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A lack of adequate sanitation facilities combined with a resistance by local residents to 
change unhygienic sanitary practices had resulted in widespread open defecation among 
many slum communities in the City of Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh.  In order to tackle the 
problem, the City launched a slum environmental sanitation campaign focussing on 
generating demand among residents for improved access to sanitation, raising awareness 
on the importance of good sanitary behaviour and capacitating the local community to 
finance and manage safe sanitation systems.

Open defecation is a major concern in most of the slums of Gwalior, negatively affecting the 
health of residents and the local environment. The local authority made a conscious effort 
to provide basic services to the most vulnerable urban population by piloting an initiative for 
‘open defecation free slums’ through a tripartite partnership between Municipal Corporation 
of Gwalior (MCG), UN HABITAT and WaterAid India with 1:1:1 financial support targeting 
approximately 5000 families. The dedicated efforts by the stakeholders enabled Laxmanpura 
Slum, one of 16 chosen sites, to achieve open defecation free status through a community-
managed sanitation facility. This initiative was also nominated for National Urban Water 
Awards in 2009.

The importance of the issue
A vast majority of the urban poor live in slums, with no or limited access to basic 
services and in constant threat of sudden eviction. Even though it is the premise of the 
municipal corporations to supply basic services to all communities in the city, in the 
absence of land tenure, communities are unwilling to contribute to such services, leading 
to non-maintenance of installed infrastructure. A number of initiatives undertaken under 
different government schemes such as the Environmental Improvement of Urban Slums 
and the National Slum Development Programme have not yielded results, due to lack 
of ownership and the necessary means to sustain actions undertaken in these projects. 
Consequently, local authorities further neglect the provision of basic services in these 
areas due to the lack of revenues to finance operation and maintenance of established 
facilities, thereby rendering scarce investment funds ineffective.  

Population: 1629881
Land area: 5214 sq.km

Part financed by the European Commission and running from December 2009 to November 2012, ACCESSanitation is working directly 
with cities in India and the Philippines to tackle inadequate urban sanitation. In addition, the project is also promoting sustainable 
sanitation on a larger scale through the transfer of good practice elsewhere in the target countries as well as from and to cities in Sub-
Saharan Africa. ACCESSanitation is coordinated by the ICLEI European Secretariat located in Freiburg, Germany. 
For more information visit: www.accessanitation.org
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Gwalior in context

Approximately one third of the population of Gwalior lives in slums, with no access to 
basic services such as water and sanitation. Open defecation is a common practice and 
a major threat to the health and environment of these communities. Recognising the 
deteriorating conditions of health and hygiene in these slums, the Municipal Corporation 
of Gwalior (MCG) decided to provide sanitation facilities to the most vulnerable 
populations through a tripartite partnership with UN HABITAT and Water Aid India. MCG 
launched a slum environmental sanitation campaign in 16 slums identified through a 
situational analysis. The Laxmanpura slum is one such slum where the campaign was run 
with the help of the local NGO Sambhav. 
Laxmanpura is a 150 year old slum located in the heart of the city consisting mostly of the 
“Jatav” section of the community who typically make a living through unskilled labour. 
The sanitation and hygiene conditions of the slum were very poor with most people using 
the nearby railway tracks for defecation, which at times had led to serious accidents. The 
main challenge to improving sanitation in this slum was that people were satisfied with 
open defecation and did not want any change.
The campaign was aimed at improving sanitation conditions in the 16 slums and squatter 
settlements and raising awareness among the slum dwellers to generate demand for 
improved access to safe water and sanitation. It also engaged with the local community 
with the aim of enabling them to manage their own water and sanitation facilities.

Local Government  & CBO Action towards promoting Slum 
Environmental Sanitation Initiative in Gwalior Slums 

On the basis of the Municipal Action Plan for Poverty Reduction which had already 
prioritized slums for investment, the MCG used local NGOs to carry out a poverty 
mapping survey and create a poverty and environmental infrastructure deficiency matrix. 
Accordingly, a city wide Poverty Pocket Situational Analysis was carried out to map the 
urban poor and select slums with no access to safe drinking water and sanitation facilities.  
Out of 229 poverty pockets in Gwalior, 16 slums were identified for the implementation 
of the Slum Environmental Sanitation Initiative (SESI) on the basis of percentage of open 
defecation, availability of drinking water, solid waste management and socio-economic 
status of the households. 
Laxmanpura was one such slum selected for the implementation of the project. As 
part of the SESI campaign, a community based organization known as Nirmal Samiti 
was formed in Laxmanpura. The Samiti helped in raising demand in the community 
for water and sanitation facilities and interacted with government and other political 
forums. A sanitation fund was created in the slum to ensure that the poor have easy 
access to an alternate financing mechanism through which loans could be obtained for 
the construction and maintenance of toilet and water facilities. 
The campaign also carried out capacity building programmes for the community. 
Education campaigns were organized and exposure visits were arranged by the NGO 
to the city of Tiruchirapalli to motivate people regarding community managed sanitary 
complexes as well as to create and enhance awareness about sanitation and hygiene and 
its positive impact on health. Tiruchirapalli was an established success in implementing 
community sanitation. School children were targeted in the programme by introducing 
water, sanitation and hygiene based programmes in schools and providing training to 
teachers on the subject. Awareness and mobilization activities were carried out within 
the slum through the use of various IEC materials including wall paintings and hoardings. 
In addition, the community was provided with trainings on, among others, water and 
sanitation management, the use of water testing kits, accounting, masonry, hand pump 
mechanics.
Initially, most of the slum dwellers insisted that it was more convenient for them to 
defecate in the open.
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Each household with no toilet facility was visited by members of the Samiti with project 
animators to educate and build awareness among people regarding sanitation facilities. It 
was tough to convince people as they were satisfied with open defecation and did not feel 
the need for personal toilet facilities. Nevertheless, the group subsequently succeeded 
in persuading people to construct toilets based on an incentive system where masonry 
services and supervision was provided by a local self-help group (SHG) while the cost of 
material was to be borne by the households. The average construction cost of an individual 
toilet was estimated to be between Rs 4000 to Rs 6000. WaterAid gave an incentive of Rs 
800 to each toilet while the remaining amount was borne by the beneficiaries. As a result 
of the project, trained masons are now a major human resource in the slums actively 
engaged in the promotion of low cost individual household toilets. In total 83 toilets were 
constructed in the Laxmanpura slum. 
For households that did not have sufficient space for individual toilets, a community 
toilet was proposed. It was decided that the existing defunct community toilet would be 
demolished and a new community toilet constructed at the same place. The Nirmal Samiti 
took the responsibility to supervise the construction of the toilets and their maintenance 
after construction. Following completion, GMC provided free electricity and water to the 
community toilets for one year. The new community sanitary complex has an incinerator 
for disposal of sanitary pads as well as disabled and child friendly toilets, bathrooms and 
urinals. A minimum of Rs 10/month is charged to the daily users while Rs 15/month is 
charged to others using it occasionally. The fees collected are used for operation and 
maintenance of the sanitary complex. 

