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INTRODUCTION 

This summary captures the main points from a side event 
on Achieving Gender Equality through WASH that took place 
during the 60th meeting of the Commission on the Status 
of Women UN in March 2016.  The objective of the event, 
organized by WSSCC and hosted by the Permanent Mission 
of Senegal to the United Nations in New York, was to 
examine the role of water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
in women’s empowerment and sustainable development as 
well as the role of governments in strengthening national 
mechanisms and prioritizing gender through a human 
rights approach. 

The event brought together a wide range of international 
stakeholders concerned with gender equality and water 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH).  The session, attended 
by some 60 participants, drew attention to emerging 
issues and highlighted new evidence that is helping to 
build momentum and support for change in this critical 
area for sustainable development. The event featured the 
following high-level speakers from different ministries in 
national governments, NGOs, international organizations 
and the private sector and provided examples of progress 
and challenges for WASH and gender equality in several 
countries including Cameroon, Finland, Nepal, Niger, 
Senegal, Sri Lanka and Zambia: 

 ■ Mr. Gorgui Ciss, Deputy Ambassador, Permanent Mission of Senegal to the United Nations in New York

 ■ His Excellency Amrith Rohan Perera, Ambassador and Permanent Representative of Sri Lanka to the United Nations in 
New York

 ■ Her Excellency Anne Lamilla, Ambassador-at-Large for Global Women’s Issues and Gender Equality, Finland

 ■ Ms. Carolina Wennerholm, Lead Policy Specialist Gender Equality, Swedish Cooperation Agency Sida

 ■ Ms. Inga Winkler, Independent Expert on Human Rights

 ■ Ms. Liesl Gerntholtz, Human Rights Watch

 ■ Ms. Miki Agrawal, THINX

 ■ Ms. Cecile Shrestha, Associate Director of Programme Development, WaterAid

 ■ Dr. Mbarou Gassama Mbaye, Programme Coordinator, UN Women

 ■ Ms. Archana Patkar, Programme Manager, WSSCC

 ■ Ms. Ramatoulaye Dieng, Secretary General, Ministry of Environment, Senegal 

 ■ Ms. Absa Wade, Director of Gender, Ministry of Gender, Senegal

 ■ Ms. Sarah Fry, Senior Hygiene Programme Advisor, USAID

ACHIEVING GENDER  
EQUALITY THROUGH WASH
Highlights from the side event at the 60th Commission  
on the Status of Women (CSW) in New York - 18th March 2016

The Chair of the event Senegal Deputy Ambassador and 
Special Invitee Sri Lanka Ambassador speaking at the event. 
(c): WSSCC/Inga Winkler

MINISTRY FOR FOREIGN  
AFFAIRS OF FINLAND



ACHIEVING GENDER EQUALITY THROUGH WASH, 60TH CSW

2

#EqualityinWASH       @WatSanCollabCou       #CSW60

OPENING REMARKS   
His Excellency Deputy-Ambassador Ciss from Senegal 
delivered the opening speech and welcomed participants 
to the meeting. He first presented the apologies of Her 
Excellency Mariama Sarr, Senegal Minister of Gender 
who was unable to join the meeting due to unexpected 
circumstances. Senegal met the water target during the 
MDG period but not the sanitation target.  In Senegal, 
women and girls make up more than half of the population. 
Recent studies show that the lack of sanitation has a 
negative impact on their education, participation and 
livelihoods http://wsscc.org/2015/03/09/menstrual-hygiene-
management-wssccun-women-studies-on-behaviour-and-
practices-in-senegal-and-cameroon/. 

Deputy Ambassador Ciss explained how Senegal is a 
strong advocate for the SDGs and how they address the 
interconnectivity of development issues.  The Government 
has decided to make sanitation a priority, working in a 
collaborative manner with other sectors. At AfricaSan, 
Senegal committed to focusing on the poorest, most 
marginalized and unserved populations in order to 
progressively eliminate inequalities in access and use and 
implement national and local strategies on equity and 
sustainability. This implies special focus be paid to women 
and girls in the next generation of sanitation programmes. 
Together with WSSCC and UN Women, the government is in 
the process of reviewing the design of infrastructure and aims to provide more voice and agency to women and vulnerable 
groups so that they can truly benefit from services. Deputy Ambassador Ciss then welcomed Ambassador Perera, the 
Permanent Representative of Sri Lanka to the United Nations in New York.

