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Abstract 

Africa is the continent urbanising most rapidly, which is 

making it harder for many African governments to provide 

essential services, sanitation included.  Yet the majority of 

urban growth is not in ‘mega-cities’ but in the small and 

medium-sized towns of today.  This is both a problem and an 

opportunity.  It is true that rapidly growing towns have fewer 

resources and often little existing sanitation infrastructure.  

However, their small size and lower housing density also create 

significant opportunities for action.    

By being proactive about tackling sanitation it is therefore 

possible to forestall the problems we now see in the slums of 

larger cities.  This note discusses the key actors in dealing with 

sanitation matters and the incentives that shape their action (or 

inaction).  It highlights how smaller towns typically act as a 

bridge between rural and urban, which permits the development 

of new, original strategies.  The note outlines how stakeholders 

should take responsibility, learn from others, and be proactive in 

seizing the pragmatic opportunities that lie ahead. 

 
 



  

More people now lack access to reasonable 

sanitation services than in 1990.  Rapid 

urbanisation has outpaced the ability of many 

African governments to provide essential 

services.  Yet, surprising as it is to many, the 

majority of future growth is not forecast to be in 

mega-cities but in the small and medium-sized 

towns of today.     
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What is at stake? 

On World Water Day 2011 came bad news from the United Nationsi.  The number of people 

without access to adequate water and sanitation facilities in Africa has risen fast in recent 

decades.  It seems, despite water and sanitation being central to the Millennium Development 

Goals, that rapid urbanisation has outpaced the ability of many African governments to 

provide essential services.ii  .   

Africa is the continent urbanising most rapidly and four in ten of Africa's one billion people 

live in urban areasiii.  Six in ten of those live in slums, where water supply and sanitation are 

severely inadequate.iv  This means that almost 250 million people now live in African slums 

(eight times the total population of South Africa).   

These sorts of statistics conjure up an image of sprawling 

slums blighting the landscape of mega-cities across the 

continent.  However, surprising as it is to many, the 

majority of future growth is not forecast to be in mega-

cities but in the small and medium-sized towns of 

today.v   

This is both a problem and an opportunity.  It is true 

that smaller towns have fewer resources and often little 

existing sanitation infrastructure.  Yet their small size and lower housing density also create 

significant opportunities for action.   By being proactive about tackling sanitation it is 

therefore possible to forestall the problems we now see in the slums of larger cities. 

The title ‘Winning the Race’ suggests a contest.  On one side we have small and medium cities 

growing fast, low income settlements becoming larger and more congested.vi  On the other 

side we have local governments and their allies, whose task is to plan for urban development 

and for sanitation interventions.  Examples across the world have shown that this is indeed a 

race that can be won, as long as stakeholders are proactive in preparing for growth.  This note 

outlines some of the challenges ahead and some practical and pragmatic ways to seize the 

window of opportunity in rapidly growing towns. 
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The political economy of small towns and their sanitation 

Recent research has confirmed that ‚a large proportion of the urban population in most nations lives in 

small and intermediate urban centres ... (and) ... it is estimated that the increase in the population of small 

centres in the South will account for over 40 percent of the total growth of the world’s urban population 

between 2000 and 2015‛ (Taconi, 2004).  In China, for example, ‚between 1978 and 2007, small town 

residents as a proportion of the urban population increased from 20 percent to 45 percent‛.vii  

While several observers argue that these centres contribute significantly to economic growth, there 

seems actually to be ‚little empirical evidence to corroborate or refute small and intermediate urban 

centres’ alleged capacity to trigger development‛ (Tacoli, 2004).  Overall though, recent work on the 

political economy of sanitation has suggested that some ‚decision makers (are) increasingly using and 

acting upon evidence regarding the impacts of low levels of urban sanitation investment, and particularly 

the economic impacts‛ (WSP 2011).   In Indonesia the same study found that ‚while evidence regarding 

the links between poor sanitation and poor health outcomes was not particularly powerful or discussed much 

at the national level, economic evidence has played a greater role‛ and this has led to a fourfold increase 

in the sanitation budget, now equalling the country’s water allocation.viii    

The global trend towards the decentralisation of powers and functions to local authorities is also 

important.  The same study suggested that there was ‚evidence from all the case studies that 

decentralized governance of sanitation investment can create stronger incentives for, and accountability in, 

pro-poor investment‛ (WSP 2011).  Yet the reality is also that the political clout of small towns can be 

limited, as well as the influence of those in the broader sanitation ‘sector’.  In Indonesia, despite 

recent progress, ‚the lack of interest across all sections of society ... in the notion of sanitation as a public 

good has hindered pro-poor or indeed any significant investment‛ (WSP 2011).1  

Which urban areas are growing rapidly?  

Small towns and satellite settlements 

In Africa especially, existing towns and cities are rapidly growing.  Globally it is estimated 

that for every large town there are ten small towns – and these towns are expected to double 

in both number and size within 15 years and then, within 30 years, to double again (Pilgrim, 

2007).  

While there are many ways to classify towns (population size, economic activity, etcetera) it 

is useful for our purposes to distinguish between two particular types.  ‘Satellite’ towns are 

close to larger settlements and intimately inter-twined with these larger cities (perhaps they 

act as a suburb for people who work in the larger town).   ‘Independent’ towns are not as 

closely linked to a larger conurbation and stand somewhat apart.  The social dynamics and 

social capital in these two types of town can be quite different – with important consequences 

for sanitation demand and sanitation planning (of which more discussion later).  The nature 

of growth patterns and seasonal demand can also vary quite substantially. 

As a recent publication on small town water and sanitation noted (WaterAid / BPD 2011), 

‚whilst we may recognise a small town when we see one, there are challenges in defining and 

understanding them. In some countries small towns may be classed as those with a population of 

between 5,000 and 20,000, in other countries the figure is up to 80,000 or even 200,000. This 

difference poses a significant challenge for the design of appropriate and sustainable water and 

sanitation services as the solution for a town of 20,000 will be vastly different to that of a town of 

200,000‛.  So apart from classifying towns by their relation to the surrounding region, we can 

                                                           
1 Although, ‚with increasing evidence of improved economic and health outcomes from extended sanitation coverage (or 

equally, the negative economic outcomes of poor sanitation), the political incentives for investment in sanitation are now 

increasing, including for low-income communities‛ (WSP, 2011). 
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also classify them by population size (indeed, this latter is often the sole criteria used by 

many governments). 

Whilst population is an important criteria for how towns and cities are defined from an 

administrative perspective, from a sanitation point of view, population and population 

density are pertinent for other reasons.  As you move from a village setting to a small and 

then medium town the growth in population starts to reach a critical mass and a ‘tipping 

point’ is arrived at where there is now a) a significant accumulation of waste b) a sufficiently 

large ‘human host’ for more serious diseases and c) crowded living conditions (where density 

of population is of greater consideration than sheer numbers).2  From a public health point of 

view, all these are clearly important considerations. 

Meanwhile the same WaterAid / BPD report comments that ‚available data suggest that people 

living in these ‘intermediate’ settlements are among the worst served in terms of all basic services, 

including access to water, sanitation and hygiene promotion‛. 

Densification varies significantly from country to country as does the environmental 

‘footprint’ of economic and residential activities.  Yet at some point all rapidly growing towns 

find that they generate more human waste than the environment can absorb without help.  

One reason for this is that as villages and peri-urban sprawl begin to grow, industrial and 

agricultural processing activities develop.  These generate larger quantities of polluted waste, 

and this, particularly especially when mixed with human waste, starts to pose serious threats 

both to public health and the environment.  Accompanying this, the growth of a town brings 

with it economies of scale in delivering services and as the demand rises and becomes less 

spread out, this favours the development of piped water supply.  Unfortunately, financial 

and other considerations usually preclude the accompanying development of sewerage and 

adequate drainage systems.3  So not only is industrial and agricultural waste growing but 

piped water brings a step change in the quantities of human waste being produced 

(greywater in particular). 

This combination can give small and satellite towns the worst of both worlds – high demand 

for water and growing supplies that generate large quantities of wastewater – yet insufficient 

resources to put in place adequate drainage and sanitation systems. 

A nuanced picture of town growth 

It is important not to get the misleading impression that all small towns and satellite towns are 

growing inexorably.  This is not true.  This document addresses the challenge of rapidly growing 

towns, of which there are many across the developing world and particularly in Africa.  Yet the 

reality is that some towns are stagnating or shrinking, some are stable and some are exploding.  As 

ever then, ‘one size fits all solutions’ are to be avoided and the specific context of particular 

regions and provinces within countries will need to be given full consideration (some arguing that 

each town requires its own tailored solution).   So while some small and satellite towns are stable, 

and some are even shrinking, in this document we are primarily referring to the many that are 

growing, some of the very rapidly indeed. 

