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Children the marginalized and forgotten 

community in the sanitation debate. 
 In May I passed through the busy Frankfurt airport and 

what I have always admired about that airport is the 

way they have tried to place sanitation facilities in 

almost every corner. Certainly one does not lack access 

to that facility no matter how needy. However  having 

come from a meeting of  National Coordinators with 

the WSSCC who had alluded to the fact that there are 

some marginalized communities that do not have  

access to sanitation and if they do,  it may not be safe 

or dignified. I started looking at the facilities at Frankfurt 

airport from different lens. By some stroke of 

coincidence I was standing with my four year old just 

coming out of the ladies toilet where he had seen some 

ladies cleaning themselves up and being inquisitive had 

started asking why, what and when. A gentleman 

rushed in with a six year old girl. He ushered his little girl 

into the ladies stood outside hesitantly, urgently called 

the girl out. Needless to mention the little girl was 

dancing with the need to use the loo. The father had 

obviously had second thoughts about leaving an 

unaccompanied minor alone. This gentleman rushed 

into the gents with the little girl. I have not used the 

gents before so I don’t know how it looks like but if it is 

the standard ones that have a urinal with lots of men 

using the toilet, I felt a sense of panic for the little girl- 

what would she see? 

 

 When we talk about improved access and coverage 

for sanitation, it is generally assumed that we are talking 

about an adult who is able to use a latrine without 

supervision. In recent years a debate has emerged 

about meeting the needs of the vulnerable and 

marginalized communities. This debate looks into the 

different gender needs, physically disabled and 

perhaps the elderly, homeless and so forth. Rarely do 

we consider children or do we see a problem in the 

provision of sanitation. Children are assumed to be 

infants generally looked after by their parents and their 

feacal waste managed by the adults. And yet there are 

these age groups that are still not adult enough to use 

the public facilities alone and will need adult 

supervision. It is not always that adults are traveling with 

the same sex children, posing a problem on deciding 

which toilet to use. The forgotten or marginalized 

communities there are children, who are not using 

diapers but are still young and need supervision. 

 

Not only do we have latrines that are not child friendly 

and can be used at public airports, the technology 

often does not carter for children. If we look at the toilet 

seat, most children are unable to use the latrine without 

having to touch the seat that’s compromising their 

hygiene. Furthermore seating on a large seat designed 

for adults is uncomfortable and must make the job even 

more difficult. Secondly most airports and public places 

are now going for automatic technologies to minimize 

the risk of transmitting germs; children are unable to 

touch the sensors that will trigger the flow of water. Thus 

if a child went into the toilet alone they definitely will not 

wash their hands. 

 

 
 

In my country the debate over sanitation and its 

appropriateness has long been raving. If we look at the 

Ventilated improved pit latrine that has a squat hole, 

children are generally unable to use it. Furthermore the 

toilets are dark so as to control flies and it is this darkness 

that is a deterrent to them.  There are some 

communities that are still using public shared latrines in 

some parts of Zimbabwe and again talking to parents in 

Mutate, they indicated that their children below the 

ages on eight do not use the public latrines but rather 

use buckets. The fear is that use of public latrines 

compromises the safety, hygiene and security of their 

children.  

 

It seems to me that the writing is on the wall, children 

are the forgotten community in the provision and 

design of latrines.  The Convention on the rights of the 

child which has been signed by over 180 countries 

emphasizes meeting the needs of the child and 

protecting these minors. Sanitation provision should not 

therefore place the children in danger (as has been 

recorded that some abuse takes place in toilets), it 

should ensure their privacy, safety and dignity. As we 

strive to meet our sanitation target let us think about this 

growing population that is sometimes voiceless and is 

often not given an opportunity to articulate their 

specific needs. 

 

Noma Neseni, Executive Director,  IWSD 
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Chipinge a District of Diversity 
The ZIMWASH project carried out cholera assessments in 

Chipinge District. Chipinge is located about 160km south 

of the city of Mutare and is a district that has both very 

dry and wet weather. As you travel across the district 

you experience both a good harvest and a drought. 

The irony of it all is that parts of the district experience 

flooding while the other areas are semi arid. 

 

 
Community Consultations at a school in Chibuwe 

 

As one interacts with the communities, there is a sense 

of dejection, the people are set in their ways and due to 

very low sanitation coverage in the district,  cholera 

incidences were very high. Why the low sanitation 

coverage? In some wards they have expansive soils that 

make it difficult to construct the standard Blair latrine 

due to the changes in the soil texture in dry and wet 

seasons.  Most latrines in this area collapse during the 

rainy season and crack in the dry season hence 

shortening their lifespan. This has resulted in very few 

households constructing latrines and those at schools 

have an equally short life span. To be able to construct 

durable structures in this area, a special foundation has 

to be designed, which makes it more expensive and not 

many households have the capacity to meet the 

requirements of such a facility. Most households worry 

over bread and butter issues and would not give priority 

to the need for proper sanitation this points to the need 

to upscale PHHE in the province. 