Sri Lanka is one of the few countries in South Asia that achieved both the water and sanitation targets in the MDG period. 
However, groups and communities with limited access to sanitation and hygiene remain, namely fishing communities, tea 
plantation workers and people living in some remote areas. On the 13th of January, 2016, Sri Lanka committed, along with 
seven other nations, to the Dhaka Declaration at SACOSAN VI (http://www.sacosanvi.gov.bd/Dhaka-Declaration). 

 ■ December 1979 – Adoption of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women. 

 ■ July 2010 - UN General Assembly 
recognizes Human Right to Water and 
Sanitation.

 ■ October 2015 – UN General Assembly 
adopts SDG 6 on water and sanitation 
within Agenda 2030 . 

 ■ December 2015 – UN General Assembly 
adopts Resolution 70/169 (establishing 
that the rights to water and sanitation 
are clearly separated and have distinct 
features; and makes reference to 
menstrual hygiene ). 

TIMELINE OF RELEVANT GLOBAL 
AGREEMENTS/COMMITMENTS ON 
GENDER QUALITY AND WASH

1 Targets 6.1 and 6.2: Achieve, by 2030, universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all and access to adequate 
and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and girls and those 
in vulnerable situations.

2 UN General Assembly Resolution 70/169: “Deeply concerned further that the lack of access to adequate water and sanitation services, 
including for menstrual hygiene management, especially in schools, contributes to reinforcing the widespread stigma associated with 
menstruation, negatively affecting gender equality and women’s and girls’ enjoyment of human rights, including the right to education.”

The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women  is a 
body established in 1946 to monitor the situation of women 
and to promote women’s rights. The Commission’s work 
has been instrumental in bringing to light all the areas in 
which women are denied equality with men. These efforts 
for the advancement of women have resulted in several 
declarations and conventions, of which the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW)  is central and the most comprehensive.

RESEARCH SHOWS 
THAT WOMEN 
AND GIRLS BEAR 
THE MAJOR 
BURDEN, SHAME 
AND INDIGNITY OF 
POOR SANITATION.
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3 A programme supported by the Government of Finland.
4 SDG Target 6.2: “By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying 

special attention to the needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable situations”.

In his opening remarks, Ambassador Perera said that, Sri Lanka focuses on the needs of women and girls and vulnerable 
populations, in line with the SDGs, including school sanitation, menstrual hygiene for girls and women and safe and dignified 
conditions for sanitation workers. He stressed that Sri Lanka will host the SACOSAN Secretariat and address learning and 
sharing between conferences, enhancing partnerships and South South knowledge transfer. The Hon. Rauff Hakeem 
endorsed the Leave No one Behind initiative at SACOSAN VI and chaired a high level plenary on the WSSCC report Leave No 
One Behind. http://wsscc.org/resources-feed/leave-no-one-behind-voices-of-women-adolescent-girls-elderly-persons-with-
disabilities-and-sanitation-workforce/

LESSONS FROM COUNTRIES: TRANSFORMING POLICIES TO 
ENCOURAGE INCLUSION, LEVERAGING LOCAL RESOURCES AND 
IMPROVING ACCOUNTABILITY MECHANISMS INCLUDING NATIONAL 
AND REGIONAL REPORTING SYSTEMS.    
Country example 1:  
Finland’s approach to WASH development cooperation  

 ■ Takes a human rights based approach to development cooperation, supporting people to become aware of their rights 
and demand their fulfilment. 

 ■ Follows the principles of participation, non-discrimination, accountability and transparency and implements 
programmes in which local communities take part in the decision-making.

 ■ Supports public authorities through co-funding investments in infrastructure as well as capacity-building to 
support provision of services. 

 ■ Special attention to ensuring women´s rights and gender equality, as well as the needs and situations of marginalized 
individuals and groups such as indigenous peoples, minorities, persons with disabilities, and people living in rural areas. 

