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Chapter 11: 
Sanitation Justice? The multiple dimensions of urban sanitation inequalities 
 
Maria Rusca, Cecilia Alda-Vidal, Michelle Kooy  

11. 1 Introduction 
 
The launch of the Water and Sanitation Decade (1980-1990) marked the first attempt to place urban 
sanitation within the development agendas of national governments and international organizations. 
Since then, the inclusion of sanitation within the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the 
Sustainable Development Goals, and global campaigns such as the UN Sanitation Year (2008), the 
End of Open Defecation Campaign, and World Toilet Day have institutionalised sanitation as one 
of the core development goals until 2030 and beyond. The results of many of these sanitation 
development initiatives are however disappointing. Regional statistics show alarming results for 
Sub-Saharan Africa, where urban population growth has outpaced gains in sanitation coverage since 
the 1990s; 14 out of 46 countries declined in sanitation coverage (UNICEF/WHO, 2015: 17). At the 
conclusion of the MDGs inequalities in access to sanitation between rich and poor urban dwellers 
persist in the majority of countries (UNICEF/WHO 2015).  
 
Depressing as this is, the MDGs have only focused on distributive outcomes (access to 
infrastructure), overlooking other dimensions of sanitation inequality. Failing to address these 
dimensions hampers development interventions which aim to reduce these inequalities: sub-surface 
flows of untreated wastewaters contaminating shallow groundwater sources of urban poor 
settlements displaces health risks onto the poorest, and reduces developmental opportunities for 
children and adults who themselves may already be using “improved” sanitation services (Graham 
and Polizzotto, 2013); construction of onsite sanitation infrastructure and improved access to a 
latrine without provision of emptying and sludge removal services compromises long term health 
benefits of “improved” sanitation (Jenkins et al., 2015; Tsinda et al., 2013). Finally, dimensions of 
access must include consideration of safety and comfort in addition to any particular needs of urban 
poor residents who are marginalized by age, disabilities, gender, or other social relations so that 
they can use the infrastructure provided (Hulland et al., 2015; Wilbur and Jones, 2014). Ignoring 
these dimensions of environmental and social inequalities can reverse any positive gains in terms of 
increased distribution of infrastructure. 
 
In this chapter, we develop the concept of sanitation justice to capture these dimensions of 
inequalities and their relations, which are often overlooked in the debates on development targets 
for sanitation. In Section 2 we briefly review analyses of inequalities in relation to sanitation 
already present in the ecological justice literature, specifically urban political ecology and 
environmental justice. We draw from this literature to define three dimensions of sanitation justice: 
distributive, procedural, and recognitional justice. In Section 3 of the chapter we apply the 
dimension of distributive justice to go beyond the usual analysis of inequalities in infrastructure 
coverage. Examining the dominant infrastructure model used to increase access for low income 
urban residents we identify additional dimensions of distributional inequalities related to the 
sanitation services required for onsite sanitation infrastructure systems. In Section 4 we apply the 
dimension of procedural justice to examine fairness of institutional processes and inclusiveness of 
decision making processes: by whom sanitation development targets are set, and with whom 
sanitation outcomes are to be achieved. Tracing the decisions made through a global sanitation 
policy reform process we look at who is included in defining what is “adequate” or “improved” 
sanitation. In Section 5 we apply the dimension of recognitional justice to identify the social and 
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relational factors that influence individuals’ disproportionate exposure to environmental harm. 
Seeing sanitation as dignity requires recognition of social categories of gender, age, disability and 
sexuality as they shape particular sanitary needs, and as they reflect the stigmatisation undervaluing 
some people and places. 
 
Across all of these three dimensions of justice, we apply the concept to examine how sanitation 
inequalities are addressed – or not – through the current development approaches and policy 
processes shaping sanitation interventions in cities of sub-Saharan Africa.  We look specifically at 
sanitation interventions in the low-income settlements of Kawempe District, in Kampala, Uganda. 
This material is drawn from semi-structured interviews held with local government, residents, 
donors, and international and local NGOs in 2011. Interview material is complemented with a 
documentary analysis of project reports and policy documents of the World Bank and other 
development agencies, including NGOs and CBOs, involved in in the water and sanitation sector at 
global and local scale.  
  

