
 

 

BRIEFING NOTE FOR PARLIAMENTARY GROUP ON POPULATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

WOMEN’S RIGHT TO A TOILET: VIOLENCE, FEAR AND RISK 

 

THE ISSUE 

 

Nothing could be more basic than a toilet. It is probably the first and last place many people visit every day. Even 

though it is a basic need common to every human being, many women disproportionately suffer shame and 

social and cultural taboos when trying to find a place to go to the toilet. Walking long distances to find some 

privacy, or going to the toilet under the cover of darkness makes this daily need significantly more dangerous for 

millions of women around the world. Unsafe toilets or defecating in the open provide an opportunity for physical 

and sexual violence, and going to the toilet becomes something to avoid until the need becomes unbearable. It is 

tragic that despite the fact that toilets are crucial for meeting women’s sanitation and menstrual hygiene needs 

with privacy and dignity, women face the daily threat of physical and sexual abuse and humiliation in the 

attempt to find a safe place to go to the toilet.  

 

THE LIVED EXPERIENCE 

 

Frightening experiences of violence that create fear, shame and anger are not uncommon for many of the 1.25 

billion women living with poor access to sanitation facilities. WaterAid collected the stories from women living in 

Kampala Uganda and Delhi India who spoke about the need to walk long distances for the sake of privacy to use 

the bathroom, risking rape, assault and verbal abuse. Amnesty International heard similar stories from women 

living in the Solomon Islands, including this one… 

  

“The two men were standing by the beach when I finished. I recognised them immediately from their voices. I knew 

they were drunk because I saw them drinking in the dilapidated houses close to the road in the early evening.  

 

They came and one of them grabbed my arm and one closed his hand over my mouth. They held me down and took 

my clothes off and raped me. They were violent and I had bruises all over my body. I wanted to die desperately and I 

was crying and crying thinking of my children. After they raped me, they warned me that if I told anyone they would 

cut me up. I was so afraid I couldn’t do anything.” 

 

Stories such as these exist because some women have no choice. Having no toilet fundamentally impinges upon 

the basic rights of the person. Australia has ratified the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child, all which recognise the impact that a lack of sanitation has on women. In 2010, the United Nations 

General Assembly adopted a resolution recognising the Right to Water and Sanitation, a necessity for the full 

enjoyment of the right to life. Australia chose to abstain from voting on this issue however 122 other nations 

voted in favour which ultimately passed the resolution. Every member nation of the United Nations, including 

Australia, is now obligated to accept and recognise the Right to Water and Sanitation.  

 

 

 



 

 

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE 

 

The Australian Government allocated less than 1% of this year’s aid program to sanitation. We are calling on the 

Government to increase annual funding for sanitation and water to $500 million with at least half being directed 

towards sanitation. This will help to ensure that women can use toilets in safety and with dignity and privacy.  

 

Formal acknowledgement by the Australian Government of the Right to Water and Sanitation will highlight 

Australia’s commitment to ending violence against women improving and saving the lives of many through 

access to safe water and sanitation. A powerful message was sent by governments including the United Kingdom, 

China, Indonesia and France when they adopted and publicly endorsed the Right to Water and Sanitation. 

 

The Australian Government can use existing programmes to reduce the opportunities for violence against women 

to take place through integrating sanitation. Australia has been a strong advocate for eliminating violence 

against women and promoting women’s rights, especially in the Pacific where gender inequality costs USD $47 

billion per year and affects at least two in three women. In 2012 the Government announced the $320 million to 

the Pacific Women Shaping Pacific Development Initiative which aims to improve the lives of women living in the 

Pacific. The components of this initiative aimed at women’s economic empowerment through building new 

marketplaces can be designed to include women friendly sanitation and water facilities.  The links are clear and it 

is time to tackle these two issues together. 

 

WHAT YOU CAN DO NEXT 

 

To lend your support to this issue, please consider the following actions: 

 

1. Call on the Australian Government to increase its funding for water and sanitation to reach $500 million 

annually by 2015, with at least half of that being spent on sanitation.  

 

2. Support the upcoming motion being put forward by Senator Claire Moore, asking the Australian 

Government to publicly acknowledge the Right to Water and Sanitation.  

 

3. Raise awareness about the global sanitation crisis on World Toilet Day on 19 November, or the 

International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women on 25 November or on Human Rights 

Day on 10 December. WaterAid will make available press releases and speech material 

 

4. Draw the links between sanitation and violence against women and explore the opportunities to increase 

sanitation coverage through existing and new funding streams and programs in the Pacific.  

 

For any assistance please contact James Wicken, Head of Policy and Campaigns, WaterAid Australia on 0403 

497316 or james.wicken@wateraid.org.au  
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