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Violence and Vulnerability: Making WASH Safer

1in3
women worldwide will expe-
rience physical and or sexual 
violence by a partner or sexual 
violence by a non-partner in 
their lifetime.

1in3
women worldwide risk 
shame, disease, harassment 
and even attack because 
they have nowhere safe to 
go to the toilet.

WASH programming that ignores the 
safety of users can exacerbate the vul-
nerabilities of women and girls, and other 
often marginalised groups. 

One in three women worldwide will experience physical and/or sexual violence 
by a partner or sexual violence by a non-partner (WHO 2013). Gender-based vio-
lence is a widespread and complex issue rooted in power differences between 
males and females. Men and boys can also experience GBV, which is usually per-
petrated by other males. However, the largest proportion of GBV occurs against 
women and girls. 

In 2013 research was conducted to better understand the vulnerabilities to vio-
lence that can be related to WASH, to improve understanding on the scale of the 
problem and to identify examples of good practice to guide practitioners. 

The research was funded through the Sanitation and Hygiene Applied Research 
for Equity (SHARE) Consortium and a toolkit for WASH practiioners was devel-
oped. This issue of the newsletter focuses on the issue of violence and WASH and 
draws on the materials developed.  

Violence, Gender and WASH: A Practitioner’s Toolkit

The Violence, Gender and WASH practitioner’s toolkit was developed for 
use by both development and humanitarian practitioners. It includes four 
key briefing notes covering: 

•	 An introduction to the toolkit and definitions; 

•	 Guidance on how to improve WASH programming; 

•	 Institutional commitment and staff capacity; 

•	 Understanding the protection sector and how to respond 
to violence as a WASH actor. 

It also includes a checklist of practical actions established around the 10 
key principles; a range of supporting tools including videos, case studies 
of violence and of good practices, training scenarios and guidance on 
how to modify existing approaches when working with communities.
For further information please contact: Dr Sue Cavill, SHARE Re-
search Manager, WaterAid: gbv@wateraid.org

50% of 
survivors are under the age of 16 
and women and girls with disa-
bilities are 4-10 times more likely 
to be targeted for GBV than those 
without disabilities.
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Pictures by: Matt Fryer

So what’s the problem?
In both urban and rural contexts, girls 
and women regularly face an increased 
risk of harassment when defecating in 
the open. They may delay drinking and 
eating in order to wait until nightfall to 
relieve themselves, because of the feel-
ing of shame and risks to their dignity if 
they are seen defecating. 

In internally displaced or refugee camps 
women and girls may also prefer to go to 
the toilet or use bathing units and other 
WASH facilities under the cover of dark-
ness. Where improved water supplies are 
unavailable, women, girls and boys may 
have to walk long distances to collect 

water for drinking, cooking or laundry 
(or to find a water source such as a river 
for laundry). Walking to remote locations 
or using WASH facilities after dark puts 
women, girls and boys at risk of harass-
ment, sexual assault and rape. 

Girls and in some cases boys may be vul-
nerable to attack and rape when using 
school or other public toilets, and this 
fear may prevent them from using such 
facilities.

Female WASH staff may also be a risk of 
being harassed and bullied because they 
have chosen to work in an often, male 

dominated career. Similarly, in the com-
munity women who are prepared to 
challenge conventional gender roles by 
sitting on a WASH committee or being 
trained as a pump mechanic may also be 
harassed or simply ignored by others in 
their community for having the audacity 
to challenge social norms

Staff within WASH organisations may 
themselves be the perpetrators of vio-
lence, demanding sexual favours in re-
turn for goods and services.

Click here to see the film “As Safe as Toilets?”
By Matt Fryer and Harry Fishwick
contact gbv@wateraid.com or suzanne.ferron@gmail.com for the accompany-

ing facilitator’s notes

Image: Matt Fryer

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3XO63Eso_Mc
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How can WASH practitioners make a difference?

Pictures by: Matt Fryer

What can you do as a WASH practitioner 
to make sure that the project address-

es the needs of men and women?

✫✫ Employ both men and women in positions of 
responsibility, and ensure that all field teams 
have a mixture of women and men.

✫✫ Have a clear gender policy that is well commu-
nicated to all staff and partners.

✫✫ Carry out a gender analysis and use the results 
to inform the project design.

✫✫ Keep gender on the agenda at all stages of 
the project cycle: encourage discussions on 
progress, and sharing of successes and chal-
lenges so that solutions can be proposed and 
debated.

✫✫ Encourage the use of gender-sensitive indica-
tors for monitoring and evaluation.

✫✫ Promote the use of inclusion and safety audits 
of WASH facilities.