 

Communities living close to the Save river experience 

flooding every rainy season. Both their water and 

sanitation facilities are covered in water during the 

flooding months, some communities had to be 

evacuated from the areas but continue to comeback 

and settle. The area has a very high water table and 

hence shallow wells are a common phenomena, the 

water has high levels of ecoli due to open defecation 

and ground water contamination caused by the 

flooding. Construction of latrines in the area has 

remained low because structures collapse or are filled 

with water during flood time. This also causes ground 

water contamination. The only viable option in this area 

is piped water. 

 

There is a lot of scope for the ZIMWASH project to make 

a difference in Chipinge. Provision of proper sanitation 

and safe drinking water is critical for the district but the 

geological challenges in the area demand serious 

innovation on the part of implementers on the ground. 

By M Kusotera 

 The ZimWASH project is EU/UNICEF supported 

 

World Environment Day (WED) 

The World Environment Day was established by the 

United Nations General Assembly in 1972 to mark the 

opening of the Stockholm Conference on the Human 

Environment. It is commemorated yearly on 5 June 

and is one of the principal vehicles through which the 

UN stimulates worldwide awareness of the 

environment and enhances political attention and 

action.  

 

The theme for the World Environment Day 2009 was 

'Your Planet Needs You-Unite to Combat Climate 

Change'. It reflects the urgency for nations to agree 

on a new deal at the crucial climate convention 

meeting in Copenhagen, and the links with 

overcoming poverty and improved management of 

forests. 

 

This year Zimbabwe joined the commemorations of 

the WED with stakeholder coming together to 

showcase their efforts in preserving the environment 

and utilizing natural resources to improve livelihoods 

and reduce poverty. The Institute of Water and 

Sanitation Development had on show, solar water 

disinfection, which attracted a lot of attention and 

interest from the public who were amazed at this 

simple water disinfection method using our abundant 

natural resource, the sun, to sanitise water for 

drinking. This was so relevant in view of the cholera 

pandemic that has reached unprecedented levels in 

the history of our nation. Also of note where 

exhibitions from Environment Africa who are 

supporting community projects that recycle and 

reuse paper, cloth and glass. 

 
 

The Permanent Secretary with the Ministry of 

Environment and Natural Resource Management 

read a speech on behalf of the Minister highlighting 

issues around climate change and the role all 

stakeholders have in reducing its effects. She also 

warned people to avoid recklessly lighting fires 

especially this dry winter season since its may cause 

veld fires that destroy our environment ad are a 

threat to both flora and fauna. 
By M Kusotera, IWSD
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Sanitation Perspectives in the New Zimbabwe  
 

Zimbabwe has gone up and down in terms of WASH 

services and the newly signed Government of national 

Unity presents opportunities for the improvements in 

WASH. While we look towards the rehabilitation, 

development and expansion of water and sanitation 

infrastructure, there is a concern that social values, 

principles, standards and ethics will not have such an 

easy quick fix. The decline in services has been over a 

decade and similarly this means that there is a whole 

generation that knows no other quality service either 

than water shortages,  unmanaged waste, burst pipes 

etc it is this generation whose WASH benchmark is 

skewed and who in the future will require much more 

than a quick fix of infrastructure. 

 

Zimbabwe presents an interesting case study in terms of 

the development processes particularly from a WASH 

perspective. The attainment of independence in 1980 

coincided with the declaration by the United Nations of 

the decade for drinking water supplies and sanitation. 

At that time the newly independent government came 

to power with a “zeal and zest to re-do the injustices of 

the colonial past” and this meant accelerated 

development in coverage of water and sanitation, 

housing, rural electrification roads network agriculture, 

energy development etc. In short, what Zimbabwe 

aimed to achieve was development of structures and 

meeting certain standards. Guided also by the inherited 

British planning system, that also subscribes to the “city 

beautiful concept “of structured and formal 

development processes, the country’s goals were clear, 

ambitious and largely aiming at a socialist egalitarian 

society. Given the political climate of reconciliation, the 

country was a darling of the international community 

leading to support being churned out to various sectors 

WASH included. Against this background, Zimbabwe 

developed an ambitious Integrated Rural Water 

Supplies and Sanitation programme whose aim was “to 

provide the entire communal and resettlement area 

population with access to safe adequate water and 

sanitation facilities by year 2005”. The general objective 

of the programme was to improve health conditions 

and quality of life of rural population. What was evident 

at the start of the programme was emphasis on the 

provision of facilities and the use of acceptable 

standards in the delivery of that service.  

