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Gender Equality, Disability and Social Inclusion Branch
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
RG Casey Building, John McEwen Crescent
Barton, ACT 0221 Australia 
15 December 2023
Deepen current commitments to disability inclusive and climate-resilient water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH)
WaterAid welcomes the opportunity to inform the Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s disability rights and equity strategy.  Australia’s International Development Policy recognises the importance of access to water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) services especially in the face of the climate crisis and presents a foundational commitment to addressing disability inclusion. This submission draws together the interlinkages between these commitments and demonstrates how the disability rights and equity strategy is an opportunity to address them.
People with disabilities right to water, sanitation and hygiene in a changing climate
Access to water sanitation and hygiene (WASH) is a fundamental human right[footnoteRef:1],yet globally 2.2 billion people lack a safely managed water service and 3.5 billion people lack a safely managed water service.[footnoteRef:2]  People with disabilities, who make up 15% of the global population[footnoteRef:3],  experience barriers to accessing WASH services which are exacerbated by climate hazards. The Pacific is one of the most off-track regions in the world for SDG 6. For example approximately 70% of people in the Pacific Islands region still lack access to basic sanitation services.[footnoteRef:4][4] The Pacific is also one of the most vulnerable regions in the world to climate change. Advancing disability rights in the Pacific cannot be achieved without a focus on improving water, sanitation and hygiene outcomes for people with disabilities, particularly women and girls.   [1:  United Nations General Assembly Solution Resolution 64/292 (2010)]  [2:  WHO/UNICEF (2023) Progress on Household drinking water sanitation and hygiene 2000 – 2022: Special Focus on gender]  [3:  World health Organisation (2011)]  [4:  WHO & UNICEF (2021). Progress on Household Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: Pacific Region and Pacific Islands 2000-2020. Joint Monitoring Programme.  https://washdata.org/reports/unicef-2021-regional-snapshot-pacific] 

There is growing global evidence that people with disabilities have greater difficulty accessing WASH competed to other household members and relied on assistance.[footnoteRef:5] Furthermore, people with disabilities may have specific or additional WASH needs, such as managing incontinence or menstruation but may be less able to use a toilet or bathe without assistance. WASH is fundamental for people with disabilities, particularly women, to achieve health, well-being, education and livelihood outcomes. [5:  Mactaggart, I.; et al. Access to water and sanitation among people with disabilities: Results from cross-sectional surveys in Bangladesh, Cameroon, India and Malawi. BMJ Open 2018, 8, e020077.] 

Climate change is already impacting rural water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) services across the Indo-Pacific region. Prolonged droughts are decreasing groundwater recharge, impacting the quality and quantity of valuable water supplies of rural communities, and rising sea levels put freshwater coastal zones throughout the region at risk of saline intrusion. WASH is integral to supporting community climate resilience, particularly ensuring that no one is left behind. Climate resilient WASH goes beyond infrastructure to making sure that solutions meet the needs of the most marginalised and are able to continue functioning in the face of climate hazards. Climate risks and impacts such as prolonged droughts and flash flooding, coupled with rural WASH infrastructure damage, disproportionately impacts people with disabilities.  
DFAT’s Development for All Strategy (2015-2020) highlighted 'enabling infrastructure and accessible water, sanitation and hygiene’ as a key focus area. This strategic focus was driven by early adoption of disability inclusion by international WASH actors and over the past eight year it has led to WASH policies and programs investing in disability inclusion in the region (see four programming examples below).
WaterAid calls on the government of Australia to build on the success of the Development for All (2015-2020) and retain the focus on water, sanitation and hygiene within the disability rights and equity strategy for improved climate resilience as follows:
1. Retain the focus of disability commitments on water, sanitation and hygiene: Retain the focus improving WASH for people with disabilities, which spurred strong disability action by WASH actions. Strengthen this commitment by prioritising the rights of people with disabilities to WASH as part of climate adaptation approaches.  
 