✫✫ Take care to ensure that women at the commu-
nity level are not expected to undertake activi-
ties as a lone woman as this can lead to their 
exclusion or rumours occurring about them 
having relationships with the men. 

✫✫ Always ensure that there is a minimum of three 
women involved in any committee or activity.

A safety audit consists of a group of women or 
girls walking in public spaces in their neigh-
bourhood or around their school to identify the 
physical or social characteristics that make these 
spaces feel safe or unsafe. This is a useful way to 
start discussing the issue of safety and a way to 
begin to identify possible solutions with women 
themselves. 

Jagori is an organisation working for gender 
equality based in Delhi. They worked with wom-
en to conduct safety audits in low income neigh-
bourhoods and found that:

✫✫ Boys and men often entered the women’s wing 
of the toilet complex.

✫✫ Women were often followed by men on their 

way to the open toilets and were even touched 
by men.

✫✫ Women and especially girls were pushed by 
men and boys while filling water from tank-
ers, or followed when they have to walk to the 
neighbouring areas to collect water.

✫✫ Waste-water on the streets and lanes makes it 
difficult for them to walk on the streets.

✫✫ Women reported that men enter women’s toi-
let blocks during power failures.

✫✫ Also, as toilet complexes often shut down when 
there is a power failure, women are forced to 
use open areas for defecation, which leaves 
them vulnerable to further harassment.

SAFETY AUDITS
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How can WASH practitioners involve men and boys in 
reducing the vulnerabilities to violence?

• 	 M e n  a n d  b oys  h ave  a  k e y  ro l e  to  p l ay  i n  re d u c i n g  t h e 
v u l n e ra b i l i t i e s  to  v i o l e n ce,  a n d  i t  c a n  b e  u s e f u l  to 
b u i l d  o n  t h e  t ra d i t i o n a l  ro l e s  t h e y  a re  u s u a l l y  e x p e c t-
e d  to  p l ay  i n  p ro te c t i n g  t h e  f a m i l y.

• 	 I t  i s  i m p o r t a nt  fo r  m a l e  a s  we l l  a s  fe m a l e  WA S H  p ra c -
t i t i o n e r s  to  h ave  a  g o o d  gra s p  o f  g e n d e r  i s s u e s ,  a n d 
w h at  t h i s  m e a n s  i n  a ny  p a r t i c u l a r  co n te x t .

• 	 Wo r k  w i t h  i n f l u e nt i a l  m a l e  co m m u n i t y  l e a d e r s  to 
b e co m e  c h a m p i o n s  o n  re d u c i n g  v u l n e ra b i l i t i e s  to  v i o -
l e n ce  a n d  e n co u ra gi n g  m e n  a n d  b oys  a t  t h e  co m m u -
n i t y  l e ve l  to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  p ro b l e m s  a n d  co n t r i b u te 
to  d e ve l o p i n g  s o l u t i o n s .

• 	 O rg a n i s i n g  s a fe t y  a u d i t s ,  w i t h  s e p a ra te  gro u p s  o f  m e n 
a n d  wo m e n  o r  b oys  a n d  gi r l s ,  a n d  t h e n  s h a r i n g  t h e 
i n fo r m at i o n  f ro m  e a c h  a n d  d i s c u s s i n g  t h i s  c a n  h e l p  to 
i d e n t i f y  p o s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n s  a n d  w ays  to  ove rco m e  p ro b -
l e m s.

What can you do to support the functioning of 
the WASH committee?

• 	 Prov i d e  t ra i n i n g  o n  g e n d e r,  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d 
gro u p  d y n a m i c s  a n d  e n a b l e  t h e  m a l e  m e m b e r s 
o f  t h e  co m m i t te e  to  a p p re c i ate  t h e  co nt r i b u t i o n 
t h at  wo m e n  c a n  m a k e. 

• 	 M a k e  s u re  t h at  t h e re  a re  s e ve ra l  wo m e n  o n  t h e 
WA S H  co m m i t te e  ( i d e a l l y  n e a r  to  5 0 : 5 0  m e n 
a n d  wo m e n ) ,  w i t h  a n  a b s o l u te  m i n i m u m  o f 
t h re e  wo m e n .  Wh i l e  t h i s  w i l l  n o t  f u l l y  s o l ve  t h e 
p ro b l e m ,  t h e y  w i l l  b e  a b l e  to  g i ve  o n e  a n o t h e r 
m o ra l  s u p p o r t  a n d  w i l l  fe e l  m o re  co n f i d e nt  to 
s p e a k  u p.  A l s o  w h i l e  i t  i s  e a s y  to  n o t  i nv i te  a 
s i n g l e  wo m a n  m e m b e r  to  m e e t i n g s  a n d  a c t i v i -
t i e s ,  h e n ce  e xc l u d i n g  h e r,  i t  i s  n o t  s o  e a s y  to  n o t 
i nv i te  h a l f  o f  t h e  co m m i t te e.  H av i n g  a c t i ve  p a r-
t i c i p at i o n  o f  b o t h  wo m e n  a n d  m e n  w i l l  b e co m e 
n o r m a l i s e d.

