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rural and urBan Sanitation in india

R.B. Bhagat

india has progressed on many fronts over the 
decades since independence in 1947.  Our per 
capita income has been rising and the average 

longevity has increased from about less than 40 
years at the time of independence to 66 years 
now. According to 2011 Census overall literacy 
rate has also increased to 74 per cent compared 
to less than 20 per cent in 1951. However, on 
the other hand, India has the largest numbers of 
malnourished people in the world. Studies show 
that malnourishment is not only the product of 
access to food but also access to safe drinking 
water and sanitation. Many water borne diseases 
like diarrhoea, dysentery, typhoid are related to 
huge morbidity burden and loss of working days. 
Access to safe water and sanitation has been 
considered one of the most important social 
determinants of health. Water related illness 
constitutes one-third morbidities among adults 
and two-thirds among children.

It is important to mention that India’s 1.21 
billion people live in large number of rural and 
urban habitations. There were 7935 cities and 
towns and 6.4 lakh villages according to 2011 
Census. About one-third population (31 per cent) 

lived in urban areas and three-fourth lived in rural 
areas. Rural and urban sanitation should be seen 
differently due to diverse conditions prevailing in 
the rural and urban areas.

Rural Sanitation

Sanitation is not only an absence of garbage 
and waste materials strewn around but also 
access to toilet facility, safe drinking water and 
connectivity to a drainage system. In rural India, 
this is a huge problem. Census of India collected 
data on access to water and sanitation shows that 
only 31 per cent rural households were having any 
toilet facility in their households. The increase in 
toilet facility during last ten years from 2001 to 
2011 was at the rate of just one per cent every 
year. At this rate india could achieve universal 
sanitation only by 2081. Thus, progress in the 
provision of toilet facility in rural areas is very 
slow and open defecation is a serious problem. 
Similarly the proportion of households with tap 
water and drainage facilities also remains at the 
one-third level. it is worthwhile to mention that 
due to lack of drainage facility the low lying areas 
of many villages and towns often get flooded 
during monsoon season.  
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 The Ministry of Rural Development launched 
the TSC in 1999 as a demand driven community-led 
programme. There was also a strong component 
of Information, Education and Communication 
(IEC) in this programme to sensitize the rural 
population about the need of toilet facility in rural 
areas. The Planning Commission (2013) is of the 
view that the increase in coverage of toilet facility 
from about 22 per cent as per the 2001 Census to 
31 per cent in 2011 is largely due to the TSC (see 
Fig 1). 

As a result, in order to boost sanitation 
programme the Government has introduced 
the nirmal Gram Puraskar (nGP) in 2005 for 
those Gram Panchayats, blocks and districts 
that have attained 100 per 
cent sanitation coverage. 
The major problem with TSC 
was that it provided only a 
limited range of technology 
options whereas geographic, 
hydrologic and socio-economic 
conditions differ widely in the 
country.  Also there was a 
lack of convergence between 
water supply programme and TSC. As a result this 
programme was not acceptable to many parts 
of the country. The TSC was changed into a new 
strategy known as nirmal Bharat Abhiyan (nBA) in 

2012 to facilitate convergence between drinking 
water and sanitation projects. 

Urban Sanitation

The situation in urban areas is better than 
rural areas, but still one-third of the urban 
households have no access to piped drinking 
water in 2011 and the progress during 2001-2011 
was just 2 percentage points. Similarly one-fifth 
of urban households were not connected to any 
drainage facilities and similar proportions have 
no access to toilet facilities in urban areas.  Also, 
in urban areas, there is no difference between 
the proportions of households with television/
mobile/telephone facilities on the one hand and 

toilet facilities on the other as 
observed in rural areas. State 
level variations in access 
to water and sanitations 
remain same as seen in rural 
areas. Slums add an acute 
dimension to the sanitation 
and unhygienic conditions 
in urban areas as one-fifth 
urbanites live in slums 

according to 2011 Census. It is not possible to 
have toilet facility in every slum household due 
to space crunch, therefore public toilets were 
provided in some of big cities like Mumbai. Access 

to water is 
a serious 
problem in 
m a i nta i n i n g 
these toilets 
and more 
efforts are 
needed by the 
communities, 
nGOs and 
urban local 
bodies to 
provide toilet 
and sewer 
facilities in 
slums along 
with water 
s u p p l y .  
Further, the 
problem of 
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Fig 1: Percentage of households with sanitation facilities compared  to television and mobile/
telephone in rural areas according to 2001 and  2011 Census 

The increase in toilet facility 
during last ten years from 2001 
to 2011 was at the rate of just 
one per cent every year. At this 

rate India could achieve universal 
sanitation only by 2081.
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sanitation is aggravated by the lack of garbage 
collection system in some parts of the urban 
areas. In many urban centres, there is no garbage 
collection system and wastes are thrown in 
the open spaces along the streets. Outside 
households, sanitation at schools, public places 
and railway stations is quite appalling. Most of 
our railway stations are stinking places as human 
waste is released on the tracks. We need to better 
design the toilets in the railway coaches and see 
that human wastes are not released in the open. 