See http://small-towns.org/findings/framework/ for an analysis framework that helps observers 

‘ask the right questions’ (covering interlinking elements such as demographics, the function of the 

town, autonomy and decision-making) in order to understand the full context applying to a given 

town. 
   

                                                           
2 This ‘tipping point’ varies from context to context and depends very much on local conditions; it is not possible to 

provide an absolute figure for when this happens. 
3 The constraints are not only financial (although sewerage does cost more than piped water) but include a lack of 

awareness of the consequences of non-provision, a lack of prioritisation and other blockages. 

http://small-towns.org/findings/framework/
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Why should the State and other actors intervene in household sanitation? 

Although household sanitation is often considered a private matter and one whose 

responsibility rests with households themselves, there are three main reasons for those 

beyond the immediate household to pay more attention to urban sanitation.   

Firstly the health, environmental and economic consequences of inadequate sanitation stretch 

beyond individual households and urban areas begin to pay a high price through diseases 

like cholera, the pollution of watercourses, high healthcare spending and lost productivity.   

The health impacts of poor sanitation 

Until recently, more priority has been given to sanitation in rural areas than to urban sanitation.   

Neither issue has received anything like the level of attention given to water supply or HIV Aids.  

Yet sanitation is a crucial issue for governments, both for health and economic productivity.  It is 

particularly in congested urban areas that the consequences of poor sanitation are felt.   

As Dr Maria Neira, the WHO Director of Public Health and Environment, recently put it: 

‚neglecting sanitation and drinking-water is a strike against progress. Without it, communities and 

countries will lose the battle against poverty and ill-health... Unsafe water, inadequate sanitation and the 

lack of hygiene claim the lives of an estimated 2.2 million children under the age of 5 every year. Of these 

deaths, 1.5 million are due to diarrhoea, the second leading contributor to the global burden of disease‛.ix   

Such figures mean that the impact of diarrhoeal disease in children under 15 is greater than the 

combined impact of HIV and AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis. 

Secondly, the complexity of the waste management challenge grows as urbanisation takes 

place, reaching a point where households cannot adequately deal with their own waste.   

Thirdly, the situation is entirely avoidable – proactive government intervention can, at 

relatively little cost, deal with the urban sanitation challenge.  Studies suggest that $1 

invested in sanitation generates between $3 and $34 in direct benefits and avoided costs, 

depending on the country.x 

The economic impact of poor sanitation 

The health impact of poor sanitation has severe knock-on effects for the economy.  While figures 

specific to Sub-Saharan Africa are not available, a recent estimate in South East Asia suggested 

that Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam lose an aggregated $9bn a year due to 

poor sanitation.xi  This is equivalent to 2% of their combined GDP and comparable to the impact 

from climate change in the region.xii  The same report suggested that the impact in Sub-Saharan 

Africa could be even higher, reaching up to 5% of GDP.xiii  Looking beyond dry numbers at the 

direct human cost, nearly one in five child deaths globally - about 1.5 million each year - is due to 

diarrhoea.xiv   

Who deals with sanitation as urbanisation progresses? 

Even in the capital cities of Africa the reach of sewerage networks is limited.  Most sanitation, 

especially outside major cities can be described as ‘on-site’.  This means that no network of 

pipes removes human waste and, in theory, that the waste is treated on-site through 

biological degradation (although, as we shall see, in urban areas this rarely happens). 

As mentioned above, in most towns and cities in Sub-Saharan Africa, the provision of an 

adequate toilet is usually considered the household’s responsibility.  Indeed, many countries 

make this a legal requirement. 

In rural settings it may be feasible for the responsibility to end there – households can dig pits 

for the waste and build rudimentary shelters above (although ‘improved sanitation’ may 
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require several guidelines to be followed).  When the pit fills up, a new one can be dug and 

the shelter moved.  The old pit is covered over and the waste inside it degrades further over 

time.  Depending upon local customs, it is sometimes used as a fertiliser and soil conditioner. 

However, as housing density increases, 

the potential for truly ‘on-site’ sanitation 

reduces.  As houses become closer 

together (and housing density in poor 

areas often exceeds that in richer areas) 

less space is available for pit latrines.  In 

urban areas a cash economy develops and 

for reasons of practicality and status, 

more elaborate shelters (superstructures) 

are built over the pits, not all of which 

can be moved easily.   
 

1: A ‘small town’ toilet that won’t easily be moved © Schaub-Jones 

 

2: How to empty these pits by machine? © K. Eales 

Therefore, rather than digging new pits 

when the existing ones fill, householders 

start to empty them (often manually, 

sometimes by channelling rainwater, 

sometimes with machinery).  The waste, not 

fully degraded and still pathogenic, is 

typically buried or dumped nearby.  In the 

worst slums houses are so close together that 

there is no room for toilets where they do not 

already exist and no practical access for 

vehicles, so that existing pits can only be 

emptied by hand. 

 

This shift away from the digging of new pits 

brings two major changes.  Firstly, an informal 

market springs up, with houses no longer 

dealing with their own waste themselves, but 

paying others to do it.  These ‘others’ may come 

from the organised private or public sector, 

helping householders to build toilets and 

emptying them with specialised equipment.  Or 

more frequently, they are informal labourers 

contracted to dig pits and build toilets, or to 

empty them when they fill.  

3: Informal pit emptying © S. Bongi 

Secondly, the government (at least on paper) starts to take a closer interest in each 

household’s sanitation circumstances.  In many countries there are laws that require 

households to have adequate sanitation.  These are typically enforced by local environmental 

health officers.4  Households deemed to lack ‘adequate’ sanitation can be fined.  Beyond this, 

local government may start to offer emptying services (primarily for septic tanks, but also for 

latrines) and treatment facilities for household waste.     

                                                           
4  This is the case in Anglophone countries at least.  These EHOs are also responsible for enforcing hygienic practices 

in restaurants and businesses. 
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The rapidly growing town of Hai Boma’Ngombe 

This small town is on the main road between Arusha and Moshi, two large urban centres.  The 

town is part of a multi-village piped water scheme that brings water from the slopes of Mount 

Kilamanjaro, serving 14 villages and this small town.  Fifteen years ago the population was 

estimated at less than 3 000 people – since water has been provided the town has grown ten times 

in size and has now over 30 000 people.  It is the water, provided 24 hours, 7 days a week, by an 

efficient ‘Water Trust’ that has spurred this large growth. 

The water scheme was built in a very participatory way with villagers consulted, village water 

committees created and a board representing the chair of each village committee, plus the District 

Water Engineer.  It is independent of government and proud of it, requiring no operating 

subsidies – sales from the water provide sufficient income.  Yet it has no mandate for either 

drainage or sanitation.  

The town itself remains quite well planned north of the main road (uphill), but south of the road 

(downhill) the layout is more chaotic and houses are closer together and in no particular pattern.  

There are currently no drains or sewers in the town.  Perhaps ten percent of houses have a well 

built septic tank, perhaps forty percent rely on fairly well built latrines – the remainder have 

traditional latrines or none at all. 

 

4a,b: The dramatic growth of Hai town over a decade © M. Braasch 

Waterborne diseases reportedly dropped 90% in the first few years of the scheme as the water 

provided was safe to drink and available in good quantities.  Yet early gains are starting to be 

jeopardized as the town grows.  Septic tanks overflow frequently – especially in the two rainy 

seasons – a truck can be arranged from Moshi but is expensive.  It dumps in nearby fields.  

Drainage is cited as a priority by the residents of town and the need to collect and treat 

wastewater cited as a priority by Trust and District officials.     

Aware of the challenges and fortunate to have some proactive and competent staff, the town (the 

District Headquarters) has planned ahead.  A consultant has prepared a plan for constructed 

wetlands and a wastewater collection system – but the town itself does not have the significant 

funds needed.  There is no sewer network or any kind of waste treatment currently.  Solid waste 

collection is haphazard at best. 

There is a district hospital, although there are only two environmental health officers and these 

have a mandate for the whole region. There is a district water engineer and the Trust, which does 

not have a mandate for sanitation, also has an engineer.  Some NGOs are present in the town 

working with orphans and with womens’ groups to provide microcredit, but none tackle water or 

sanitation specifically.  Savings groups are also quite common, lending usually for income-

generating activities, so sanitation loans are uncommon. 
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Solid waste collection starts to take place in 

small towns, although it rarely covers all of the 

population.  Solid waste collection and dumping 

points start to appear.  The sanitation sector can 

build on this momentum – from the population’s 

increasing understanding of the need to manage 

waste streams, through crossover between the 

providers dealing with solid and liquid waste, by 

leveraging the nascent capacity within the 

municipality to deal with the waste problem and 

via technological approaches that allow ‘shared’ 

infrastructure. 