Country example 2:  
Nepal’s popular movement for the right to sanitation3

 ■ The right to sanitation is supported by a popular movement involving local government, political parties, non-
governmental organizations, schools, media and the whole society. Publicity is an important tool in advocating for the 
realisation of the right to sanitation. 

 ■ Focus on the municipal level and bringing toilets to schools so that girls can continue their schooling after their periods 
have started. Information materials and open conversation lead to acceptance and fewer discriminatory practices. 

 ■ Better a modest toilet than no toilet at all.

Country example 3: Sri Lanka’s focus on women, girls and vulnerable groups

 ■ Although Sri Lanka is one of the few countries in South Asia that achieved both the water and sanitation targets 
in the MDG period, marginalized groups and individuals still have limited access to sanitation and hygiene (fishing 
communities, tea plantation workers and others in remote areas).

 ■ There is increasing focus on the needs of women and girls and marginalized populations, including school sanitation, 
menstrual hygiene and safe and dignified conditions for sanitation workers. 

 ■ In January 2016, Sri Lanka signed the Dhaka Declaration at the sixth South Asian Conference on Sanitation (SACOSAN  
VI), committing to the achievement of SDG target 6.2 by 20304. 

Country example 4:  West and Central Africa and the Joint Programme

 ■ Studies conducted by the UN Women/WSSCC Joint Programme on Gender, Hygiene and Sanitation reveal many taboos 
and widespread discrimination against women who are menstruating. 
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Gender Inequality Index

Value Rank

Country 2014 2014

 VERY HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Finland 0.075 11

HIGH HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Sri Lanka 0.370 72 

MEDIUM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Zambia 0.587 132

LOW HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Nepal 0.489 108

Niger - -

Cameroon 0.587 132

Senegal 0.528 118

 ■ This has a negative impact on women’s and young 
girls’ participation at school and in the community, 
and on their economic empowerment.

 ■ The Joint Programme (active in Cameroon, Niger and 
Senegal) aims to strengthen policies and improve 
practices so that the human rights to water and 
sanitation become a reality for women and girls. It 
aims to support existing efforts by governments to 
design appropriate policies, strengthen knowledge and 
capacity and encourage intersectoral collaboration. 

Country example 5:  Senegal’s efforts to strengthen 
menstrual waste management

 ■ Senegal has a number of policies and codes on 
environmental management (health, hygiene, and 
environment) but faces severe challenges linked to 
waste management at the community, departmental 
and regional levels. 

 ■ There is no system for the collection, treatment or 
segregation of menstrual waste, which is eliminated in 
toilets, rivers and garbage dumps. 

 ■ New ways of collecting, eliminating and recycling 
different types of waste are being assessed, in 
collaboration with local governments and private 
sector entities. 

 ■ The country has also established a multi-sectoral 
platform to ensure that sanitation and hygiene are 
seen as a shared responsibility and addressed in a 
holistic way by different ministries. 

Country example 6:   
Senegal promotes women as agents of change

 ■ In an effort to strengthen its national gender equality 
mechanism, Senegal has opted for a quota system 
through a parity law adopted in 2010. 

 ■ Senegal has achieved gender parity in elective 
bodies and women parliamentarians advocate at the 
community level so that women’s views and interests 
are represented. 

Country example 7:  
Zambia’s efforts to integrate gender in WASH projects

 ■ Issue of menstrual hygiene integrated into WASH 
projects to help break taboos. WASH is empowering.

 ■ Quota system implemented to include women in non-
traditional activities such as pump repair. 

 ■ The emphasis on the role of men and boys is critical, it 
is important to target them. 

 ■ It is important to target adolescent girls early and 
bring the education sector on board. 

 ■ Increasing the number of facilities in school will help 
keep girls in school and reduce the likelihood of child 
marriage.

http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/GII

Cecile Shresta speaking at the event. (c): WSSCC/Inga 
Winkler



ACHIEVING GENDER EQUALITY THROUGH WASH, 60TH CSW

5

#EqualityinWASH       @WatSanCollabCou       #CSW60

1. Integrating human rights in WASH (water, sanitation 
and hygiene): ensuring that all services and facilities 
are inclusive and are used by everyone. All members of 
society, including women and girls, can participate in the 
design, implementation of and monitoring of policies 
and services to ensure that they correspond to local 
needs, are gender responsive and culturally acceptable.