Therefore, water supply is critical for providing 
sanitation. The toilets cannot be functional without 
water supply. On the other hand, more use of water 
generates higher volumes of wastewater which 
requires good drainage system for its out flow. In 
many parts of urban areas even if the drainage 
system exists, it gets choked as people throw 
garbage in the open drainage. 
This leads to accumulation of 
wastewater leading to water 
logging in many cities and 
towns. Sewage treatment 
and recycling of waste water 
should also be tried as a part 
of sanitation strategy. Thus, 
sanitation is a larger issue in 
urban areas and a holistic view will be helpful. 

Policy Perspectives

As per the Millennium Development Goals, 
India is bound to provide improved sanitation to 
at least half of its urban population by 2015 and 
100 per cent access by 2025. Keeping in view 
this, Ministry of Urban Development formulated 
national Sanitation Policy in 2008. The national 
Urban Sanitation Policy advised state governments 
to prepare detailed state level urban sanitation 
strategies and City Sanitation Plan. Environmental 
considerations, public health implications and 
reaching the unserved and urban poor are main 
features of the policy. Funds could be mobilized 
either through direct central and state government 
supports or through public-private partnership. At 
the central government level, urban sanitation is 
funded under Jawaharlal nehru Urban Renewal 
Mission (JnnURM-II).

Urban poor is a major concern under national 

Urban Sanitation Policy. naturally focus should be 
given to the slums where maximum urban poor lives. 
The Planning Commission advised that provision of 
basic services to slums should not be contingent 
upon their legal status (Planning Commission 2013). 
This is a correct step because every citizen has right 
to the access of basic services for their survival and 
dignity and state must ensure this. 

Lack of toilet facility affects children, elderly 
and women more. it is torturous for women who 
cannot use open spaces as freely as men in the day 
time and have to wait until the sunset. This incurs 
health risk to women in want of latrine facilities in 
both rural and urban areas.  Also it is evident from 
census data that most of the households belonging 
to SC and ST categories are deprived of water and 
sanitation facilities. Rural areas are more deprived 
of water supply and sanitation compared to urban 

areas and in urban areas small 
and medium towns are more 
deprived than the big cities. 
Thus, the access to sanitation 
follows our social and economic 
hierarchy. In a caste based 
society, a large proportion of 
the burden of sanitation work 
falls on the shoulders of the 

scheduled castes. In 2013, the central government 
has banned the manual scavenging and those who 
will employ a manual scavenger will be punished 
with an imprisonment up to five years. 

Like our social spaces, physical spaces are 
also utilized based on the principles of purity and 
pollution. For example, in many houses sanctum 
sanctorum (Puja Griha) is treated the purest and 
kept clean without fail followed by cleanliness of 
the kitchen and the rest of the house.  However, no 
such sanctity is attached to the surroundings outside 
the house. The exterior space lying outside the 
household is little cared rather used unhesitatingly 
for throwing all sorts of household wastes turning 
them into a perpetual polluted space.  

Swachh Bharat Abhiyan initiated by the 
government on the birthday of Mahatma Gandhi 
is a noble initiative. However, cleaning streets and 
government offices will not suffice because it is also a 
matter of entitlements and rights for a large number 
of rural and urban people who are deprived of the 

As per the Millennium 
Development Goals, India is bound 

to provide improved sanitation 
to at least half of its urban 

population by 2015 and 100 per 
cent access by 2025.
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basic necessities of life like access to safe water, toilet 
and drainage facilities. The preparation of citizens’ 
charters and the enforcement of service guarantee of 
basic services are necessary and should be made an 
integral part of the good governance.  Also, there is a 
need to have a plan to reuse the garbage and waste 
materials. It will help in generating large number of 
jobs and also making our cities and towns sustainable. 
Thus, sanitation is also an issue 
of waste management, keeping 
the sources of water clean by 
sewage treatment and recycling 
of waste water for industrial and 
agricultural use. It requires not 
only an integrated plan but also 
huge investment. As a follow up 
of the awareness of clean india 
movement, the government 
should initiate an integrated action plan for each 
urban centres and villages in India.  

It needs to be recognized that sanitation 
is a local issue and any top down approach will 
not suffice. The local governments for both rural 
and urban areas need to be made accountable 
with adequate empowerment, resources and 

a sanitation strategy. The sanitation strategy 
should be just, inclusive and suitable. The areas 
of settlements belonging to marginal and minority 
communities like scheduled castes and scheduled 
tribes and Muslim habitations should not be 
excluded directly or indirectly. Due to prejudices, 
tensions and occasional occurrence of riots in 
some cities, the areas of minority habitations may 

suffer an act of negligence and 
a situation of discrimination in 
sanitation services. However, 
it is essential to emphasize 
that the health risks arising 
due to lack of sanitation 
facilities is not confined to 
the areas affected per se, but 
also goes beyond the locality. 
We live in interconnected and 

interdependent spaces, and the government, civil 
society and community should work together to 
achieve the goal of Swachh Bharat. 

[The author is Professor and Head, 
Department of Migration and Urban Studies 
International Institute for Population Sciences, 
Mumbai. E-mail id: rbbhagat@iips.net]
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