In reality though, governments are largely ineffective at compelling residents to supply 

adequate sanitation at their own cost.  This is particularly so in ‘informal settlements’ where 

the settlers may not have clear tenure rights.  Often, there are laws that require landlords to 

supply sanitation for their tenants, yet these too are widely flouted.xv  In slums, where many 

people rent and few have land tenure, sanitation conditions are often at their worst.  Slums 

may be rarer in small and medium towns, but treatment facilities are not commonplace, even 

if national regulations stipulate they should exist.   

The growing drainage challenge 

Inadequate drainage is a particular challenge for rapidly growing urban areas.  Quantities of water 

used rise, particularly once piped systems are introduced.  Wastewater quantities therefore go up 

(often exceeding the natural soak rate of local soils).  As towns become denser, poorer settlements 

start to develop in ‘unsuitable’ locations such as wetland areas and river valleys or on steep 

hillsides.  They experience flooding or landslips as the drainage infrastructure fails to keep up 

with settlement growth.  In many countries the rainy season is particularly challenging, with 

increasing quantities of floodwater mixing increasingly with both human and industrial waste to 

pose clear health and environmental risks.xvi  While the health risks associated with this type of 

greywater are rarely given the consideration they deserve, dealing with such greywater is often 

found a higher priority for urban householders than is sanitation per se. 

  

5a,b: Mpwapwa, a small Tanzanian town, benefits from public health campaigns and drainage.  Not all are so 

fortunate (for instance, the left side of the road!) © Schaub-Jones 

In urban settings then, whether households provide adequate sanitation or not, local 

government still needs to play a role in dealing both with drainage and with handling of 

waste emptied from full toilets.  They also need to deal with 

the growing quantities of solid waste.  For these reasons many 

municipalities have a waste department (whose primarily 

activity is rubbish collection) and, over time, add liquid waste 

collection and drainage to their responsibilities.   

Typically, as towns grow, they assume responsibility for 

providing waterxvii and then, as they grow further, becoming 

medium-sized towns or small cities, water utilities are 

created.xviii  Eventually, as sewer networks are planned and 

built, responsibility for the final treatment of human waste 

passes to the water utility (which usually manages any 

wastewater treatment works intended to deal with 

sewage).      
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Placing towns on a spectrum – from rural to urban to ‘satellites’ of big cities 

As urbanisation takes place it is not only the responsibility for providing sanitation that 

shifts.  There are many other shifts taking place, from the nature of the economy to the nature 

of society, all of which have important implications for sanitation.   

 

(Possible) Characteristics of Small & Satellite Towns 

Society Peer pressure less effective than villages, but still there 

People are more mobile and landlords start to appear  

Economics A cash economy appears – so cash ‘sanitation transactions’ are possible 

Materials are for sale – concrete, plastic piping etc.  There are markets and other points 

where paying communal facilities may work.  Aspirational ‘early adopters’ of improved 

sanitation may exist 

Farms may be nearby and keen on eco-waste 

Infrastructure Piped water is likely, sewers less so. 

Health clinics, schools and markets appear. 

There may be rudimentary solid waste collection and dumping. 

Technology The need for a collective (centrally managed) approach to sanitation is taken by some as a 

transition point from rural settings. 

Some Latin American small towns do have condominial sewerage systems – few others have 

sewerage outside institutional buildings (depending on the town history). 

Population Some countries define small towns as between 5 000 and 50 000 people.  Some go as low as 2 

000, some as hight as 200 000.  A town of any size can be ‘rapidly growing’ (or indeed, 

shrinking). 

Numbers do matter for sanitation – for waste streams, for disease profiles, etc.  Yet density of 

housing is also an issue – for technology choice, and for ‘aggregating’ sanitation demand (to 

get economies of scale). 

Management Small towns typically lack a water utility.  Local government or water user committees are 

more common.  Neither tend to prioritise sanitation. 

‘Guidance’ on management models for small towns is often not sanitation-specific, and often 

ignores the role of local entrepreneurs. 

Administration While the water sector may have been decentralised, as well as urban planning, other fields 

(health, education) may or may not have been.  The other sectors often have physical 

representation before the water sector.  Depending on the country, sanitation responsibility 

can lie with a range of actors. 

Bylaws are likely to be within local jurisdiction.  The financing picture for local government 

is rarely in sanitation’s favour, even if the national one is. 

Strategic sanitation planning is being promoted and efforts made to adapt it to small towns, 

but these may be overly optimistic about the capacity and incentives of small town 

authorities. 

Adapted from Schaub-Jones, 2008 
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As well as societal communal structures, small 
and satellite towns may have physical 

communal structures that can act as a 
bridgehead.  For instance, communal toilets 

start to develop – these can be used as staging 
point for hygiene education as well as providing 

access to those who are otherwise unserved.  
They can also act as a link in the sanitation 

chain, providing a location for the appropriate 
disposal of waste emptied from full pits.  . 

 

6: Panorama of a small town, Mpwawa, Tanzania 

For instance, as towns grow beyond the ‘village phase’ an urban societal dynamic starts to 

take hold.  Simplistically put, society becomes less homogenous – the strength of community 

structures wanes and ‘officialdom’ starts to take precedence.  Neighbours are no longer for 

life and neighbourhoods are more fluid – people arrive, people leave and, importantly, 

people rent. 

For sanitation this is important – those approaches that are gaining some traction in rural 

settings, such as Community-Led Total Sanitation (CLTS), are harder to introduce in small 

towns and other contexts of rapid growth.  Household-centred approaches and demand 

promotion assume that heads of household are willing and able to pay for the construction of 

a latrine.  Yet where many are tenants and where people are mobile, heads of households are 

arguably less willing to invest.   

The local context is clearly very important, but at some threshold of urbanisation situations 

become more prone to the ‘tragedy of the commons’.  The incentives to take care of your own 

sanitation problems change.   As societal cohesion diminishes and peer pressure becomes less 

effective, scope for ‘group action’ falls and households become more insular and concerned 

with their own situation, rather than that of the wider community.  There is an increase in the 

likelihood of ‘beggar thy neighbour’ behaviour (where one house’s behaviour undermines 

the quality of living of others).   

Here an important distinction arises between peri-urban areas, satellite towns and small 

towns.  In small towns that grow from an established base, 

there are likely established institutions such as the church 

or traditional leadership structures.  These will continue to 

have influence and thus offer sanitation programmes a 

handy ‘way in’ to communities.  In satellite towns the 

nature of society is typically more fragmented – some are 

‘dormitory’ towns where the people who live there travel 

into a larger city for work (and, partly as a result, tend to 

invest themselves less in local dynamics)5.  In smaller 

towns local leaders are typically better established and 

often know each other personally.  This can be a positive 

for sanitation programmes; if the leadership can be mobilised around change they can prove 

more proactive and effective than in contexts where bureaucracies are large and there is too 

much inertia (i.e. many of Africa’s bigger cities).   

  

                                                           
5 The WaterAid / BPD report refers to this as ‘connectedness’ and discusses how this applies to peri-urban 

settlements, satellite towns and ‘independent’ small towns.  It suggests that the first ‚cannot so easily be separated from 

their adjacent urban areas. They are intimately and automatically connected to the infrastructure, economy and employment 

opportunities of the cities they surround. Similarly, they are intimately connected to both the politics and ambitions or 

expectations of those populations living in the adjacent cities‛ (WaterAid / BPD 2011). 
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Understanding the private, public and provider’s goods of urban sanitation 

As discussed above, as we move from rural to more urban settings we move away from a 

context where all ‘sanitation services are self-service’ to a context where government 

bureacrats, public and private sector professional providers become active.  Yet we are rarely 

yet in a situation where there is a formal utility with a 

mandate for sewerage or a thriving private sector 

dealing with sanitation (both of which are commonplace 

in large cities). 

How then can we understand what is going on and how 

decisions around sanitation are shaped? 

One way of exploring this is to consider what each 

stakeholder group is looking for.  BPD has dealt with 

this in the past by looking at three different, yet related, 

sets of ‘goods’ – the ‘public good’, the ‘private good’, 

and the ‘provider’s good’.  