11.2 Ecological Justice Frameworks and Sanitation 

Urban political ecology (UPE) is a loosely defined body of scholarship concerned with the social 
processes and relations shaping the production of environmental problems which are unevenly 
experienced. As such, UPE is concerned with the distribution of both environmental resources, and 
environmental risks, foregrounding the analysis of social relations shaping environmental 
inequalities (Cook and Swyngendouw, 2012; Heynen et al., 2006; Swyngedouw, 2004). For this, in 
UPE, nature and society are recognized as co-produced, meaning environmental problems cannot 
be understood independently of social processes, and vice versa. This is useful for thinking through 
urban wastewaters, in that it highlights the role of social relations and processes producing the 
contaminated flows. UPE also provides us with a more complex understanding of distributional 
justice – the production of environmental risks may not be spatially contiguous with its 
environmental impacts, as these are unevenly distributed within urban/peri-urban/rural zones.  
 
The use of environmental justice (EJ) as a framework to understand processes of uneven 
urbanization in African cities is less common than in literature of UPE or water justice, where 
analyses of inequalities and injustice in relation to water distribution are much more developed. The 
majority of EJ scholarship in relation to sanitation has focused on US-based cases of social 
exclusion from wastewater treatment and solid waste management, the siting of these facilities and 
the racialized nature of the resulting uneven distributions of costs and benefits (Bullard, 1983; 
Bullard et al., 2008; Perreault et al., 2012). However, the environmental justice literature does more 
than UPE to explore the patterns that produce socio-spatial environmental inequality (Cook and 
Swyngendouw, 2012). So it broadens analysis of (in)justice to questions on the role of gender, race, 
age and sexuality, alongside class in determining unequal distribution of costs and benefits from the 
environment and its degradation (Buckingham and Kulcur, 2009; Schlosberg, 2013; Schweitzer and 
Stephenson, 2007; Urkidi and Walter, 2011). Further, EJ scholars have convincingly argued against 
reductionist definitions of justice exclusively engaging with distribution concerns. Their 
multidimensional conception of environmental justice entails, first, the processes underlying 
inequitable distribution (Urkidi and Walter, 2011; Schlosberg, 2007). This dimension of justice, 
referred to as procedural justice, poses meaningful participation, encompassing fairness, inclusion 
in decision-making and access to information at the core of environmental justice (Holifield, 2012; 
Holifield et al., 2009; Walker, 2009). Additionally, EJ has made an attempt to include emotional 
aspects into its concept of justice, by arguing the need to recognise individual rights and collective 
identities, and their particular needs (Urkidi and Walter, 2011; Walker 2009). In this perspective, 
rather than focusing on elimination of inequalities, the quest for justice should take the “avoidance 
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of ‘humiliation’ or ‘disrespect’” as a starting point (Honneth, 2004: 351). Last, the exploration of 
the relation between place and stigma, in which misrecognition of people and locality are seen as 
entwined (Walker 2009), offers important insights on the sanitary and unsanitary city 
 
Collectively, EJ and UPE frameworks call us to pay attention to processes of production and 
distribution of wastewaters and to look beyond inequalities of distribution. However, current 
analytical frameworks are largely based on US contexts (EJ), or focus questions of inequality on 
urban infrastructure (UPE). Most research that can be associated to dimensions of sanitation justice 
is concerned with the presence or absence of infrastructure. In particular, UPE scholars show how 
sanitation infrastructures reinforce the connections and fragmentations of social groups and the 
spaces in which they live (Iossifova 2015; Morales 2015; Morales et al., 2014). And, while EJ 
scholarship has broadened the range of social justice concerns to include climate and food justice, 
transportation, access to countryside and green space, land use, water quality and availability 
(Schlosberg, 2013), sanitation justice has not been explored in a context where non-sewered 
systems are the norm and the majority of low income dwellers has access to latrines, or is forced to 
opt for other informal disposal methods, such as ‘flying toilets’ (WSP, 2013). Further, unlike the 
sewerage systems, onsite infrastructures (pit latrines and septic tanks) require additional services to 
ensure safe disposal of fecal sludge. How then to understand sanitation inequalities in the context of 
rapidly urbanising African cities, characterized by heterogeneous service modalities and extreme 
socio-economic inequalities? To address this current gap within ecological justice scholarship we 
apply the analytical tools from both UPE and EJ to develop a concept of sanitation justice. We 
explore the dimensions of justice specifically in regards to access to sanitation in cities of sub-
Saharan Africa.  