• 	 A r ra n g e  v i s i t s  to  co m m u n i t i e s  w h e re  t h e  WA S H 
co m m i t te e  i s  f u n c t i o n i n g  b e t te r,  w i t h  a c t i ve 
i nvo l ve m e nt  o f  wo m e n  a n d  m e n ,  s o  t h e y  c a n 
l e a r n  by  e x a m p l e.

• 	 E n co u ra g e  t h e  co m m i t te e  to  a n a l ys e  i t s  ow n 
p e r fo r m a n ce  a n d  i d e nt i f y  s o l u t i o n s  to  t h e  p o o r 
i nte grat i o n  o f  wo m e n .

• 	 Wh e n  at te n d i n g  co m m i t te e  m e e t i n g s ,  m a k e 
s u re  t h at  yo u  e n co u ra g e  t h e  wo m e n  to  s p e a k  a s 
we l l  a s  t h e  m e n  a n d  s h ow  t h at  yo u  re s p e c t  t h e i r 
o p i n i o n s .

Don’t miss the next newsletter on: 
Innovation and hygiene promotion

Find out about the portable microbiological labora-
tory and community based water quality monitoring: 

and the Mrembo handwashing device

and much more!!

Please send contributions including photos, sug-
gestions and field examples to:
Mkan61101@aol.com or suzanne.ferron@gmail.
com

Taken from: Change Begins With Me 
(2009)www.wecanendvaw.org

Photo: Jeanne Cabugawan/Oxfam
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Erratum
The following picture of children 
playing snakes and ladders in 
the last newsletter was credited 
to Golam Morshed in error and 
should have been credited to 
Ruhul Amin.
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Making water, sanitation and hygiene safer through improved programming and services. London, UK: WaterAid/SHARE.

The Violence, Gender and WASH Toolkit will be freely available electronically for any actor working in humanitarian, 
development or transitional contexts. If you are interested to receive a copy please send an email to Sue Cavill at gbv@
wateraid.org  

Mehrotra, S.T. (2010) A Handbook on Women’s Safety Audits in Low-Income Urban Neighborhoods: A focus on essential 
services, November 2010, Jagori & Women in Cities International

Women in Cities International, Jagori, IDRC (2011) Gender and essential services in low-income communities, report find-
ings of the action research project, Women’s rights and access to water and sanitation in Asian cities; and 

http://jagori.org/category/video/ 

Schulte, S. and Rizvi, Z. (2012) In Search of Safety & Solutions: Somali Refugee Adolescent Girls at Sheder and Aw Barre 
Camps, Ethiopia, Women’s Refugee Commission

Interagency standing committee (2005) Guidelines for gender based violence interventions in Humanitarian Settings; 
focussing on prevention and response to sexual violence in emergencies: IASC, Geneva. (A New version of these guide-
lines is due out later this year)

IRC (no date) GBV Emergency Response & Preparedness: Participant Handbook available from: www.gbvresponders.org/
filedepot_download/26/71‎

Jones, H. (2013) Facilitator notes: Accessibility and safety audit of water and sanitation facilities (Version 2), and three associ-
ated accessibility and safety audit forms: a) Water point, b) School latrine and c) Latrine. WEDC and WaterAid.

A few samples of the WeCan materials developed to promote a reduction in violence against women can be found on the 
USB. A range of other participatory materials from WeCan can be found on: http://thoughtshopfoundation.org/project_detail/
Changemakers_Tools.htm 

Videos

‘1 in 3’ Campaign video, 2012 [WaterAid, US, prepared by UK campaigns team] highlighting dangers for women to access safe 
sanitation using a high income context.http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z4aHy49waoE

‘Boys show the way’ by the We Can Campaign, South Asia: A short video on boys being involved in the ‘We Can’ Campaign in 
Asia to stop violence against women. This video is not focussed specifically on WASH but shows boys engaging in the issue of 
violence against women and through understanding the issues making changes in their own lives at home, such as sharing  
the housework with their sisters, as well as undertaking advocacy activities in their schools and communities. 
http://wecanendvaw.org/we-can-videos

mailto:gbv@wateraid.org
mailto:gbv@wateraid.org
http://thoughtshopfoundation.org/project_detail/Changemakers_Tools.htm
http://thoughtshopfoundation.org/project_detail/Changemakers_Tools.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z4aHy49waoE
http://wecanendvaw.org/we-can-videos

