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Access to Sanitation by Country, 
1970–2008
Description
Adequate sanitation is also a fundamental requirement for basic human well-being, and 
improving access is one of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Data are given 
here for the percent of urban, rural, and total populations, by country, with access to 
sanitation services for 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, 1990, 1994, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2005, and 
2008, the most recent year for which data are available. The World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) collected these data over various periods. Most of the data presented were 
drawn from responses by national governments to WHO questionnaires. Participants 
in data collection include the JMP, the United Nations Children’s Fund, and the Water 
Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council, which has continued sector monitoring 
and aims to support and strengthen the monitoring efforts of individual countries. 
Countries used their own definitions of “rural” and “urban.”
	 For all WHO Assessments since 2000, new definitions were provided for “improved” 
sanitation with allowance for acceptable local technologies. The 40 largest countries 
in the developing world account for 90 percent of population. As a result, WHO spent 
extra effort to collect comprehensive data for these countries. The excreta disposal 
system was considered adequate if it was private or shared (but not public) and if it 
hygienically separated human excreta from human contact. The following technologies 
were included in the 2000 assessment as representing improved sanitation: 

	 Connection to a public sewer

	 Connection to septic system

	 Pour-flush latrine

	 Simple pit latrine

	 Ventilated improved pit latrine

In comparison, unimproved sanitation facilities refer to:

	 Public or shared latrine

	 Open pit latrine

	 Bucket latrine
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Limitations
As is the case with drinking water data, definitions for access to sanitation vary from 
country to country, and from year to year within the same country. Countries generally 
regard sanitation facilities that break the fecal-oral transmission route as adequate. In 
urban areas, adequate sanitation may be provided by connections to public sewers or 
by household systems such as pit privies, flush latrines, septic tanks, and communal 
toilets. In rural areas, pit privies, pour-flush latrines, septic tanks, and communal toi-
lets are considered adequate. Direct comparisons between countries and across time 
within the same country are difficult and are additionally complicated by the fact that 
these data hide disparities among regions and socioeconomic classes.
	 WHO Assessments since 2000 have attempted to shift from gathering information 
from water providers only to including consumer-based information. The current ap-
proach uses household surveys in an effort to assess the actual use of facilities. Access 
to sanitation services, as reported by WHO, does not imply that the level of service is 
“adequate” or “safe.” The assessment questionnaire did not include any methodology 
for discounting coverage figures to allow for intermittence or poor quality of the ser-
vice provided. More details of the methods used, and their limitations, can be found 
at http://www.who.int/docstore/water_sanitation_health/Globassessment/GlobalTOC 
.htm. 
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