 

The private good 

For households, their immediate interest is the private good.  For sanitation this is typically the 

use of a clean, comfortable and preferably private toilet.  It should not smell and not be too 

expensive to build, access, use or maintain.  In rapidly growing towns, households are 

increasingly entering into a cash economy and income levels tend to rise.  These two factors 

enabling higher levels of investment in sanitation.  Beyond this, casting sanitation as 

‘modern’ can harness the natural desire of people to improve their status in society and their 

personal wellbeing (as well as any backlash that may exist against ‘backward’ rural ways). 

The public good 

The public sector is concerned with the public good – protecting the environment and public 

health.  They want to reduce the disease burden on the population (and hence the State) and 

increase productivity.  In small and medium towns the presence of the State typically start to 

increase, with clinics and hospitals starting to appear.  There are more elected officials, with 

bigger budgets, alongside clear mandates to make local improvements (which is often when 

drainage issues start to be discussed).  As towns grow the problems associated with poor 

sanitation also tend to grow and this triggers (or should trigger!) a public sector response.  

The provider’s good 

As mentioned, as we move from a rural to urban context, ‘professional’ service providers 

start to emerge.  These can be building toilets, emptying pits or selling soap.  Private 

companies need to make a profit to stay in business and public companies, CBOs and even 

NGOs usually need to recover their costs.  Thus these service providers can be said to be 

concerned with their own well-being as well as that of others’ – this we define as the 

provider’s good.  Whatever service is being offered, for it to be sustained over time it will have 

to be financially viable, with payment either coming from users or from the public purse.6  A 

lot of the provider’s good therefore revolves around having sufficient money (‘financial 

energy’) in the system to keep it going.xix 

  

                                                           
6 Some NGOs can import resources and thus subsidise the system, but they will only ever be able to do this to a 

limited scale and with a concurrent threat to the sustainability of the system. 

Private good

Public good

Providers’

good

 

 
7: The three 'goods' of sanitation 

provision 
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Miandrivazo, Madagascar: Challenges to the provider’s good  

This small Madagascan town is known as the ‘Gateway to the West’ – it is where the national road 

drops off the escarpment towards a major river.  The population is estimated at around 25 000 

people and the town has been growing steadily in the past ten to fifteen years, particularly in peri-

urban areas outside the town.  It is to here that migrants from elsewhere in Madagascar are 

attracted thanks to the good soil in the river’s floodplain.  Migrants are from many areas to the 

south and west, while officials tend to be from outside the region (often the capital) and are posted 

there by government.   

The town has its own water supply – built fifteen years ago and for a few years run successfully by 

an association, before local politics led to a takeover of the scheme by the longstanding Mayor, 

who promised cheaper connections and cheaper water.  Operations fell apart quickly – the Chief 

of District eventually forced the mayor to rehire the original technicians who are trying to 

rehabilitate it.  Water is provided through some household connections, a significant share of 

which are illegal, and water kiosks.  Service is only provided from around 4 to 8 hours a day, most 

days of the week.  In the dry season water is much scarcer.  Many vendors use the river, filling up 

buckets and selling to households, local restaurants and businesses.  These effectively compete 

with the town water supply for customers. 

 

8: The main street of Miandrivazo 

© Unknown 

 

9: A mix of topography © Unknown 

 

10: The Majahilo River in flood, 

Miandrivazo, © Bernard Gagnon 

The town itself has a dense urban core along the road and around the market, leading to the edge 

of the river.  Squatters have moved in to the hillside above the town and defecate in the open.  

Many others also use the river banks.  This is beginning to cause concern for those in the richer 

houses, partly as the waste washes down the hill towards them, partly due to the smell.  Some of 

the richer houses have septic tanks, some decently built latrines.  Poorly built latrines are however 

commonplace and open defecation remains quite widespread (supported by cultural practices that 

resist latrines being built close to houses and even argue against the burial of human waste).xx 

Drainage in the centre of town has been cited as a need by town officials – not many have 

mentioned sanitation however.  There is no sewer network or any kind of waste treatment.  Solid 

waste collection is haphazard at best.  As such professional providers of sanitation are largely 

limited to the few handymen that build latrines and septic tanks.  Waterborne diseases are a 

significant problem and one of the main reasons for trip to the district health centre in the town (as 

well as several local pharmacies).  Indeed the town hosts the district hospital with a mandate for 

health across the entire District, which is large.  Some NGOs are present in the town working with 

on environmental issues and good governance, whilst one group works with young women and 

children on educational and life issues, including handwashing.  Partly as a result, Handwashing 

campaigns have had some adherents in recent years and the national WASH campaign has 

political backing and has been quite successful.     
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Sanitation as a private good 

In looking at sanitation as a private good, we are seeking to understand why households invest 

in improved sanitation and adopt better sanitation behaviours.   

A lot of work in recent years has underlined that households rarely invest in sanitation for 

reasons of health.  The reasons for this are complex, but linked to general apathy about 

preventative health care, the way that sanitation-related diseases are transmitted (which 

means that you can get sick from your neighbour’s poor practices even if you build a fancy 

toilet) and gender dynamics in many households. 

In fact, households are more likely to invest in sanitaiton for reasons linked to dignity and 

convenience.  All appreciate the use of a clean, comfortable and private toilet – any many 

wish to ‘keep up with the Joneses’ (i.e. not appear backward in relation to their neighbours). 

For rapidly growing towns this is a major plus.  One of the drives for urbanisation is to find 

jobs – but once in town, there is also a sense that urban living is ‘modern’.  Towns are further 

distinguished by their cash economy and generally higher levels of disposable income.  

Sanitaton programmes can build on these factors by casting sanitation investment as modern 

and desirable.  Clever marketing can project an image of status and dignity associated with 

improved sanitation and in doing so prompt action from reluctant households. 

Rapidly growing towns should therefore prove ripe terrain for ‘sanitation marketing’.  Urban 

communities, which are not always cohesive, can be hard to engage in development 

generally.  It can be particularly difficult to drive projects through ‘community approaches’ 

(as Community-Led Total Sanitation - CLTS - seeks to do in rural areas).  By appealing to 

individuals rather than communities, sanitation marketing is well placed to make strides in 

such contexts (as seen in many successful programmes in Asia, where rapid urbanisation is 

also underway). 

Sanitation marketing can help understand the demand for sanitation and increase it 

Social marketing has its origins largely in the health sector, where it has been applied to issues like 

anti-smoking campaigns over more than three decades.  In the last ten years there has been 

growing interest in applying the same concept to sanitation, leading to a new term, ‘sanitation 

marketing’, being coined.  According to Wikipedia, social marketing is ‚the systematic application of 

marketing, along with other concepts and techniques, to achieve specific behavioral goals for a social good‛.   

Sanitation marketing is primarily about understanding why and how households adopt certain 

hygiene behaviours.  It also focuses on the triggers for and barriers against households investing 

in sanitation infrastructure.  Using this information, organisations hope to better promote demand 

for sanitation and to influence the supply chain of sanitation goods and services.  They hope that 

more households will then ‘adopt’ improved sanitation (or good hygiene practices).  A lot of 

recent demand studies on sanitation have happened as part of such programmes.   

To achieve its wider goals the approach often mixes ‘social’ approaches (promoting a social good) 

with ‘private sector’ techniques (using private sector marketing techniques and the private sector 

to deliver goods and services).  (Adapted from Schaub-Jones, 2010) 

Small and satellite towns have another advantage – lack of space is less of a challenge than it 

is in major cities.  In poor communities in large cities there is often little space to build a toilet 

and land is frequently given over to more ‘productive’ uses (such as the building of more 

rooms).  In small and satellite towns however there is often still space available, even in 

poorer communities, and hence a great opportunity to get people to build adequate latrines 
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Understanding context is crucial to sanitation 
marketing which must segment its target 

markets carefully and understand the particular 
dynamics of specific groups.   

In Miandrivazo it was the houses with tenants 
that had the best sanitation.  Those renting were 

often ‘professionals’ with medium- term 
contracts in the town that wished to have a good 

house and adequate facilities.  Landlords, 
competing in such a market, are prompted to 

provide ‘modern’ sanitation. 

now (and, even more importantly, to make sure there remains sufficient access for future 

emptying to take place).7  

Rural sanitation programmes often suffer from two issues.  One is that, while affordable 

options for sanitation provision do exist, toilet designs promoted by State agencies are often 

too expensive, particularly for poor communities.  The second is that there is a lack of 

awareness of the full costs that poor sanitation imposes (and hence the need to do something 

about it).   

