the 

Over the period 1990 - 2004, 
an estimated 1.2 billion 
people gained access to 
improved sanitation, an 
increase of 10 percent, 
but to meet the Millennium 
Development Goals’ 
sanitation target, over 1.6 
billion more will need to be 
reached by 2015. Globally, 
this translates into 626,000 
people per day being given 
access to an improved 
sanitary facility.
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accounting for 5000 deaths a day (Progress for Children  UNICEF, 
2006 and World Health Report 2005, CHERG). In addition, hundreds 
of millions of children suffer reduced physical growth and impaired 
cognitive functions due to intestinal worms.

Schools that do not have private and separate sanitation facilities for 
boys and girls will not only have an increased incidence of diarrhoeal 
disease and lower attendance but also a higher dropout rate, especially 
for girls whose parents may remove them from the education system 

awareness and shift political will, progress on sanitation has been slow 
and uneven.

CHALLENGES
Talking a out Faeces

 How we dispose of our bodily wastes is a highly personal matter, so 
private in fact, it is not discussed openly in most cultures. To many,  
“excreta” is considered a “dirty” or “bad” word, especially in so-
called polite company. Sanitation and hygiene are also not discussed 

social stigma, the sanitation crisis is not being addressed and the 
lives of billions of people are affected as a result.
Generating demand

 Another obstacle has been the failure, where infrastructure is lacking, 
to generate demand for sanitation at the community level, where 
sanitary decisions are made by individual households. Furthermore, 
entrenched sanitation and hygiene habits coupled with the failure 
to integrate hygiene education with latrine construction have often 
reduced the impact of previous programmes.

Keeping up with population growth
 Population in the developing world is growing rapidly, especially 

in urban areas, and even if the MDG target is met, 1.8 billion people 
will still be living without access to sanitation. Without oversight 
and policies in place which are designed to meet this ongoing 
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challenge, the resulting problems will grow exponentially pushing 
already disadvantaged sections of society into deeper illness, 
poverty, and indignity.

INDIAN REALITIES
India wins kudos for its performance in the social sector. The Human 
Development Report 2006 of the United Nations Development 

the Global Water Crisis’, gives India a pat on the back for being on 
track to meet the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving the 
number of people without access 
to clean water by 2015. However, 
as the report points out, India is 
behind its target for halving the 
number of people without access 
to sanitation by that date. Out of 
2.5 billion people without access 
to sanitation in the world 65 
crores live in India. Almost one 
out of two persons lives without 
a toilet in the country! (JMP, 
UNICEF, 2008).  Globally, hands 
are washed with soap on less than 
20% of the occasions when they 
should be (WB, 2000). 

In India, only 53% wash hands 
after defecation and only 38% 
wash before eating which is even 
less among those who prepare 
food which is 30% (Indian Public 
Health Association 2007-08). About 1.15 million metric tonnes of 
waste are disposed in the open every year causing many diseases and 
even contributing to global warning by emitting methane and carbon 
dioxide in large quantity All leads to increased disease burden which 

Only 26% of sanitary toilets 
are available in rural areas 
and about 55% of the 
population defecates in the 
open (NFHS-III, 2005-06). 
However, as per the latest 
estimates, the rural coverage 
has increased to about 54% 
(DDWS, GOI, 2008). This 
leads to a high disease 
burden with approximately  
1000 children dying each 
day due to diarrhoea in the 
country. Though there may be 
soap in almost every home, 
it has not led to behaviour 
change such as the use of 
sanitary toilet and hygiene, 
particularly, hand washing.
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affects productivity with the loss of 18 crore man-days and Rs.1200 
crore incomes annually. Women face the maximum problems if there 
is no toilet at home. They have to wait for the night to ease themselves. 
This is risky as it exposes them to snakebites, harassment and even 
rape. The cost of inaction on sanitation and hygiene is huge especially 
for child survival, protection and development.

