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Introduction   

COVID-19 has resulted in devastating health, social, and 

economic impacts on communities around the world. Whilst governments 

have been quick to mobilise response efforts, WASH service provision 

has not been equitable and inclusive for all. WaterAid East Africa Regional 

office undertook a study to interrogate the gender, equity and inclusion 

impacts of Covid 19 on WASH access for all. The study was implemented 

in 2020 in collaboration between Water Aid East Africa Regional Office, 

the University of Leeds and The African Women’s Development and 

Communication Network (FEMNET). The study was conducted in 

Rwanda Tanzania, Ethiopia, Uganda and Kenya with a focus on urban 

informal congested settlements that are served by Water Utilities.  

 

Study Objectives 

The overall objective was to examine the way in which COVID-19 was 

impacting on gender equality, equity of water, sanitation and hygiene and 

inclusive WASH access for all. The study also aimed to contribute to the 

existing body of knowledge around COVID-19 response in relation to 

gender and WASH; Provide the evidence and practical examples of what 

is needed in a gender responsive WASH programming in emergencies 

that aims to tackle existing or exacerbated inequalities and 

marginalization; Assess, recognize and document the direct impact of 

COVID-19 on women and girls in urban slums, informal trade and those 

with disabilities, in WASH access and what needs to be done to rectify the 

situation, in terms of policy and practice, alliance building and funds 

allocation and: Support national governments, utilities and service 

providers with evidence to inform decisions to execute their obligation to 

respond to all groups as countries move into a second wave of COVID-19 

infections due to re-opening and easing of restrictions. 

https://femnet.org/


 
 

 
 

 

Data collection and analysis  

A total of 201 community members residing in urban informal settlements 

were interviewed from across the 5 countries, 40 individuals in each 

country. The study applied quantitative and qualitative techniques such as 

Key Informant Interviews, Focus Group Discussions, remote 

communication and physical observation to collect data. Secondary data 

was collected through a desk reviews of policies and government COVID-

19 response plans. A feminist and GESI lens was used to analyse data in 

order to understand how gender inequality is challenged or maintained, 

and the extent to which girls and women’s unique experiences, strategic 

needs and interests are considered in WASH emergency response and 

specifically in the COVID-19 response.  

 

 

Key Study findings 

The bellow presentation is a summary of evidence highlighted by the 

study in each country. 

 

 

Ethiopia  

• 62% of the respondents are responsible for taking care of the family 

hygiene and sanitation practice such as washing, cleaning and 

laundry. COVID-19 has increased time required for household 

chores, putting more demands on women and girls 

• 73% of respondents said women with disabilities have been 

excluded or only informally involved in decision making spaces 

during the COVID -19 emergency response and for men it is 63%. 

• 42% of households do not have access to house taps or community 

taps and purchase water from private vendors. Money to continue 

paying for water is becoming an acute problem due to the rates of 

job loss as a result of COVID-19 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Kenya 

• Only 14% of respondents feel spaces have been created to allow 

PWDs to articulate their needs, priorities, concerns and complaints 

about WASH programmes 

• 42% of adult women and 19% of teenage girls were most severely 

affected by the COVID-19 emergency compared to 10% of adult 

men and 13% of teenage boys 

• 92% of respondents report that women decide how water is used in 

the household, 

• 86% of respondents report the emergency has not changed to who 

makes decision on water collection, storage and water usage, 

validating that pre-COVID-19 and during emergency, women have 

remained in control of how water is allocated at household level 

 

 

Rwanda 

• 51% of respondents felt that the WASH infrastructure set up by the 

government failed to consider the needs of girls, women and PWDs 

in addition to being virtually inaccessible to those living in informal 

settlements as facilities were only set up in business areas 

• 97% of respondents said that informal/unpaid work for house chores 

mostly done by women increased as a result of the lockdown 

compared to the time allocated for men to work 

• 85% of respondents reported they did not have enough money to 

pay for vital healthcare services. Specifically, 87% of respondents 

said they had less money to pay for SRH services such as family 

planning and maternal health 

 

 

Tanzania 

• 57% of respondents said water management in the household is 

jointly shared by both the husband and wife 

• 50% of respondents indicated the responsibility of water 

management shifted during the emergency, indicating women are 

predominantly responsible for household water management 

• 54% of respondents felt emergency WASH facilities are not women 

and disabled friendly 

 



 
 

 
 

Uganda 

• 68% of respondents felt that communal water points sanitation 

facilities and handwashing stations were unavailable and insecure 

• 23% of respondents said women and women with disabilities have 

been excluded on informally involved in decision making spaces 

related to WASH during the COVID -19 emergency response. This 

figure rises to 85% for me with disabilities 

• Respondents feels that supplies from the public taps have been 

nearly he same during the emergency as they were pre-emergency. 

88% and 83% respectively. The national water and sewerage 

corporation’s pro poor strategy was identified as the reason 

uninterrupted water supply 

 

 

Conclusion  

• COVID-19 WASH emergency response in East African countries 

included in this study has failed to ensure women and people with 

disabilities are considered at every stage of the response. 

• Systemic barriers and discriminatory social and gender norms that 

reinforce and exacerbate who is, and who is not, able to access 

WASH persist.  

• Girls, women and people with disabilities are disproportionately 

affected by the COVID-19 WASH emergency response which also 

heightens their inability to meet other basic needs.  

• The pandemic has exacerbated demands on women to meet 

household demands and failed to recognize the unpaid care work   

• The loss of jobs and sources of income, coupled with additional 

expenses for WASH services, have mounted pressure at household 

levels and forced them to priorities household needs.  

• Unmet WASH needs have placed women, girls and PWDs at 

increased risk of harm when attempting to access WASH services 

and facilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Key Recommendations 

• Ensure national WASH policies and guidelines include clear and 

effective approaches for integrating GESI 

• Support national GESI policy mandates and link with institutional 

structures to improve GESI interventions at the community level 

• Build inclusive and participatory local governance mechanisms 

• Strengthen lobbying and advocacy efforts for inclusive WASH 

policies 

• Ensure emergency response measures consider the needs of 

certain groups 

• Build a gender and social inclusion lens into WASH programming 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