Small towns offer opportunities in this regard – they are ripe targets for innovative sanitation 

promotion that offers more appropriate and affordable toilets (including by the private 

sector).  Communication in towns is also easier than in dispersed rural settlements – through 

visual means (such as posters and banners), through community meetings (fairs at the town 

hall) and through radio, television etc.  This can reinforce messages about the costs associated 

with poor sanitation (playing of course on ‘dignity and status’ motivations) as well as 

highlighting practical measures that households can take. 

Last of all, poor communities in larger cities are often hesitant about building toilets as they 

usually involve significant investment ‘below the 

ground’.  A toilet becomes a fixed asset that cannot be 

easily moved or altered.  This discourages those with 

insecure land tenure, those renting or those planning to 

move from investing scarce cash in sanitation.  Yet 

renting and illegal tenure are more associated with 

bigger cities than with small or satellite towns.  This 

means that individual perceptions of instability tend to 

pose less of a challenge to investing in sanitation.8  

The issue of ‘moving’ is more complex.  A common 

misconception is that small towns are mere staging 

posts for people who then move to big cities.  This is 

rare though; in practice many of those who move to small towns do so with the intention of 

staying for significant periods of time.  

Don’t overlook drainage as a powerful motivator 

Small towns are often distinguished from large villages by the existence of a piped water network.  

This can bring large volumes of water into an urban setting.  Demand for a particular subset of 

‘environmental sanitation’, namely drainage, can consequently grow fast.  In Miandrivazo some 

houses get water for free (thanks to the illegal connections) and this contributes to a rising 

greywater challenge.  An otherwise apathetic mayor is pushed to ‘do something’ about poor 

drainage in the town centre.  In Hai, whose water system is better managed, drainage is still a key 

issue – indeed it is proving a rallying point for households, the town ‘community’ and public 

sector stakeholders.  In small and satellite towns more widely can drainage be used as a bridge 

into wider and more significant sanitation interventions? 

 
  

                                                           
7 The implicit assumption here is that sanitation provision continues to be viewed as a household responsibility in 

such town settings, which is largely the case for all African countries save perhaps South Africa. 
8 As urban densities grow initiatives to get people to share toilets can start up.  These often founder on disputes 

about cleaning (and perhaps over emptying) but proactive intervention from community leaders, NGOs and others 

can find social and technological solutions to these problems. 
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Health infrastructure is typically present – a 
health clinic or hospital that serves both the 

town and surrounding areas.  Health 
practitioners can be ‘brought into the fold’ and 

made sanitation champions.  Their 
infrastructure can be used to get messages out 
into the community and to build viable WASH 

campaigns.  Their data can be used to track 
progress on sanitation and the key issues that 

need to be addressed.  Cross-sectoral 
partnerships are possible. 

Community-Led Total Sanitation works partly 
by motivating communities against open 

defecation (and partly by rewarding them en 
masse for progress).  While it may not be 

possible to apply CLTS directly in urban settings, 
there are aspects of small towns that could lend 

themselves to some aspects of the approach.   

Sanitation champions working on rapidly 
growing towns should therefore look for allies in 

preventing open defecation – cultural, 
administrative and other stakeholders. 

Sanitation as a public good 

As one moves along the rural – urban spectrum the complexity of the sanitation challenge 

grows.  Households can no longer deal with their own waste and the public sector comes to 

play a more active role.  This tends to first happen with solid waste (which is generated in 

larger quantities and is more visible) but also applies to both drainage and with the handling 

of waste from toilets and septic tanks.  Waste management becomes more ‘professionalised’.  

What’s more, unlike villages, small and satellite towns typically have clinics and occasionally 

even hospitals.  All this reflects the fact that the public sector is concerned with the public good 

– the protection of public health notably, but also the 

environment.9   

As with the private good, small and satellite towns have 

some advantages in this respect.  The World Bank suggests 

that ‚small towns straddle rural and urban spaces and have 

unique characteristics that make it difficult to apply either 

urban or rural strategies to them‛ (Pilgrim, 2007).xxi   

One of their urban characteristics is that they usually 

have some bureaucracy, professional civil servants and 

local elected officials.  One of their rural characteristics is 

that these same people remain ‘inhabitants of a shared 

space’ and, in theory at least (and depending on the 

context), more approachable and responsive to conditions in the town (than are their 

counterparts in bigger cities).  In other words they both care about the local situation and feel 

empowered enough to address it through collective action.  The upshot of this is that there is 

a group of people who have the mandate and responsibility to take on sanitation issues and 

in theory, can be more easily motivated to address the issue in a holistic sense. 

Another factor in favour of small towns is that co-ordination between different arms of 

government can be easier.  In large cities the responsibility for sanitation issues is shared 

between many stakeholders - between the utility, the different branches of the municipal 

waste department, the environmental health bureau.  Within poor communities there are 

often complex dynamics at play with traditional leaders, 

elected officials, landlords, tenants, NGOs and 

householders.  These factors often lead to a confused 

situation in bigger cities that undermines progress on 

urban sanitation.  In smaller towns there are fewer 

stakeholders and less institutional proliferation to begin 

with.  Communities are less complex.  There is also 

scope for smoother collaboration (people, offices and 

communities are all sited close to each other 

geographically and civil servants are commonly 

neighbours).   

The flip side of this is, of course, that the professional, administrative and financial capacity 

in small towns is less than in larger cities and this imposes its own constraints. 10 

                                                           
9 This latter can be an important motivator for towns whose image is especially important.  This is the case for town’s 

whose economy has an important tourism component, those whose industries needs good quality water (brewing, 

some manufacturing) and those who trade on a ‘lifestyle’ image to attract new residents (this applies to some satellite 

towns in particular). 
10 An experienced small town practitioner suggested that ‚small towns in most countries have very little capacity (and) 

there is often no clearly defined responsibility for sanitation, certainly not for promoting sanitation and supporting efforts to 
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Small and satellite towns have a physical advantage over large cities too.  Space is usually 

less of a constraint – meaning that proactive urban planning can have a huge impact.  

Officials thus have opportunities to shape the growth of communities and settlements in 

ways that allow adequate drainage and permit toilets to be emptied more easily (an 

opportunity typically denied to their counterparts in large cities who find themselves trying 

to ‘retrofit’ solutions to messy situations).xxii 

What experience of strategic planning? 

For medium and large cities there are those who argue strongly that integrated, flexible and city-

wide approaches to planning are most adapted for sanitation.  Strategic sanitation planning, 

originally developed by Wright (1997), and then further formalised by GHK (2002), has been 

touted as a key framework for engaging stakeholders.  Efforts have recently been made (by the 

World Bank and others) to adapt this to small towns.   

Strategic sanitation planning aims for lots of flexibility in the planning process, in order to permit 

a choice of different technologies and approaches that, importantly, cover the whole city.  Early 

experiences of this were in Kumasi and Maputo, then Baratpur.  Since then the approach has been 

applied in Ouagadougou and to a large-scale programme in Latin America. 

However, it seems that there is still a wide gap between pilot projects and widespread practice. 

Perez & Rosensweig (2002), working on one of the rare practical research initiatives specifically 

devoted to small town sanitation (in Latin America), admitted their surprise to see how difficult, 

and in most cases impossible, it was to find examples of good sustainable town-wide sanitation 

programs in small towns.   

Although there is no empirical evidence for this, one of the challenges is presumably related to the 

shift from rural settings (where sanitation is predominantly a household responsibility) to urban 

settings (where the utility and State have clear responsibilities).  Small and satellite towns find 

themselves in a ‘grey area’ between these do with little clarity over where private responsibility 

ends, where the public responsibility begins and how the two should mesh together. 

 
11: Key planning principles developed by EHP for small towns in Latin America and the Caribbean 

(Perez & Rosensweig, 2002) 

   

                                                                                                                                                                      

provide improved sanitation services. (In) Kenya ...  the by-laws tended to result in a focus on enforcing regulations rather than 

taking a proactive role in sanitation provision‛. (Personal communication, Kevin Tayler, 2008)  
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A dilemma for those in small towns is whether 
citizens’ action should look to co-opt 

government or stand outside State structures 
for in their advocacy.  

In Miandrivazo a local WASH committee has 
been set up and the siting of a District hospital 

in the town offers the committee a relatively 
strong and strategic partner.  In 2009 there 

was a lot of debate about whether the mayor 
should sit on a local WASH committees, or 

whether such a body should see the commune 
as an advocacy target (and hence keep 

political representatives off the committee).   

Local opinion seemed divided on the matter.. 

Particularly for small towns, a promising avenue for sanitation 

champions could be to work more closely through formal 

health structures (rather than just through the water ministry 

or through municipal waste departments, which is usual 

practice).  Taking Madagascar as an example again - both 

health and education are very decentralised and both sectors 

have a lot more capacity in small towns than does the water 

sector.   