 

The post independence era saw a boom in WASH  and 

this was supported by a highly motivated civil service, 

generous external support, receptive communities  who 

demanded services of certain quality and standard and 

an enabling environment through  national policies and 

strategies. From a 7% coverage of rural sanitation, the 

programme recorded gains of up to 60% latrine 

coverage in 1999 (JMP), for urban supplies coverage 

was at 99.9% and this was because of city by-laws that 

demanded each new house built had to be connected 

to a sewer using the waterborne system.  

 

Twenty-eight years after independence, the country has 

experienced rapid decline in development and it is 

clear that the country will be unable to meet the 

Millennium targets that it has agreed to since 2000. 

Zimbabwe has seen a reversal in the gains that it has 

achieved in the many sectors particularly in water and 

sanitation. The reversal in the gains has contributed to a 

large extent to the cholera outbreak and humanitarian 

crisis that has besieged the country since the first report 

in August 2008. To date, the death toll stands at over 

4000 reported cases. This could even be higher due to 

unreported cases in the rural areas. Cholera outbreaks 

keep erupting suddenly in the urban centers and some 

rural areas.  While  it is  generally accepted that poor 

infrastructure, lack of access to safe water and 

sanitation and poor hygiene practices have led to this 

humanitarian crisis, one wonders if the problem has not 

been exacerbated by declining standards, values  and 

socialization. 

 

As we enter into the new Zimbabwe with a government 

of national unity put in place, there is some optimism 

and excitement that the international community once 

convinced will once again give support as what 

happened in the period between late 80s to late 90s. 

Guaranteed infrastructure development, rehabilitation 

and expansion is something that is doable with the right 

engineers, the economists and the social scientists 

planning together, the city and in indeed rural areas will 

be restored to what was once there - indeed it may 

take time. There will be quick short term measures, 
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In the early 90s Zimbabwe was concerned with standards and 

services had to be delivered guided by defined standards and 

principles 
The graph shows a decline in sanitation coverage 
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medium to long term measures for infrastructure 

development.  

 

What is more worrying and uncertain are issues to do 

with the restoration of values, standards, morals, 

principles and ethics. First, a child that is born in the past 

decade has already lost the ideal situation vis-a-vi 

WASH. To them water shortages, lack of access to 

sanitation is more of a norm than an exception hence 

they are used to open defecation, flying toilets1 and any 

other forms of unsafe and undignified sanitation 

practices. They do not have a value system by which 

they can measure themselves or aspire to be. 

Convincing this child who will soon be an adult is going 

to be difficult and these will be slow adapters to 

change.  

 

The decline has not been confirmed to the hardware 

infrastructure alone but has also affected waste 

collection resulting in piles of rubbish across the cities. 

For children without much access to recreational 

facilities, these dump sites have become the playing 

ground, the puddles of waste water a swimming pool. 

Again, they do not see anything wrong for they have 

never known anything better.  This change in culture 

values and in principles will take much longer that 

infrastructure development.  

 

Secondly, another worrying phenomenon in adults is 

how quickly we have all adjusted to unacceptable 

service, standards and principles. In the 90s it was 

unacceptable to see sewerage flowing in the city, to go 

for hours without running water in urban areas to see 

heaps of uncollected garbage.  Presently there is 

flowing sewerage, unacceptable smells, and 

uncollected garbage and in response households have 

changed their benchmark and are adapting and 

learning how to cope in the best manner that they can. 

Most urban households are becoming self contained 

units where water is treated at household level, solid 

waste managed at household level through burning 

                                                 
1  Flying toilets in the context of Zimbabwe is when excreta 

is deposited in a paper bag, newspaper or even buckets and 

then disposed of  in the bush, gardens, roads etc. 

and digging pits, excreta is also dealt with at household 

level through various sometimes unsafe disposal 

mechanisms. Instead of demanding service of certain 

standard and level, households have learnt to adapt 

and employ other coping mechanisms and in most 

cases lowering their WASH standards. It will be difficult to 

expect that this adult will in the future demand better 

services of acceptable quality and quantity. 

 

Currently consultants, engineers, economists, financiers, 

public sector are in the process of developing short term 

to medium -term recovery plans for WASH. These plans 

will on necessity look at rehabilitation, expansion, 

development of new facilities and yet the issue of lost 

values, standards, principles and indeed ethics cannot 

be dealt with in a recovery plan in the same manner as 

we deal with infrastructure. There is need for strategies 

that will focus on social values and standards for more 

sustained WASH and development.  

 

Article also published in the Source Weekly 

 

Noma Neseni, Executive Director IWSD, 

noma@iwsd.co.zw 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Us 

 

Institute of Water and Sanitation Development 

E-Mail: admin@iwsd.co.zw 

Web: www.iwsd.co.zw 

Tel: 263-4-250522, 799049/50, 735017/26/35 

Fax: 263-4-738120 

 

 

Children playing in sewerage water and it are such an 

environment that they have born too and see nothing wrong. 
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