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1. Introduction 

Water, sanitation and hygiene in schools have an increasing priority on the global agenda. The 

post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals will specifically target equitable access to safe water 

and sanitation services for all, including in educational institutions. On the regional level, the 

Regional Priority Goal 1 of the 2010 Parma Declaration on Environment and Health explicitly 

calls to provide “each child with access to safe water and sanitation in (...) child care centres, 

kindergartens, schools (...) by 2020, and to revitalize hygiene practices”. The Protocol on Water 

and Health (the Protocol) is a key policy instrument for translating these commitments into 

practice at the country level. The programme of work of the Protocol for 2014-2016 adopted at 

the 3
rd

 Meeting of the Parties, includes a dedicated priority programme area for advancing water, 

sanitation and hygiene in schools. The priority area is co-lead by Georgia and Hungary, with the 

support of the World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe (WHO/Europe).A regional 

Member State meeting on water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) in schools was organized by 

WHO/Europe (Bonn, 18-19 September 2014). It served as a kick-off for initiating information 

exchange and discussion on WASH in schools in the WHO European Region and identifying key 

priorities for action under the Protocol. The meeting was attended by country representatives 

from health and education departments, academia, support/donor organizations and 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), WHO/Europe and UNICEF. The meeting confirmed the 



regional relevance of the priority area and mandated the lead countries and the Secretariat to 

convene an expert group to pursue the activities identified as an outcome of the meeting. 

The First Meeting of the Expert Group on Water, Sanitation and Hygiene in Schools was 

organized by Hungary and WHO/Europe (Budapest, 16-17 April 2015). Participants included 

twelve country representatives from Azerbaijan, Croatia, Czech Republic, Georgia, Hungary, 

Republic of Moldova, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and the United Kingdom, as 

well as experts of the University of Bonn, the Swiss Water and Sanitation Project in the Republic 

of Moldova, the GIZ – Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, the European 

Environment and Health Youth Coalition (EEHYC), Women of Europe for a Common Future, 

UNICEF and WHO/Europe. The meeting was funded by the Hungarian Office of the Chief 

Medical Officer. 

 

2. Meeting objectives 

The objectives of the meeting were to 

- Review the identified needs and challenges related to WASH in schools in the WHO 

European Region, based on the outcomes and the mandate from the Member State meeting; 

- Outline possible concrete activities and products to be developed under the Protocol 2014-

2016 programme of work; 

- Define scope, target audience and format of information products and tools related to WASH 

in schools; and 

- Identify responsibilities and timelines for the activities of the expert group. 

 

3. Summary of meeting outcomes 

Five information and communication products were identified within the scope of the Protocol as 

relevant in addressing the needs and priorities of the WHO European Region and advancing 

recognition of WASH in schools as priority theme in the Region. 

- Collection of the evidence related to WASH in schools for the WHO European Region 

(“landscape report”). This deliverable was already agreed upon at the aforementioned 

Member State meeting (Bonn, 18-19 September 2014). The purpose of the landscape report 

is to review the situation of water, sanitation and hygiene conditions in schools and identify 

regionally relevant problems for further activities. A first draft of the report was compiled by 

the WHO Collaborating Center at the University of Bonn. It summarizes the findings from 

national reports, international surveys, country examples and the scientific literature. 

Preliminary results indicate that the majority of countries have policies in place but 

regulations are not always in accordance with WHO guidelines. School conditions in reality 

often do not meet the requirements. Strong disparity is observed between rural and urban 

schools in some countries. Though there is abundant scientific literature on WASH in schools 

(including health and educational consequences of inadequate WASH practices), only a 

limited fraction of it concerns the European Region.  



The expert group discussed the findings of the draft report and recommended to inclusion of 

information from sources in other languages than English and German. Meeting participants 

agreed to seek further reports in national languages and review the draft landscape report. 

The University of Bonn agreed to develop further the draft landscape report based on the 

recommendations of the expert group and considering additional information sources. Once 

the report is finalized, UNICEF Kyrgyzstan offered to support the report’s publication in 

Russian. 

- Advocacy document for decision makers. The envisioned document aims to raise the 

profile on WASH in schools in the Region and position the Protocol as a key policy 

instrument for initiating and streamlining improvement action at national level. 