Although the health sector is often criticised for being more 

concerned with curative over preventative medicine (i.e. 

dishing out pills rather than encouraging hygiene 

education), smaller settlements may provide an 

opportunity to overcome this.  Why?  While in large cities 

the medical fraternity is fragmented into many different 

specialisations, in smaller settlements health professionals 

tend to be more ‘all-rounders’ and thus, in theory at least, more open to arguments in favour 

of preventative measures.1112   

What scope for targeted health & hygiene campaigns to support sanitation businesses? 

There is great potential to learn from those who have managed to define discrete target groups in 

small towns in order to see how this can be applied to small and satellite towns.   

An example is how health education messages have been targeted at taxi drivers in Madagascar.  

There taxi drivers (or, actually, pousse-pousse pullers) are a good target for the municipal hygiene 

department – they are typically rural migrants new to urban settings who benefit from 

programmes around ‘civic education’ (including aspects of waste management, hygiene education 

etc).  The municipality has some leverage over them (they need to follow training once or twice a 

year to keep their permit).  And they pass the message onto their customers.   

In rapidly growing towns clubs start to form around specific issues.  An example in Miandrivazo 

is a ‘Young Women’s Club’ that educates young women on their role in society, health issues, safe 

food preparation, gender rights and other issues.  These may offer a promising avenue for the 

entry of ‘health clubs’ (modelled on those that have had some success in Zimbabwe) that start to 

animate these growing communities around the growing challenge and importance of dealing 

with waste as their towns grow.xxiii 

Small and satellite towns can also usefully be used as a ‘jumping off’ points into surrounding rural 

areas (these towns, across several aspects of society, often play a ‘fashion-leader’ role for more 

rural neighbourhoods).  This phenomenon can be used to push out sanitation messages into the 

countryside, thereby justifying more investment in these activities to being with.  In particular 

small and satellite towns are potentially ideal places to site new ‘sanimarts’.  In addition, where 

local radio stations exist, it is possible to use these to broadcast well-targeted sanitation campaigns 

that build on the ‘modernisation’ issues associated with rapid urbanisation. 

Could similar ‘targeted approaches’ work in small and satellite towns and who would they target? 

 

                                                           
11 Obviously this should not be a one-way transaction – as well as seeing what role health clinics (which start to 

appear as urbanisation takes place) play in sanitation activities, the sector should ask what support, if any, they 

would appreciate from others. 
12 Data is also important.  Sanitation champions should work with local pharmacies and health centres (that have an 

established presence in rapidly growing towns) to establish a baseline of information regarding water-and-

sanitation-related disease profiles.  This information will be vital for strategic planning as well as monitoring 

progress towards ‘Winning the Race’.   
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In some countries, Madagascar being 
one, WASH campaigns have made good 

momentum.  These bring together the 
relevant Ministries at national level – 

which should be replicable at lower levels 
(with small towns a particularly ripe 

zone for such collaboration).   

Given the urgent needs see if these 
campaigns can be amended to speak 

directly to the needs of small and satellite 
towns. 

One area that lacks clarity is the financing of sanitation in 

small and satellite towns.  Clearly there are financing 

challenges for both public and private sector providers of 

sanitation services (particularly when it comes to waste 

collection, where households are typically unwilling to pay 

the full costs of waste collection, removal and treatment).  

The financial situation will vary in each context and will 

constrain or enable oppportunities differently.  Although 

some work has been done on the financing of water and 

sanitation provision in small towns (e.g. Cardone & Fonseca, 

2006) this is almost always biased towards water provision 

(indeed sanitation goes almost unmentioned in most 

documents, regardless of their title). 

Sanitation marketing general operates on the principle of no subsidy, at least when it comes 

to the direct costs of a ‘sanitation transaction’ (i.e. the household pays the full short-run 

marginal cost of each toilet, slab or pit dug).  There are varying opinions on the wisdom of 

subsidising associated costs, such as research and developments costs, the start up costs of 

production lines or the costs of marketing and promotion campaigns (and this is, generally, 

where donor funding is directed for such approaches). 

One characteristic of small and satellite towns, as noted, is that toilets are less likely to be 

moved, as they are in rural settings.  This means the waste therein needs to be collected, 

removed and, usually, transported for final treatment.  Households are not always willing (or 

able) to pay for the full costs of this sanitation chain – and arguably some public money 

should be allocated to pay for the public good aspects of this chain.  Whether this should 

come from a town’s own internally generated funds or comes from national transfers (or 

other) is a matter of debate – too often this funding is not forthcoming at all and, 

consequently, these aspects of the sanitation chain function poorly, if at all. 

The provider’s good of sanitation 

On a technological level, small towns have arguably moved beyond truly on-site sanitation 

(where treatment takes place at the same point as collection and storage).  Yet not all 

settlements have reached a stage (in developing countries at least) where full coverage from 

traditional sewerage is financially, technically or administratively feasible. 13  While sewerage 

may not be widespread however, alternatives to household toilets do exist, such as the 

development of communal facilities or promotion of shared toilets.xxiv   

One of the consequences of this transition is that professional sanitation providers become 

necessary (and in true market fashion, suppliers generally do come forward to meet the 

demand).  Sometimes these providers are public and sometimes they are private (as 

evidenced by the thriving market for mechanical waste emptying in most larger cities).xxv  

One of the advantages for small and satellite towns is that the very concentration of people 

that makes them towns allows for viable sanitation businesses to be established.  Providers, 

whether selling sanitation hardware (e.g. toilets) or sanitation services (e.g. pit emptying), can 

make a living from meeting households’ sanitation needs.14  This opens the door for 

                                                           

13 Although some argue that, even if funding it is a challenge, small towns need (thanks to the concentration of 

people and businesses) some kind of centrally managed sanitation system. 
14 Although, depending on circumstances, they may need to also operate outside the sanitation sector to make a 

profit.  Hardware stores selling toilets alongside other things are ‘multi-disciplinary’; toilet builders could also build 

houses and other infrastructure.  Hence general ‘convenience stores’ are such a feature of small towns worldwide. 
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A good question to ask in a particular context 
is how and whether small town sanitation is 

regulated.  Are there town bylaws on this; 
does national regulation apply? 

Glaring gaps may shed insight on the State’s 
views about their responsibility for sanitation 

provision in such settings. 

A task for future work could be to develop 
tools or indicators which help us assess where 

a given town sits in addressing these issues. 

sanitation marketing to gain a foothold (something harder to do in rural areas where the 

market is very dispersed and distances - and hence costs - are great). 
 

 

12: Privately built and operated public toilet in Mozambique © Schaub-Jones 
 

 

The advantages of a rapidly growing town's economy  

In many countries small towns start to feature a cash economy in ways that rural settings do not.  

This is important for sanitation approaches, particularly those such as ‘sanitation marketing’ 

which seek to encourage ‘cash’ transactions around sanitation.  Economic activity in small towns 

is very varied, but service industries do start to take hold and often service both the town and the 

surrounding rural area.  This presents several opportunities for sanitation.  Even the mundane fact 

that concrete bags and plumbing supplies are typically for sale should not be overlooked. 
 

One of the challenges of on-site sanitation in larger cities is that waste emptied from full pits 

is often dumped into the immediate environment, rather than safely disposed of.  There are 

several reasons for this – one of which is the difficulty of access in densely packed slums (and 

hence the difficulty of wheeling any waste out of the 

settlement).  Another is the typically large distance between 

slums and the approved disposal point (usually the formal 

wastewater treatment plant).  A third may be that the 

authorities are not providing adequate solid waste 

collection services (particularly to communities they deem 

built on ‘illegal land’ which are often bypassed by public 

services).   

The fact that the waste is not properly disposed of means 

that those doing the emptying (typically the informal 

private sector) are acting ‘outside the law’ and cannot 

easily engage with the authorities.  Either they must take extra steps to dispose of the waste 

properly (which often costs more than householders are willing to pay and thus does not 

happen) or authorities must take the political and legal risk of engaging with providers that 

are flouting regulations. 

Small and satellite towns have (potential) advantages in this respect.  Settlements are less 

often as packed, making access less of a challenge.15   Where waste treatment options exist 

(such as reed beds or even treatment plants, although both are admittedly rare) they are not 

as far away.  Lastly, there are fewer ‘illegal’ settlements and fewer communities thus exist 

‘outside the law’.  So as settlements become denser and householders start to contract others 
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There is significant potential for ecosan 
approaches for small towns although more work 

on when it is appropriate and how it can be 
popularised needs to happen.  Experience in 

Madagascar shows the importance of cultural 
considerations but, given the prevalence of small 

farms near and even within rapidly growing 
towns, ecosan may be a good way to add value 

to the waste and add ‘financial energy’ to the 
sanitation system.  Partnerships could be built 

with the farming community. 

to empty their toilets, there exists a window of opportunity to engage with providers in a 

way that sees them operating ‘inside the law’.  This permits sanitation champions to harness 

these activities so that they contribute to the public good rather than detracting from it.  