 
11.3 Distributive Justice: Beyond Unequal Access to Sanitation Infrastructure and Services 
 
11.3.1 Shifting Paradigms From Centralized Public Service to Decentralized Private Services 
 
Up until the 1990s, development interventions in urban sanitation in the global South focused on 
the construction and operation of large-scale, supply-driven and centralized networked systems 
(Allen et al., 2006). This approach was reflected in the Drinking Water and Sanitation Decade 
(1981–1990) where hardware interventions were delivered through the planned expansion of 
centralized and capital intensive systems. However, at the end of this Decade the UN Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC) report suggested that large scale systems had only benefitted mid and 
high-income areas. Later, in 1997, the World Bank’s strategy for sanitation identified two other 
drawbacks of the centralized supply-driven approach based on financial rationality: low cost-
efficiency (high investment costs versus low number of people served) and low cost-recovery rates 
preventing service expansion of sewerage utilities (Wright, 1997). The ECOSOC report had already 
laid the premises for a new strategy based on decentralized low-cost technologies for sanitation 
services to lower income areas (ECOSOC, 1990). The Delhi Declaration, adopted by 115 countries 
in 1990, marks the formalization of the shift in sanitation development approaches, identifying low-
cost decentralized sanitation technologies as a more realistic solution for low-income areas.  

The sanitation strategy promoted by the World Bank and other segments of the development 
establishment post-1990 centered on user participation in planning and implementation of services, 
promotion of multiple providers, and the development of a small scale private sector. This strategy 
entailed a shift from macro to micro projects (centralized to decentralized sanitation system) and 
required a significant role to be played by NGOs. The rationality of “unbundling” sanitation 
projects into smaller size components was premised on the potential to bring in more private sector 
contractors and, thus, more competition and lower prices. In the words of the World Bank, 
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matching service level to willingness to pay was to ensure the achievement of “optimum coverage 
with economic efficiency” (Wright, 1997: 7). However, achieving willingness to pay on the part of 
urban poor residents who needed access to sanitation also required a focus on the user: “[a] 
demand-based approach requires implementing agencies to find out what potential users want and 
what resources they have to finance and manage installed systems, and to design systems financing 
mechanisms, and support structures that are best suited to their needs” (ibid.).  

 
11.3.2 Inequalities in Distributive Justice 
 
As various scholars have noted, for a majority of cities in the global South, unequal access to 
sanitation is not a new phenomenon, having existed since  colonial periods (Kooy and Bakker 2008; 
Letema et al., 2014; McFarlane 2008; Nilsson 2006). Decentralized onsite sanitation was positioned 
as an achievable remedy to this inequality, ensuring “adequate” services to all. The MDGs 
developed a set of criteria for what constituted adequate onsite sanitation and these were pursued 
through development initiatives.   

The sanitation landscape that characterizes most sub-Saharan cities, however, is not only 
disappointing in terms of the distribution of centralized and decentralized infrastructure but also in 
the distribution of services associated to those infrastructures. Unlike centralised waterborne 
systems, in which evacuation, transport and treatment of sludge are under the responsibility of the 
service provider, these responsibilities are passed on to the end user of onsite sanitation systems. 
The user thus becomes responsible for construction and maintenance, including arranging the 
emptying of onsite systems. This is problematic because it means that only those end-users who can 
afford to assume these responsibilities have access to these systems. It also encourages low income 
urban residents to opt for cheaper, less environmentally safe, infrastructural solutions (soak pits 
versus septic tanks), and maintenance (sludge removal from septic tanks, emptying of unlined pit 
latrines). As reviewed by Jenkins et al. (2015) for Dar es Salaam, the majority of residents are 
unable to access safe pit emptying services either because of unaffordable prices or because of 
unavailability of the service. Consequently, pit latrines are very rarely emptied and when they are it 
is with improperly followed health safety equipment or procedures (Tsinda et al. 2013).  