2. Strengthening the link between WASH and gender: 
Focusing on the poorest, most marginalized and 
underserved in order to eliminate inequalities in access 
and use implies special attention be paid to women’s 
and girls’ needs in the next generation of sanitation 
programmes, including enabling their voices to be heard.

3. Involving women in planning and decision-making 
processes at community, national and international 
levels, including educating women in technical 
professions and ensuring women are fully represented 
in national and international processes and negotiations 
and in relevant WASH institutions.

4. The importance of addressing stigma and stereotyping. 
Menstruating women and girls in many cultures are seen 
as ‘dirty’ and ‘impure’, and menstruation is often hidden 
from view. Even in developed countries, where managing 
menstruation is straightforward, women and girls do not 
openly discuss their periods. Greater openness is needed 
to start finding practical solutions.

 5. Working with strong global partners and en-
hancing knowledge transfer through global and 
regional sanitation meetings. There is room to explore 
opportunities to share good practices developed (for 
example in bilateral development projects) with global 
partners, as well as extend learning from conferences 
and meetings.

“The human right to sanitation entitles everyone, without 
discrimination, to have physical and affordable access to 
sanitation, in all spheres of life, that is safe, hygienic, secure, 
socially and culturally acceptable and that provides privacy 
and ensures dignity”. UN General Assembly Resolution 
70/169

“Problems in access to water, sanitation and hygiene hit 
women and girls the most. Less time on fetching water 
frees women for productive work, which will benefit 
whole communities and societies to develop and prosper.” 
Anne Lammila, Ambassador-at-Large for Global Women’s 
Issues and Gender Equality, Finland

“Menstruating women are stereotyped as aggressive and 
emotional. This makes way for prejudice against women’s 
ability to work on an equal footing with men. Educating 
not only girls, but also men and boys on the intricacies of 
menstruation provides opportunities for discussions that can 
shed light where there is currently shame and confusion.”  
Inga Winkler, Independent Expert on Human Rights.

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE DISCUSSIONS   

Carolina Wennerholm speaking at the event. 
(c): WSSCC/Inga Winkler
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FUTURE OPPORTUNITIES   

#EqualityinWASH       @WatSanCollabCou       #CSW60

“I hope that the CSW can 
contribute in a very meaningful way to 

the implementation of these targets in order 
to ensure that these rights are realized for women 
and girls, to ensure that noone is left behind.  To 
honour our commitment to leave no one behind, 
we have to identify the root causes and barriers 

behind these inequalities and design specific 
interventions to address exclusion and 

marginalization.”

“In order to achieve structural 
change, the need for menstrual hygiene 

management must be addressed at all levels, 
from legislation and policies to financing and tax 
reforms, to institutions down to the very practical 

necessity of disposal units for menstrual materials, 
while increasing women and girls’ voice and 

participation.” 

“The more women  in 
decisionmaking positions, the more the 

issues that affect their lives will be addressed. 
This has been noted in the Senegalese Parliament 
where more and more attention has been given to 

women and children during the last few years, 
with men acting as equal partners.”

“We need to address the full 
cycle from the production of waste to 

treatment and elimination, Ms Dieng said. The 
new propramme focusing on the development of 

green jobs offers an opportunity; however, a system 
for waste management including dangerous waste items 

still needs to be developed. It is important to provide a 
solution for the whole chain. Therefore, a powerful 

way to strengthen national mechanisms is to 
bring all sectors together so that they can 

plan and monitor together.”

“Sri Lanka will host the SACOSAN 
Secretariat and encourage learning 

and sharing between conferences, enhancing 
partnerships and South South  

knowledge transfer.”