Affordable and practical solutions are at hand, and there are plenty 
of sanitation success stories. Meeting the MDG sanitation target, which 
is achievable, requires coordinated action at all levels of government, 
and the formation of partnerships between private companies, bilateral 

society and local communities. The designation of the International 
Year of Sanitation 2008 provides a unique opportunity to act - and to 
act immediately.

IT IS A FRAMEWORK FOR GLOBAL PARTNERSHIP
The world has made tremendous progress in its knowledge and practice 
of development policies. The Millennium Development Compact aims 
to bring this knowledge and practice together in a coherent framework 
that recognizes the need for a multi-pronged approach to meeting the 
Millennium Development Goals, based on the promises of partnership 
in recent international declarations. The Compact provides a framework 
in which the poorest countries develop and own national plans that 
draw on sustained external assistance to break out of poverty traps 
and improve the well-being of their poorest citizens. In essence, the 
Compact provides a Goal oriented development process in which all 
the main stakeholders have clear responsibilities as well as obligations 
to other actors. 

Escaping poverty traps requires that countries reach certain critical 
thresholds—for health, education, infrastructure and governance 
in order to achieve a takeoff to sustained economic growth and 
development. Dozens of poor countries fall below such thresholds, 
often through no fault of their own and for reasons beyond their control. 
This is the most important area where the compact between rich and 
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poor countries  must come in. If a country pursues the right policies and 
commits to good governance in implementing those policies, the world 
community-international agencies, bilateral donors, private actors, civil 
society organizations-must help the country reach the critical thresholds 
through increased assistance. 

In adopting this Millennium Development Compact, all countries 

Development Goals and their readiness to accept the responsibilities 
that accompany those commitments. Bilateral donors, international 

commitments and actions to ensure success in reaching the Goals.
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Those who die of sanitation-related  diseases are not even counted 
carefully; they lie in heaps in history books.  One man s death is a 

tragedy, million deaths only statistics. 

Sanitation is now a slogan, a rallying cry of the 
poor countries to join together and take up 
the broom and clean up this exploited planet 
which is the common heritage of mankind. 
Seldom before has it happened that one man’s 
dream has become a global agenda.

SULABH IS A MODEL 
TO ACHIEVE FULL
SANITATION

Tchampions. For that matter, the World Toilet Summit held in 
New Delhi from October 31  to 3rd November 3, 2007,  was a 
watershed in the global history of sanitation when India’s former 

President, Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, made a stirring call to government and 
non-government organisations to make a combined effort to address the 
problem of poor sanitation. Delegates from 41 countries, who attended the 
mega conference, renewed their commitment to achieve the Millennium 
Development Goal and halve the number of 2.6 billion people who are 
without access to safe and hygienic toilets by 2015, which marks a major 
initiative towards a cleaner world.

That about two million children die everyday due to sanitation-related 
diseases; that every dollar spent on cleanliness saves three dollars in return; 
that our hospitals are full of diarrhoeal patients, factories marked by low 
productivity and society by high fecundity, these and many more depressing 
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But, what Dr. Kalam said in his presidential address that our stinking cities, 
heaps of uncleared garbage, sick children, coughing women in slums, and 

statistics. 
So much so that if we stand for half a minute in memory of each one of 

those who have died of lack of sanitation, it will be another 100 years and 
we will still be standing in silence. 

It may be recalled that in the West, sanitation has been a state business. 
John Harington invented WC in the Queen’s Palace, and all movement to 
clean up places after Great London Fire (1666) was the state-sponsored 

tank. His invention, however, didn’t take off. Although some of the elite 
between the 16th and 18th centuries had systems that used water from 

to install and harder to maintain. But in 1775, Alexander Cummings, an 
English watchmaker, recognized the economic potential for a functional 

single sliding valve that emptied the bowl, released water from a cistern to 

the turn of the century, Bramah’s company had sold and installed over 6,000 
thousand toilets across England.