The expert group identified and proposed the following thematic elements to be included in 

the advocacy document: introduce WASH in schools with emphasis on the available evidence 

and reported problems in the WHO European Region; highlight opportunities for positive 

health and educational outcomes through interventions on WASH in schools; link to regional 

and global commitments; provide rationale for uptake of WASH in schools in national target 

setting under the Protocol; emphasize the need for leadership of the education sector and the 

need for cross-sectoral cooperation. Information on credible and laddered good practice case 

studies from within the WHO European Region and other initiatives in the field of WASH in 

schools and expected benefits of taking up WASH in schools on the Protocol agenda will 

conclude the document. The advocacy document was proposed to be brief, concise and 

visually inviting, using an encouraging rather than a blaming language. 

Based on the recommendation of the expert group, WHO/Europe agreed to develop a first 

draft of the advocacy document by the second expert group meeting, tentatively planned for 

October 2015.  

- Surveillance tool for public health authorities. Public health surveillance is an important 

element for ensuring adequate level of WASH in schools. Although many countries undertake 

public health surveillance of various frequencies, often findings are not representative to the 

user’s perception and are not translated into practice in terms of improvement interventions. 

Participants of the Member State meeting (Bonn, 18-19 September 2014) mandated the 

expert group to develop a simple and easy to use (e.g. checklist-type) tool which can be 

adapted to the country needs and assist routine public health surveillance by the responsible 

authorities. The checklist should include assessment of availability, functionality, 

accessibility and hygienic status of facilities, with emphasis on capturing the children’s 

perspective (acceptability) and needs. The tool was therefore agreed to combine traditional 

surveillance elements and a youth-friendly approach.  

Hungary and the EEHYC agreed to lead the development of an annotated concept note by the 

second expert group meeting, outlining the possible structure and contents of the surveillance 

tool for public health authorities, based on an analysis of available surveillance checklists and 

the recommendations provided by the expert group.  

- “WASH toolbox” for school management. The proposed toolbox aims to support school 

management and administration in creating ownership and proper management of their 

facilities in relation to WASH.  



It could include examples such as a simple operation and maintenance checklist to aid school 

manager’s or caretaker’s efforts in keeping their WASH infrastructures functional and clean 

and/or key elements for job descriptions of janitors. An information package can sensitize 

school managers to key issues on WASH in schools, such as health and educational impacts, 

opportunities for improvement or options for curricula uptake. Student involvement and 

ownership is a key factor in the proper use and management of the facilities: the package 

should therefore include concrete suggestions for interventions at school level to address 

their perceptions and needs and empower them to take charge of WASH conditions in their 

schools. The package can be further extended to a guidance document for developing and 

implementing a more comprehensive WASH safety plan for schools.  

The delegates of the Swiss Water and Sanitation Project and UNICEF Georgia agreed to lead 

the development of an annotated concept note by the second expert group meeting, outlining 

the possible structure and contents of the “WASH toolbox” for school managers, based on the 

recommendations provided by the expert group.  

- Brochure for students. To close knowledge gaps and motivate young people to think more 

about the importance of proper hand hygiene and use of sanitary facilities and to raise 

awareness on the integral role that hand washing and clean and functioning toilets play in 

everyday life, a brochure for school students is being developed by EEHYC. Using a youth-

friendly language and comic-art illustrations, the brochure will explain the connection 

between day-to-day school life and hygiene and focus on hand washing, use of toilets and 

menstruation hygiene.  

Expert group members supported the idea of the brochure. The group will review the draft 

brochure and provide comments to the EEHYC. Finalization of the brochure is expected by 

the second expert group meeting.  

 

4. Conclusions 

- The meeting reconfirmed the relevance of WASH in schools in the WHO European Region 

as a priority.  

- WASH was recognized as determinant of health and well-being of children and a basis for 

developing life-long skills and learning and thus positive educational outcomes. 

- Target setting under the provisions of the Protocol is an opportunity to raise profile of WASH 

in schools on the national agenda and trigger improvement interventions in policy and 

practice. 

- There is a need for establishment of common indicators and harmonized definitions on 

WASH in schools for reporting purposes, including under the Protocol. 

- Ongoing national survey schemes that measure long-term trends of the situation of WASH in 

schools, trigger national programming, improve communication among sectors and direct 

improvement. 



- The need for a strong convening and leadership role of education departments was 

emphasized as being a critical success factor for forwarding action, but intersectoral 

cooperation is also indispensable. 

- Laddered/incremental improvement approaches (such as the GIZ and UNICEF-promoted 

“Three Star” approach) were identified as best practice towards meeting national standards. 

- Regulations need to allow for flexible and alternative (sanitation) solutions. 

- Involvement of pupils (and parents) at all levels is necessary to increase their ownership and 

for “making happen” improvements at school level. 

- School-based health personnel can be an important entry point for triggering WASH 

improvements at school level. 