The inequalities in sanitation infrastructure and the services it requires translates into highly uneven 
exposure to environmental risks. Poor operation and maintenance of onsite sanitation facilities 
increases exposure to fecal contamination of shallow sub-surface and/or piped water supply and, 
thus, increases risks of contracting diarrheal diseases (Ashbolt, 2004; Bain et al., 2014; Sarpong et 
al., 2016). A study of sanitation in Kigali identified the most common sanitation service (traditional 
pit latrines) as one of the highest public health risks (Tsinda et al., 2013). These negative health 
impacts are exacerbated by the fact that inadequate access to sanitation is often coupled with poor 
access to safe drinking water.  

 
11.3.3 Sanitation Justice in Kampala: Uneven Coverage and Services  

The global shift to decentralised onsite sanitation had a direct impact on the Ugandan sanitation 
sector. Although sanitation infrastructure in Ugandan cities have always been fragmented, the 
declared intention of the government was to provide publically managed centralized services in the 
capital city (Letema et al., 2014). At the time of its establishment in 1972, Uganda’s national water 
utility was named the National Water and Sewerage Corporation. The name reflected the ambition 
that, one day, this para-statal organization would provide wastewater services to the entire country. 
However, in 1997 responsibility for provision of sanitation was transferred from the state to its 
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citizens. Sanitation became a household responsibility, while the government’s responsibility was to 
facilitate the private sector. This shift towards “unbundling” of sanitation infrastructure in Kampala 
was institutionalised with the 1997 Strategic Framework for Reform (SFR) for the capital. The 
strategic framework required the downsizing of staff within the Kampala City Council and the 
liberalization of basic service delivery (World Bank, 2007). Kampala’s subsequent Declaration on 
Sanitation (1997, Preamble) that same year envisioned a future where “service delivery will be 
enhanced through the increased participation of the private and social intermediary sectors 
(NGOs).” 

The district of Kawempe, one of the fastest growing informal settlements in Kampala, provides a 
clear example of the sanitation reality as a result of the unfolding of the SFR and its Declaration on 
Sanitation.  Surveys in the district reveal very low levels of sanitation coverage: between 64% and 
75% of the approximately 260,000 inhabitants are without access to adequate sanitation (; Isunju et. 
al., 2013; Katukizaa et. Al., 2010; Kiyimba, 2006; UBOS, 2005; SSWARS, 2013), and the majority 
of residents relying on shared facilities (CIDI and WaterAid, 2008). These low levels of coverage 
persist despite the ongoing programs of many NGOs working in this district to increase sanitation 
infrastructure coverage and improve environmental conditions. The approach used in these 
programs of Plan international, WaterAid, CIDI, SSWARS and others, entails matching 
infrastructures with willingness to pay by focusing on more affordable or low cost onsite solutions, 
such as VIP latrines or EcoSan toilets. At the core of this approach is the creation of a supply chain 
to fill the (presumed) demand once it is created. This involves training community members to 
construct “different available sanitation options that are suitable to their pockets” (CIDI and 
WaterAid, 2009: 5). The distribution of sanitary hardware is, thus, delegated to a community-based 
private sector: “while doing sanitation marketing we came across people that are willing to 
construct a toilet, manage it perfectly, make sure it is clean, for those people who have no access.”i 
 
This strategy, however, raises concerns of affordability for the end-user, who may be unable to 
sustain costs of construction and maintenance and may opt for very low-cost solutions as 
unimproved pit latrines. Further, coverage does not necessarily entail access. The high number of 
users of shared facilities, and the elevated cost and limited availability of pit emptying services 
presents a significant challenge to the safe operation of this “adequate” sanitation service. For the 
customer, the final price of the pit emptying service depends on the distance and the volume that 
needs to be discharged. As a result, inhabitants of peripheral areas are being charged a higher price 
for the service. The public pit emptier provides the service at lower cost, but “many people are 
competing for them. Since they are five and the population is quiet big, you find that you put in 
your request and it takes a month.”ii Besides the limited offer, municipal service providers are also 
considered to be less responsive: “each time you go there they will tell you ‘there is no fuel, we 
have not budgeted for it… [or]  the fuel is there but the truck is down’- you find non-
responsiveness.”iii As a result, many of the sanitation facilities fill up quickly or too unsanitary to 
use, and residents resort to open defecation or the use of plastic bags – the so-called “flying toilets” 
– that are dumped in open drainage. These last resort practices are reported as common in all the 
parishes of Kawempe District (CIDI, 2010; Katukiza et. al, 2010; SSWARS, 2013).  
 