H.E. Anne Lammila, Ambassador-at-Large for Global 
Women’s Issues and Gender Equality, Finland

“Senegal is 
committed to this agenda 

and will pursue its efforts towards 
better integration of sanitation and hygiene 

for women and girls into different programmes 
at the national level and at the global level. H.E 

Macky Sall, President of Senegal has recently agreed 
to join the High Level Panel on Water at the request 

of the Secretary General. Senegal also advocated 
for the theme “Water, Peace and Security” within 

the Security Council, which shows a real 
commitment at the highest level of the 

Government.”

Deputy Ambassador Gorgui Ciss, Deputy Ambassador, 
Permanent Mission of Senegal to the  

United Nations in New York

Inga Winkler, Independent Expert on Human Rights

Absa Wade, Director of Gender,  
Ministry of Gender, Senegal

Ramatoulaye Dieng, Secretary General of Senegal 
Ministry of Environment

H. E. Amrith Rohan Perera, Ambassador and 
Permanent Representative, Mission of Sri Lanka  

to the United Nations in New York

“The water sector is very male-
dominated. More women need to be 

educated in technical professions; this also 
improves their employment possibilities. A bigger 

share of the staff of water institutions needs to 
be female. This also applies to international 

processes and negotiations, where we should 
make sure that women are equally 

represented.” 

“New evaluation indicators will 
be used to measure generational change. 

Household surveys are no longer sufficient to 
monitor progress and achievements. New methods need 
to be developed with support from feminist evaluators. 

There is a need for further information, education, 
and transparency. Evaluation needs to inform 

policy and make these linkages.”

H. E. Anne Lammila, Ambassador-at-Large for Global 
Women’s Issues and Gender Equality, Finland

Archana Patkar, Programme Manager, WSSCC
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Under the supervision of: A. Patkar

Visit us online at www.wsscc.org
Email us at wsscc@wsscc.org

 @WatSanCollabCou

 WatSanCollabCouncil

 Join the WASH Community

 sanitationforall

10:00-10:15 Opening Remarks 

Chair: Deputy Ambassador, Mission of Senegal to the United Nations in New York

Special Guest: His Excellency Dr. Amrith Rohan Perera, Permanent Representative, Mission of Sri Lanka 
to the United Nations in New York 

10:15-10:30 Keynote Speech: 

Her Excellency Anne Lammila, Ambassador for Gender Equality and Women’s Rights, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Government of Finland

10:30-11:20 Barriers to Gender Equality: Let’s start with sanitation & hygiene

Moderator: Carolina Wennerholm, Lead Policy Specialist Gender Equality, Sida

1. Its more than just a Good Idea: It’s a Human Right – Inga Winkler, Independent Expert on Human Rights, 
WSSCC and Liesl Gerntholtz, Human Rights Watch 

2. Shame: Menstruation as taboo- Miki Agrawal, THINX and Cecile Shrestha, WaterAid America

3. Discrimination and Safety: Snapshots from West Africa - Mbarou Gassama, UN Women and South Asia: 
‘’Leave No One Behind” WSSCC/FANSA

11:20-11:45 Moderated Discussion
Deconstructing Empowerment in an everyday context where billions of women are embarrassed, uncomfortable 
and fearful to use a toilet every day, to mention menstruation or be seen to have a menstrual period, or to experience 
stress incontinence during pregnancy or post menopause.

11:45-12:00 Coffee Break

12:00-12:30 Strengthening National Gender equality mechanisms: the case of WASH
Moderator: Archana Patkar, Programme Manager, WSSCC

1. Spelling it out in Policy- Ms. Ramatoulaye Dieng, Senegal Ministry of the Environment

2. Putting it into practice: Women as leaders, participants and agents of change – Absa Wade, Ministry of 
Gender, Senegal and Sarah Fry, FHI360/USAID WASH Plus

3. Measuring what we treasure: Changes in the lives of the unreached, the forgotten and invisible. UNFPA 
& UN Women (tbc)

12:30-12:45 Moderated discussion
What will it take for: Women and men to have facilities and services designed for their specific biological needs? 
Women and girls to feel safe going about their daily lives? WASH to be one less daily traumatizing hurdle and barrier 
to be overcome? Women and girls to be proud rather than ashamed that they were born female?

12:45-13:00 Closing Remarks by the Government of Senegal

Annex 1: Programme
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