Women managing community toilet

Awareness generation in community
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Results

The project focused on community mobilization through regular community interactions 
and a needs assessment. In order to generate awareness, emphasis was laid on 
information sharing, education of the slum residents and communication with them 
with the aim of creating demand for sanitary facilities. The awareness campaign targeted 
women and children as they are the most vulnerable sections of the population bearing 
greater consequences of poor sanitation facilities. After six months of dialogue with 
women, a self-help group (SHG) was formed in the slum consisting of 15 women. This 
SHG acted as a platform for community decision making and served as an ideal forum 
for disseminating hygiene related information and promoting behavioral change at the 
household level. The subject of personal hygiene was introduced among adolescents 
and adult women to promote the use and correct disposal of sanitary napkins. The SHG 
was also introduced to saving and credit activities to allow women to be financially stable. 
The GMC played an important role in the implementation of the programme and 
provided financial support to water and sanitation infrastructure in the slums. They were 
also responsible for technical support in construction of toilet facilities and for providing 
staff support for conducting surveys and situational analysis used to identify the slum 
pockets where the programme was conducted. The GMC provided support to the local 
NGO throughout the programme by supporting the awareness campaign as well as 
agreeing to provide a year’s electricity and water supply free of charge to the community 
toilet in Laxmanpura slum as a boost to the local action. 

Sustainability of the initiative

Health, Hygiene & Nutrition:  Open defecation was a common practice in the slums of 
Gwalior. With the project initiation, the slum dwellers were made aware of the threats 
of unhygienic sanitation practices and diseases associated with it. Subsequently, the 
project was successful in changing the behaviour of people and also ensuring a cleaner 
environment.  
Environment & Natural Resources: The objective of this initiative to eliminate open 
defecation resulted in improvements to the quality of surface water resources and storm 
water channels in the locality. 
Technology & Operation: The project involved local people and enhanced their skills. 
Trained masons as well as engineers were engaged in the promotion of low cost individual 
household toilets under the surveillance of local people.
Socio-Cultural & Institutional Aspects: The project led to the formation of local 
institutions like SHGs which played an important role in mobilising people to shift from 
practising open defecation to using appropriate toilet facilities. Active participation of 
women also helped in mobilizing people and creating awareness.
Financial & Economic Issues: The community toilets adopted a system of pay and use 
which helped to finance the facilities. The majority of the costs (80% - 85%) was therefore 
borne by the beneficiaries themselves

Replication

SESI resulted in the development of a best practice model which demonstrated an 
integrated approach involving environmental sanitation, waste management, low cost 
sewerage and on site treatment systems, to achieve a desirable change in health and 
hygiene behaviour of the community. The concerted efforts by various stakeholders in 
improving sanitation facilities in the slums also brought about significant improvements 
in the natural environment. Laxmanpura is the first slum in Gwalior to be declared an 
‘open defecation free’ slum. Based on the experience gained in the implementation of 
SESI, the Government of Madhya Pradesh is piloting the initiative for improving water and 
sanitation services in 80 slum communities in four cities throughout the state namely 
Jabalpur, Indore and Bhopal in addition to Gwalior. 
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Lessons learned

The primary challenge faced in the implementation of the project was to convince a 
population of the need for sanitation, against their first instinct of practicing open 
defecation. A very strong campaign conducted by the local NGO with support from the 
municipal corporation led to a change in attitude of the residents and improvement in 
sanitation in the slum. The principal lessons learnt from this case include: 
•	 The sustainability of the program depends highly on the local communities’ 

acceptability of the programme. 
•	 Awareness raising campaigns and IEC helps in generating awareness among people 

regarding sanitary behaviour. 
•	 The community managed system can induce a sense of ownership and accountability 

among users thereby reducing the burden for the municipality to deal with issues of 
micro management during implementation, operation and day-to-day management. 
At the same time, the importance of multi stakeholders in the success of project 
could not be denied. 

Budget and finances

The average construction cost of an individual toilet was estimated to be between Rs 
4000 to Rs 6000. WaterAid gave an incentive of Rs 800 per unit while the remaining 
amount was borne by the beneficiaries themselves. A minimum of Rs 10/month was 
charged to the daily users while Rs 15/month was charged to others using it occasionally. 
The fees collected were used for operation and maintenance of the sanitary complex.
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Key contacts

Mr S K Singh, Director, Sambhav (sambhavngo@gmail.com)
Ms Neeta Nisha, Sambhav (neeta_nisha27@yahoo.com)
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