We thus conclude that current onsite sanitation approaches limited to onsite sanitation 
infrastructure, with services provided to customers on a demand-based, commercial model, are in 
many contexts distributionally unjust. First, these approaches limit distribution of onsite 
infrastructures to those who can afford them. Secondly, because they do not adequately account for 
the distribution of affordable access to necessary emptying and disposal services, the negative 
environmental effects are concentrated in the poorest settlements, creating uneven distribution of 
broader development outcomes in relation to environmental health impacts, and subsequently 
poverty reduction, education, and access to employment.   
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11.4 Procedural Justice: The Use of Participatory Approaches  
 
11.4.1 The Use of Participation  
 
As the above section has reviewed, the shift in the sanitation sector in the 1990s has led to increased 
involvement of non-state actors, transferring responsibility for sanitation service decisions and 
financing from the government to the individual household. This shift has aligned comfortably with 
that of grassroots participatory development movements and participatory demand-driven 
approaches. As has been observed for the water sector, the individualization and commercialization, 
of sanitation interventions has worked alongside — rather than against — the use of a wide range of 
options positioned as participatory development approaches (Bakker, 2007; Harris et al., 2012). 
That these two distinctly different ideological approaches have become conflated in contemporary 
development interventions is hardly surprising, according to Mosse (2006: 696), who points out that 
the “twenty-first-century neoliberal reverse ‘rolling-back’ of the state” relies on “the ‘revival’ of 
community […] management” designed primarily to enhance economic efficiency.  
 
Policy literature thus presents participatory approaches and onsite sanitation infrastructure as an 
effective combination to ensure pro-poor and demand driven (i.e. individualized) services (WSP, 
2013). Similarly, the use of participatory approaches in design and delivery of sanitation services 
are said to ensure informed infrastructure selection and enable development of improved, 
sustainable and demand-driven urban sanitation services (Eawag-Sandec/WSSCC/UN-HABITAT, 
2011; WSUP, 2013). Alongside this use of participation for individualization and 
commercialization, the move towards participatory approaches is also framed as a democratization 
of sanitation services and a shift away from top-down and technocratic solutions. Participation in 
this definition is seen as a community-driven bottom-up process of self-management, which has the 
potential of ensuring local control over basic services and of recognizing and pursuing collective 
will (Mitlin, 2008). 
 
In response to this sectoral shift, participatory demand-driven approaches within the sanitation 
sector have proliferated in use, although many were already in existence in the 1980s. Such 
approaches include household-centred environmental sanitation (HCES), community-led urban 
environmental sanitation (CLES), community-led total sanitation (CLTS), community health clubs 
(CHCs), and participatory hygiene and sanitation assessment (PHAST). Although these approaches 
have their differences, they share a focus on stimulating demand - where it (presumably) does not 
yet exist - by changing household sanitation behaviour. They often rely on peer pressure, and “name 
and shame” strategies to coerce desired behavioural change from residents. Once the demand for 
sanitation has been generated, participatory demand driven interventions aim at ensuring the 
availability of a diverse range of sanitation products to match different sanitation needs of different 
urban dwellers (WSP, 2013). For this purpose, these approaches are combined with the promotion 
of onsite “pro-poor” sanitation infrastructures (Paterson et al., 2007). 

However, as has been noted for the water sector, the move towards participatory approaches can 
also be interpreted as a dwindling commitment of the state to provide services to low-income urban 
areas. Devolution of sanitation provision responsibilities from the state to individual households is 
then framed around the more appealing concept of participatory approaches (Mitlin and Thomson, 
1995). This more critical perspective raises questions as to the roles and responsibilities of 
government, communities, households and the private sector in the provision of sanitation 
infrastructures, the extent to which communities and households are required to “participate,” 
financial sustainability and, more broadly, residents’ perspectives on sanitation, their needs and 
priorities beyond onsite facilities. It also calls on us to recognize the limits that are placed on a 
definition of participation used to effect such a shift. As noted by Joshi et al. (2016), residents are 
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not asked if they want to participate in such programs, nor are they asked to participate in defining 
what they need in terms of “adequate” sanitation as the range of options are pre-selected, and the 
possibilities for their participation as consumers is already pre-designed.  
 