Last of all, work on sanitation entrepreneurs (e.g. Waterlines, 2011) discusses the need for 

there to be sufficient ‘financial energy’ in the system to support the provider’s good.  In this 

respect small and satellite towns have a further in-built advantage.  These towns (depending 

on the country15) are typically not as densely populated as larger cities, allowing for urban 

and peri-urban farming at significant scale.  The proximity 

of fields provides an outlet and ‘market’ for compost from 

urine-diverting (‘ecosan’) toilets and can lead to human 

waste being viewed as a valuable resource.xxvi   

Aside from the benefit of recycling nutrients, such an 

approach adds ‘financial energy’ to the sanitation system.  

As waste develops more value, sanitation providers can 

charge less for their services and still remain profitable.  

Value ‘at the end of the chain’ also makes it more likely 

that waste will be sustainability and adequately treated 

and reused, rather than dumped illicitly. 

 

  

                                                           
15 Context is key here – in Madagascar even the capital, Antananarivo, has a large peri-urban component with farms 

and small fields scattered between and amongst the houses.  In Nepal many small towns are found in tight valleys, 

with little room for expansion and highly dense settlement. 



Winning the Race: Sanitation in rapidly-growing towns  21 

“In Pakistan (there is) a provincial 'quango' 
called the Punjab Municipal Development Fund 
Company (PMDFC).  PMDFC is good and ... this 
sort of organisation can work well where local 

government is very weak and government 
systems are resistant to change as is the case in 

Pakistan (and India).   

It is not ideal but it does give prospects of at 
least partial solutions for small and medium 

sized towns and is more likely to be permanent 
than the conventional project management unit, 
which usually is dissolved once external funding 

ends”.  

(Kevin Tayler, personal communication, 2009) 

Seeing towns as part of their wider region 

One of the basic principles of any multi-sectoral partnership is to ‘build on assets’ – in other 

words assess the context appropriately, see who is doing what (in an open-minded fashion) 

and then seek to build on it creatively, but in a structured fashion.  The nature of sanitation in 

rapidly growing towns lends itself to precisely such an approach.  Partly this is due to 

extreme variation in context across the many hundreds of thousands of small and medium 

towns that exist.  Partly this is due to the need for the different sectors (in both senses: public, 

private, NGO and health, water, solid waste etcetera) to come together and synergies to 

develop. 

The sections above embody this philosophy by asking practitioners to look with towns and 

see what is working well, what assets exist in small and satellite towns and think about 

existing or potential bridgeheads upon which sanitation champions can build. 

Another feature of building upon assets is to consider small and satellite towns within their 

wider context and, particularly, looking at the region in which they are developing.  Many 

will have ties beyond their immediate borders, either to 

neighbouring towns and villages or to the regional capital.   

Indeeed, as there are ten small towns for every large one 

(Pilgrim, 2007) a useful role can be found at regional level.  

Regional bodies can limit themselves to merely 

facilitating collaboration and exchange between 

neighbouring small towns on all issues relating to 

sanitation.  Beyond this regional or provincial bodies can 

host technical capacity to advise on sanitation issues or 

run sanitation marketing programmes.  It can also make 

sense for finance to be directed at this level and 

therefore benefit from some of the economies of scale 

that result.  ‘Clustering’ small towns has a certain track 

record on water issues, but the nature of this may well 

need to be different for sanitation. 
 

A role for regional support 

Via action research in three regions in Burkina Faso, in Ghana and in Mali, the Concerted 

Municipal Strategies programxxvii has shown that: 

-  The region constitutes an appropriate level of intervention for responding to the specific needs 

of managing and developing water and sanitation services in small towns, notably because it 

enables the pooling of tools and services that would otherwise probably not be able to survive 

were each small town considered separately;   

-  At regional level, stakeholders can develop a level of cooperation and coordination to ensure 

that water and sanitation services can be provided to small towns in a sustainable manner. 

While the guidelines stemming from the work are stronger on analysis of the water supply 

challenges, there are several noteworthy observations on sanitation.   

More broadly, there are some distinct advantages of working at a regional level for sanitation.  

Health and hygiene campaigns can be planned and rolled out at that level, allowing economies of 

scale.  The regional level more often has representatives of the water sector (who often have some 

mandate for sanitation) than do small and satellite towns, so co-ordination across sectors may be 

easier at the this level.  Sanitation marketing supply chains are also likely to use regional 

headquarters as a base and a regional market is more likely to attract investment and innovation 

than small towns on their own are. 
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Conclusion 

The pace of urbanisation across Africa is currently outpacing the ability of many 

governments to provide essential services, including water and sanitation.  Media stories and 

official reports often conjure up a future of ‘mega-slums’ blighting landscapes across the 

continent.  Often overlooked is the fact that most growth is actually forecast to take place in 

existing small and medium towns. 

‘Winning the race’ will require sanitation champions across the continent to become more 

proactive in preparing for this growth in small and medium cities.  It is inevitabile that low 

income areas will becoming larger and more congested.  Yet the very fact that the majority of 

urban growth will be in small and satellite towns presents tremendous opportunities – it is 

much harder to address sanitation in the informal settlements of mega-cities than it is to deal 

with relatively simpler sanitation needs of small and satellite towns.  The problem is more 

manageable, there is more space and community and land tenure dynamics are usually 

simpler.  

It is true that ‚small towns straddle rural and urban spaces and have unique characteristics that make 

it difficult to apply either urban or rural strategies to them‛ (Pilgrim, 2007).xxviii  But this also 

means that they allow for the development of new, original strategies that build on the 

particular assets and opportunities inherent in small and satellite towns. 

An obvious advantage, already mentioned, is that physical space is less of a constraint and 

there remains significant potential for proactive urban planning.  Less obvious, but equally 

important for sanitation progress, are other aspects linked to rapidly growing towns, such as 

the development of a cash economy and the ‘modern’ associations of urban living. 

The prize for winning the race is great – both in terms of health, environmental protection, 

economic productivity and, importantly, in restoring dignity to millions of urban families.  

As even rich countries are demonstrating, sanitation does not have to be about expensive 

sewerage schemes, but can be delivered in a more environmentally conscious and sustainable 

fashion.  Small changes, such as washing hands with soap, can deliver huge rewards.  

Government, NGOs and, importantly, the private sector, can boost demand for sanitation by 

explaining its importance and by suggesting practical steps that households can take.  

Sanitation marketing, a fairly new approach, is based on the insight that people invest in 

sanitation less for health reasons than for reasons of status, dignity and comfort.  Arguably it 

is particularly suited for reaching out to the ‚ten small towns that exist for every large town‛.  In 

contrasting contexts from South-East Asia to Southern Africa, sanitation entrepreneurs have 

emerged to provide households with appropriate products and services on a sustainable 

basis.   

Successes do exist.  These may be less well understood and less publicised than the 

impressive gains being made in rural India or in urban Senegal.  But hundreds of small and 

medium cities are making tangible progress, managing to keep ahead of the challenges that 

economic and physical growth bring.  The challenge is that if progress on the MDGs is to be 

sustained (never mind accelerated) these numbers have to grow still further (and the 

hundreds of success stories will need to number in the thousands and tens of thousands).  

The race can indeed be won, as long as stakeholders take responsibility, learn from others, 

and are proactive in seizing the practical and pragmatic opportunities that exist in Africa’s 

rapidly growing towns. 
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Where to go for more information? 