2. Strengthen the focus on climate resilience in WASH as a strategy to improve the lives of people with disabilities in a changing climate: WASH improves community climate resilience. The disability strategy is an opportunity to expand the current WASH provisions into climate-resilient inclusive WASH target/commitment and system strengthening (going beyond infrastructure).  WASH and climate governance mechanisms bring together sectoral actors across health, rural development, infrastructure and climate, and are a powerful space for OPD’s build their credibility, technical knowledge and directly reach decision-makers. Grassroots critical action is needed where diverse rights-holder organisations are at the centre of development work, in order to shift power, narratives, policies and structural inequalities.  

3. Bring a deeper focus to the needs and rights of women with disabilities: Women with disabilities experience multiple forms of discrimination, exclusion and challenges based on their gender as well as living with a disability. WASH, like many other services, is essential to ensuring women with disabilities have access to information and facilities to support menstrual health; the right to safety when using public WASH infrastructure, and addressing negative social norms regarding women’s decision- making in WASH at the household and community levels. 

Four WASH programming examples which demonstrate the impact that Development for All’s focus on WASH has had to build commitment, practice and learning on disability inclusive within the WASH sector:
Example 1: Improving the evidence base 
Translating disability inclusive WASH policies into practice: Lessons from Bangladesh and Cambodia (London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and WaterAid) 2022
This research 65 participants and it aimed to develop evidence-based guidance for the government in Cambodia, Bangladesh about implementing disability-inclusive WASH at scale. The study found that people with disabilities and their families often could not afford to make adaptions to their WASH facilities such as toilets due to cost. Participants with disabilities were not able to independently bathe or use a toilet without assistance.  The study also found that often caregivers had not received training on hygienic caregiving and they did not have assistive devices available to help them meet the WASH needs of people with disabilities.  
Example 2: People with disabilities as WASH leaders
Inclusive WASH for Wewak District, Papua New Guinea (Water for Women Fund 2018 - 2024)
Ensuring meaningful and active participation of people with disabilities in WASH systems is just as critical as physical access to WASH services.  WASH governance systems offer a platform to build partnerships with organisations of people with disabilities (OPDs) as rights-holders which extends beyond being ‘consulted’, to be holding decision-making and advisory roles in forums, working groups and in policy dialogue. WaterAid supports representation from the East Sepik Disabled People’s Association (ESDPA) on the government-led District WASH Committee. ESDPA are the local Organisation of Persons with disability and have been active advisers within the committee since 2017, contributing to decisions about the District’s WASH system and service delivery. ESDPA links people with disabilities to services. ESDPA have a permanent role on the District WASH Committee, where they raise awareness and inform the District WASH Plan’s specific provisions on inclusive WASH. People with disabilities are now benefiting from safe water and sharing information on hygiene and healthy living.
Example 3: WASH an entry point to tackle negative social norms linked to disability and increase the resilience of communities to climate change
Climate-resilient WASH in rural Timor-Leste: Water for Women Fund (2018 – 2024)
WASH efforts can help to shift positive norms that enable inclusive WASH by challenging common misconceptions of disability through modelling inclusive behaviours, sharing knowledge and information, social marketing for inclusion and providing incentives. This also ensures communities, especially the most vulnerable are better prepared for climate related hazards through better management of their water resource needs and equal access to WASH services. WaterAid played an active advocacy role, and supported Res Hadomi Timor Oan (RHTO), in Timor-Leste’s ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) in 2022.[footnoteRef:6] WaterAid has built on our technical disability leadership, and has supported WASH actors to meet their obligations.[footnoteRef:7][7] WaterAid’s disability framework developed together with RHTO and CBM (2021) helps guide Timor-Leste’s WASH sector to drive deeper disability inclusion learning to tackle harmful norms. [6:  UN Timor-Leste (20 October 2022) Timor-Leste Ratifies CRPD, available at: https://timorleste.un.org/en/203983-timor-leste-ratifies-crpd]  [7:  Timor-Leste Disability Sector’s Joint Submission on the Progress and Challenges of Disability Inclusive Development in Timor-Leste Universal Periodic Review Report for 2021] 


For further information, please contact Chelsea Huggett, Head of Strategy: Chelsea.Huggett@wateraid.org.au 
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