 
11.4.2 Participating as Consumers 
 
The World Bank’s strategy for sanitation (World Bank 1992) describes the traditional supply driven 
approach as “one in which planners and engineers assess the needs of the poor, and then decide 
what type of service will be provided” (Wright, 1997: 1). Here, the traditional supply-driven 
approach is framed as a process of decision making that excluded poor citizens. This lack of 
procedural justice was supposed to be solved by the shift to decentralized sanitation infrastructure, 
where the poor can decide what option they want. Of course, in this approach, residents are 
included in the process as clients and customers – rather than citizens – since their decisions about 
what they want are based on the affordability of different options. Participation in the process of 
decision making is thus directly linked to the commercialization of sanitation services. At the core 
of the new approach marked by the Delhi Declaration is the idea that “progress and continuing 
success depend most on responding to consumer demand. A program’s designers and managers 
must understand that they are selling a product, not provisioning a service. Where sufficient 
demand exists, the facilities and services offered must be tailored to that demand; where demand is 
not strong, it must be stimulated” (World Bank, 1992: 7). This is made explicit in the Word Bank’s 
a posteriori reflection on the Water and Sanitation Decade (1980-1990) in which it proposes a 
“consumer-oriented” approach which looks at user as customers and sanitation services as products: 
“a latrine is a product which one seeks to persuade people to acquire” (World Bank, 1992: 43). 

 
11.4.3 Participation and Justice in Kampala 
 
In the strategies and policies adopted in the 1990s in Uganda, participation in delivery of sanitation 
was equated with self-help or individual service provision, rather than being mobilized as an 
instrument for empowerment. The market-based principles, which are central to social marketing 
techniques, and the support to the private sector to provide facilities and sanitation services 
completed this consumer-oriented definition of participation.  

Following this approach dictated by the Bank and the Ugandan government, NGOs in Kawempe 
have focused on demand creation through sanitation marketing. As stated by a representative of one 
of the local NGOs, “we do sanitation marketing to promote ownership and responsibilities and 
market it as a social good.”iv The participation of individuals in the construction and maintenance of 
their own sanitation infrastructure is presumed to ensure the sustainability of the project 
intervention. Again, in the words of a local NGO staff, facilities break down because “people don’t 
own them and there is no sense of sustainability.” On the other hand, “when you own your own 
facility you cannot let it die […] If you own the toilet it means that you can take care of it: since 
you have invested money you cannot let it destroy.” This opinion echoes the rationalities of global 
sanitation policy, where financial subsidies are detrimental to the sustainability of sanitation 
interventions and need to be eliminated: “at household [level] I do not think subsidies work, it 
should be left to individual responsibility.”v  These statements conveniently overlook the fact that 
the minority of upper class residents connected to what is often a very small centralized sewerage 
system in the urban core have had their infrastructure entirely subsidized.  

Generation of demand in Kawempe is aggressively pursued by the targeting the participation of 
landlords: they own the land and generate income from rental, and are considered responsible for 
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providing a toilet facility. Demand is stimulated by highlighting the monetary value of providing a 
facility to their tenants: “it must be in relation to money. As long as there is money, this is how we 
are triggering them. Go for a toilet and increase the status quo of your property. This means more 
income, because then you can increase the rent of your tenants.”vi However, while investments by 
landlords into toilet facilities on their property improves their income and addresses the needs of 
those residents who can afford these higher prices, this strategy for improving access to sanitation 
does so at the detriment of the more vulnerable. Higher rental prices are likely to squeeze out the 
poorest from these units and on to more undesirable land and more marginal conditions. Further, 
although the provision of a toilet by the landlord does reduce open defecation and reduces health 
risk, it only addresses a particular step (collection) in the sanitation chain. As noted in Section 11.3, 
the construction of latrines does not ensure proper wastewater transport treatment and, as such, may 
not lead to improved environmental conditions. Black and grey waste may still be discharged into 
open river systems and shallow groundwater used for drinking purposes. Appeals to landlords based 
on financial benefits of installing toilet infrastructure do not necessarily motivate them to pay for 
the required sanitation services of transport and treatment, as there is there is no direct financial 
reward. 