George Jennings improved on it, Thomas Crapper devised the pull-chain 

into porcelain for easy cleaning and sanitizing. While early toilets were 

those who wanted to leave no smear in the WC. In the 19th century, the 
crap-cleansing capacity of the cities grew ever more strained as population 
densities skyrocketed. Tenements grew taller, and the excreta-productivity 
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of the slums soared. A number of 
great cholera outbreaks, including 
the ones in 1831, 1849, 1854, and 
1866, ravaged the West. The 1849 
outbreak killed 35,000 in England 
and Wales beyond 15,000 dead 
in London alone.  All over the 
Western world, as endless waves 

jobs, cholera followed. 2,200 people 
died in Quebec City in 1832, 8,000 
in Havana in 1833, 5,000 in New 
York City in 1848-49, and 1,000 in 
Sacramento in 1850.

HOW IT DEVELOPED IN THE WEST
By the end of the 19th century, reforming the sanitary conditions of the 
poor became a pet cause of the English bourgeoisie. Led by people such 

as Edwin Chadwick and Octavia 
Hill, a movement grew to transfer 
the responsibility for clean water and 
sewage disposal from individuals to 
societies and governments.  To save 
the population from the dangers of 
excreta, the elite’s toilet habits had to 
be disseminated across society.  

The English launched massive 
public works campaigns towards that 
end, there the State engineered the 
spread of the toilet. Between 1859 
and 1865, London city engineers 
led by Joseph Bazalgette built 100 
miles of main sewers, 450 miles of 
interceptor sewers, and 13,000 miles 

It may be noted that the 
Chadwick movement 
was state-sponsored so 
also others. Chief among 
the sanitary reformers’ 
proposals was eliminating 
the dangers of leaching 
cesspools, open street-level 
gutters, leaky sewer pipes, 
and flying faeces dumped 
from chamber pots, by 
instituting a system for the 
simple and efficient removal 
of flush toilets in all homes, 
and the water and sewage 
system they necessitated. 

Those who die in war, lost or 
won, are  remembered  with 
respect but not those who 
perished due to cholera in 
Europe, Spanish influenza 
in east Russia and  any 
number of cases of plague, 
and other sanitation-related 
diseases. They are not even 
counted; they lie in heaps in 
history books, uncounted and 
unremembered. It was in this 
context that state intervention 
is necessary to achieve the 
sanitation goal. 
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sanitation problems in the poor countries are different. They have different 
waste disposal systems, hand ablution and open defecation in India and 
stone and bricks are used in many countries of Africa. A large number of 
different sanitation practices are prevalent in 52 inland countries of Africa, 
14 major countries of Latin America and many more countries in Asia 
and South East Asia where they developed their cultural practices in their 
own ways. But, all these poor countries suffer from insanitation following 

DOMINANT IDEA WINS 
Hence what do we do to achieve the MDGs in these poor societies? Sulabh’s 
idea becomes relevant. Nowhere in the world any non – government 
organization (NGO), like Sulabh, has worked for sanitation to achieve the 
level of success which it has achieved. The Sulabh-created facilities are 
now used by more than 10 million people a day which is more than the total 

population of, say Israel, or those of 
many small countries, like Monaco, 
Luxembourg and Liechtenstein in 
Europe, put together. Never has 
such a thing happened before that a 
jobless wanderer boy of India from 

backwater areas of Bihar tumbled upon a dream which has become the 
dominant idea of our times. Sanitation is now a slogan, a rallying cry of 
the poor countries to join together and take up the broom to clean this 
exploited planet which is the common heritage of mankind.

One had to be present at the World Toilet Summit to see how the 
representatives from countries as far apart as the US to Greece and to 
Malaysia, took a pledge given by the former President of India to clean up 
places together. Not even a crazy man could believe that an Indian would 
become the leader of world opinion. Dr. Raghuvansh Prasad Singh, Union 
Minister, said, India will meet the MDGs by 2012, earlier than the date 

who talked optimistically about the MDGs. It seems a cleaner world is 
round the corner.

Victor Hugo says in his book 
Les Miserables; “All the rich 
are alike but the poor suffer 
in their own ways.”