 

WaterAid / BPD / Gates Foundation 

A recently developed website discussing the findings from a six country research project to 

look at potential water and sanitation ‘solutions’ for small towns and ways to analyse the 

challenge. 

www.small-towns.org/   

 

IRC Sanitation 

News updates on sanitation, as well as other resource materials, including on CLTS and 

urban sanitation. 

www.irc.nl/page/39960  

 

BPDWS - Sanitation Partnerships   

How partnership can make a difference to the urban sanitation challenge and resources on 

sanitation entrepreneurs in particular. 

www.bpdws.org/web/w/www_37_en.aspx  

 

World Bank work on small town water and sanitation 

The World Bank has done a lot of work on management models for small towns, particularly 

for water supply.  Some of this is helpful for looking at sanitation challenges. 

water.worldbank.org/water/node/83574  

 

WELL - Resource Centre Network for Water, Sanitation and Environmental Health  

The WELL website is a focal point for providing access to information about water, sanitation 

and environmental health and related issues.  It has a useful section on sanitation marketing. 

www.lboro.ac.uk/well/  

 

EHP / USAID - Improving Sanitation in Small Towns in Latin America and the Caribbean 

Looks particularly at strategic sanitation planning as applied to small towns in the LAC 

region.  Contains insight on typical capacity and other constraints in such environments.  

pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNACQ354.pdf  

 

See also www.sswm.info/category/planning-process-tools/programming-and-planning-

frameworks/frameworks-and-approaches/sani-6 for more on city sanitation planning 

http://www.small-towns.org/
http://www.irc.nl/page/39960
http://www.bpdws.org/web/w/www_37_en.aspx
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/well/
http://www.sswm.info/category/planning-process-tools/programming-and-planning-frameworks/frameworks-and-approaches/sani-6
http://www.sswm.info/category/planning-process-tools/programming-and-planning-frameworks/frameworks-and-approaches/sani-6
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Endnotes 

                                                           
i World Water Day is on March 22 each year. 

ii Source: http://allafrica.com/stories/201103240873.html, Sadly, more people now lack access to 

reasonable sanitation services than in 1990 (the number of those without has doubled to around 175 

million)  

iii UN HABITAT have stated that by 2050, 60% of Africans will be living in cities. Joan Clos, the 

Executive Director of UN-HABITAT, said: "No African government can afford to ignore the ongoing rapid 

urban transition taking place across the continent. Cities must become priority areas for public policies, with 

hugely increased investments to build adequate governance capacities, equitable services delivery, affordable 

housing provision and better wealth distribution." 

iv See ‘Green Hills, Blue Cities: An Ecosystem Approach to Water Resources Management for African Cities, 

Rapid Response Assessment’, UNEP & UN-HABITAT, 2011.   

v ‚In thinking about an urban future, it is perhaps only natural to imagine a world in which everyone is living in 

mega-cities the size of Sao Paulo, Mexico City, Beijing, or Lagos. But that is not correct. In fact the bulk of urban 

population growth for the foreseeable future will take place in far smaller cities and towns, a point that receives 

little media recognition‛ (Cohen, 2006).  Furthermore, both the population and number of small towns are 

projected to double within 15 years, and then double again within 30 years (Pilgrim, 2007).  A 2004 

report for the OECD & DFID suggested that ‚it is estimated that the increase in the population of small 

centres in the South will account for over 40 percent of the total growth of the world’s urban population between 

2000 and 2015‛. 

vi ‚Despite wide variation in national definitions of what constitutes a ‘small town’ ... available data suggest that 

people living in these ‘intermediate’ settlements are among the worst served in terms of all basic services, 

including access to water, sanitation and hygiene promotion. Whilst the economies of scale at the geographic 

centre of small towns begin to allow (financially and technologically) for piped water supply systems, cross-

subsidising to more costly, lower density, unplanned settlements on the outskirts usually becomes untenable. On 

the wastewater side, growing volumes of concentrated industrial pollution and human waste begin to pose serious 

threats both to public health and environmental integrity (including local water sources)‛ (WaterAid / BPD, 

2011).  Cohen, 2006, makes a similar point. 

vii See http://pubs.iied.org/10575IIED.html for the source of the China statistics. 

viii ‚A comparative study on the economic impacts of sanitation in four Southeast Asian countries was 

consistently mentioned by stakeholders within government and among lenders and donors as a key document in 

galvanizing government interest. This puts a figure on the economic losses caused to Indonesia due to poor 

sanitation, and in a country that is striving to maintain its regional status as an economic leader, had a significant 

impact on government interest in sanitation‛ (WSP, 2011). 

ix See UN-Water Global Annual Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water (GLAAS), WHO, 2010  

x See Costs and Benefits of Water and Sanitation Improvements at the Global Level, Hutton G & Haller 

L, World Health Organization, 2007. 

xi  According to a recent report by the Water and Sanitation Program (WSP), a multi-donor partnership 

administered by the World Bank.  Governments are commonly unaware of the costs of inaction.  See 

Economic impacts of sanitation in Southeast Asia: summary report, Hutton G, Rodriguez UE, Napitupulu L, 

Thang P, Kov P, World Bank, Water and Sanitation Program, 2007. 

xii As estimated by the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change (a 700-page report released for 

the British government on October 30, 2006, discussing the effect of global warming on the world 

economy.  See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stern_Review  

xiii Indeed, WSP, the same report estimated that Sub-Saharan Africa actually loses about 5% of GDP, or 

some $28.4 billion annually, a figure that exceeded total aid flows and debt relief to the region in 2003 

(Economic Impacts of Sanitation in Southeast Asia: Summary, WSP, 2007). 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201103240873.html
http://pubs.iied.org/10575IIED.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stern_Review
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xiv See ‘Diarrhoea: Why children are still dying and what can be done’, UNICEF & World Health 

Organization, 2009. 

xv Some slums are predominantly rental accommodation, others are ‘owner-occupied’.  It varies from 

city to city. 

xvi Imhof & Mühlemann, 2005, find that ‚generally there is very little known about the presence of 

microorganisms in greywater. Four types of pathogens may be present: viruses, bacteria, protozoa and intestinal 

parasites (helminths) ... (such) microbial populations of faecal origin in greywater cause major health risks (and 

there) are a number of problems related to the reuse of untreated greywater. The risk of spreading of diseases, due 

to the exposure to microorganisms in the water, will be a crucial point if the water is to be reused for e.g. toilet 

flushing or irrigation. Both inhaling (aerosols) and hand to mouth contact can be dangerous. Growth within the 

system is another source for microorganisms and some chemicals‛.  

xvii Usually, either from community-based providers or from district or regional state providers. 

xviii These are sometimes autonomous, sometimes are a branch of the local government. 

xix As SME consultant John Meadley put it, ‚No system can work without energy circulating within it. This 

can be considered from two angles. The first is financial energy. If sanitation is simply about collecting sludge and 

disposing of it responsibly then there is no income flowing into the system other than provided by those who 

produce the sludge (user fees) or by government, or by a combination of both. The private sector cannot bring in 

investment unless there is sufficient money flowing within the system to generate an acceptable return on that 

investment. The second angle relates to energy itself .. re-using sludge (as a fertilier) brings some additional 

funds/energy into the system and must become more important in the future‛. 

xx The earth is associated with the ancestors and considered holy ground for some Madagascan 

communities. 

xxi For its part, the WaterAid / BPD report suggests that ‚most small towns exhibit both rural and urban 

characteristics‛ (WaterAid / BPD, 2011).  

xxii Although unfortunately the ‘home’ ministries of many departments sit in the capital and for 

sanitation institutional complexity is commonplace at national level, with responsibility for sanitation 

divided between the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Water, Ministry of Local Government and Ministry 

of Housing (or their equivalents).  Few countries in Africa have a specific sanitation policy in place, and 

fewer still are clear on how they propose – at a policy level – to tackle the growing challenge of 

sanitation in urban areas.  Worse still, small towns and rapidly growing peri-urban areas remain 

something of an ‘institutional blind spot’.   

xxiii For more, see http://www.africaahead.org/associate-practitioners/associate-members/zimbabwe/  

xxiv Sadly, neither of these currently qualify as meeting the MDGs – this is being hotly debated. 

xxv See ‘Should we view sanitation as just another business?’ (Schaub-Jones, 2010) for a wider discussion of 

this phenomenon and for fuller description of the different sanitation markets. 

xxvi There are important cultural considerations here – in Madagascar it is not clear how ‘ecosan’ is 

received culturally, nor how competitive its waste it is with other forms of fertiliser – organic and 

inorganic – available in Madagascar.  In China though there is a long history of re-using such waste and 

farmers will pay for it. 

xxvii Find the guide from the programme (by pS-Eau & PDM) that discusses ‘Regional Strategies for Small 

Towns’ on the pS-Eau website, www.pseau.org  

xxviii ‚The larger community size (as compared to rural areas) is often identified as a limiting factor for community 

participation and mobilisation processes; the bottom-up approach that has worked for rural villages fails or 

requires serious modifications as systems become larger and more complex (Doe, 2003)‛ (from WaterAid / BPD, 

2011).  This suggests that rurally-developed approaches, such as CLTS, may be challenging to replicate 

in small town contexts. 

http://www.africaahead.org/associate-practitioners/associate-members/zimbabwe/
http://www.pseau.org/