We conclude that procedural justice is often not achieved despite the rhetoric of participatory 
approaches. We find that current sanitation development processes promoting decentralized and 
onsite solutions as the only realistic options are in fact unjust. Participation in decisions on what is 
adequate sanitation – to what degree it can also encompass aspects of comfort or local needs – or 
participation in decisions regarding what infrastructure options should be within the selection 
process, are not on the table. In addition, the framing of decentralized sanitation options as 
participatory has served to advance the shift of sanitation as individualized and commercialized, 
which has negative impacts on distributional justice. On this basis, we argue that the simultaneously 
public and private nature of sanitation requires a rescaling of the arenas for participation. 

11.5. Recognitional Justice: A Matter of Dignity  
 
11.5.1 Understanding Sanitation Needs 
 
The development community is doing more to accept and address the diversity of sanitation issues 
and needs, including the emotional dimensions of security, comfort, and dignity. This includes the 
relationship between sanitation and gender-based violence, recognition of menstruation as one 
aspect of sanitation, and access to sanitation by residents with special needs (Hulland et al. 2015; 
Wilbur, J. and Jones, H. 2014). This broadening out of the definition of what sanitation is, partly 
addresses criticism of development priorities that reduce sanitation to defecation, and reduce 
hygiene to hand washing (Hulland et al. 2015; Rusca et al., 2017). This broadening out of the 
definition of sanitation is also accompanied by an increasing attention to “for whom” services are 
provided. Disabled residents, older residents, or female residents, and other categories of social 
classification determine what sanitation “is” and what residents need it to be.  
 
Other scholarship has also paid attention to the “who” of sanitation, documenting how inequalities 
in access to sanitation are not only felt in terms of health outcomes but also affect interpersonal 
relationships and political visibility with subsequent impact on access to income opportunities and 
land ownership (Jewitt, 2011; Joshi et al.,  2011; McFarlane et al., 2014; Morales et al., 2014).  The 
slogan “sanitation is dignity” reflects that the sanitary concerns of most vulnerable citizens are 
related to emotional dimensions, but issues of self-esteem, stigma, and social acceptance are rarely 
explicitly addressed when approaching sanitation as only a health issue. For example, in many 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, young girls associate communal school toilets with meanings that 
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go far beyond urinating and defecating; accessing the toilet often entails dangers of sexual 
harassment and abuses (Leach et al., 2003). Further, social norms that situate defecation and other 
sanitation related activities (anal cleansing and menstrual hygiene) as taboos pose emotional stress 
especially for women (Hulland et al., 2015). Although sanitation needs and concerns vary among 
women from different life stage and locations, menstrual hygiene management is often ranked by 
many poor urban women as one of the most stressful experiences related to sanitation, together with 
the lack of private space for conducting hygiene and sanitation routines (Hulland et al., 2015; 
Lahiri-Dutt, 2014; Joshi et al., 2011). Avoiding smell and dirtiness is also especially important for 
vulnerable groups such as disabled, elderly or chronically ill people due to the risk of further 
stigmtization and marginalization (Wilbur and Jones, 2014).  
 
11.5.2 Recognitional Justice in Kampala 

In Kampala, sanitation interventions are firmly based in a public health approach: sanitation is 
defecation and hand-washing. Interventions begin based on the premise that low income urban 
residents are unaware of appropriate hygiene practices, and therefore have a low demand for 
sanitation. The interventions of key actors in sanitation programming in informal settlements are 
primarily focused on increasing demand for sanitation facilities. However, the staff of development 
organizations working in Kawempe acknowledge that inhabitants already have clear ideas on good 
hygiene. For local residents, proper hygiene is related to the cleanliness of their private space:  

hygiene is more a priority to them than latrines. You can find people living in one 
room, but well neat, well clean, even the shoes they leave out. They try: hygiene 
is important. They keep kitchen utensils clean. The children they try to bath them, 
because they know that improper hygiene practices immediately lead to 
diseases.vii  

This definition of hygiene is however interpreted by NGO staff as a lack of interest in their sanitary 
definition, which is limited to latrines. The existing sanitary practices of local residents are 
therefore observed, but overlooked when it comes to designing interventions. Nor do NGO staff 
take into account the social or psychological dimensions of their sanitation interventions, and which 
are likely tied to existing hygiene practices. The influence of social considerations in a decision to 
use “improper” sanitation instead of a communal latrine is illustrated by this statement of a female 
resident: “when it starts raining, you can only use that latrine when you are sure that you must take 
a shower; if you do not shower, no one can stand you […] Every time you leave the latrine, the 
people you meet can tell where you have been. That is why I prefer using the polythene bag at 
home.” (Female resident of Kamapala slums, cited in Kwiringira et al. 2014: 5).  

Sanitation interventions in Kawempe also use the strategy of positive and negative peer pressure by 
residents to change the hygiene behaviour of their friends and neighbours. Peer pressure can come 
in the form of “shaming” those who continue to practice open defection, or use “flying toilets” as a 
sanitation solution. Other sanitation interventions go beyond the level of the individual household to 
target schools or churches as (potential) sites for inducing behavioural change. According to 
development organizations involved in these interventions, these institutions are critical to trigger 
change: “if we change behaviour of institutions (schools, churches), people will change 
behaviour.”viii However, as has been recently cautioned in critical assessments of these programs, 
using shame to trigger change risks further marginalizing the poorest in communities who may 
want to invest in proper sanitation solutions, but cannot afford to do so (Engels and Susilo, 2014), 
and jeopardizes individual human rights (Bartram et al., 2012).  

In conclusion, we highlight the potential injustices associated with programs that socially penalize 
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those who may want to have clean and comfortable facilities to meet their hygiene needs, but lack 
the means. Our review on the risks for increasing social stigmas and exclusive practices indicates a 
nascent acceptance of sanitation as dignity, and the dimension of recognitional justice. However, 
we hold little hope for the current model of sanitation development to go much beyond the existing 
definition of sanitation as defecation and hand washing, given the already limited financing for the 
sector.   

11.6 Conclusions: from Improved to Just Sanitation 
 
The development initiatives towards increased access to sanitation under the MDGs have focused 
on ensuring “improved” access. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) now call for improved 
access to be affordable, equitable, universal, and sustainable (UN, 2015). However, in the MDGs, 
and now under the SDGs, improved access is pursued through the promotion of onsite sanitation 
infrastructure within a development approach that individualizes and commercializes the sanitation 
sector. This approach is rationalized as a realistic, participatory and sustainable alternative to 
centralized sewerage networks.  
 
We reviewed this approach through three dimensions of sanitation: distributional, procedural and 
recognitional justice, developed from EJ frameworks. In our review of the global policy shift 
towards private decentralized sanitation infrastructure, and its impact within an informal urban 
settlement in Kampala, we question the justice of both the process, and its impact on developmental 
outcomes. Through our review we have raised concerns with both the effectiveness of this 
sanitation development model in terms of what it sets out to do in regards to increasing access, but 
also identify other dimensions of inequalities which are built into this developmental approach. 
These inequalities which lay beyond numerical targets or indicators of sanitation coverage can be 
identified by looked at distribution, procedure, and recognition. 
 
Development initiatives under the SDGs should therefore aspire to a “just” sanitation, rather than 
“improved” or adequate sanitation. This calls for development practitioners and policy makers to 
attend to the justice within the development process, as well as the justice of development 
outcomes, and the relations between them. Moving towards “just” sanitation however first requires 
an improved understanding of what sanitation is. In the context of sub-Saharan African cities, 
sanitation is infrastructure, it is services, and it is dignity. Our analyses of inequalities in sanitation 
– or what is sanitation justice – must acknowledge these multiple dimensions. This means any 
assessment of access (affordability, universality, equity, sustainability) needs to include access to 
both infrastructure, the services required for the infrastructure, and impact of this infrastructure and 
service on individual dignity. Sanitation is each of these, and all of these together. The inequalities 
related to these dimensions (distribution, procedural, recognitional) are also therefore related and all 
need to be addressed if under the SDGs, then sanitation access will be affordable, equitable, 
universal, and sustainable.  
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