
On 4–6 April 2022, over 25 health and education 
experts and decision-makers from countries and 
areas from south-eastern Europe gathered for the 
second edition of a series of subregional workshops 
on WASH in schools in the WHO European Region. 
Participating countries comprised Albania, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 
Romania and Serbia.

The event took place in a virtual format and 
was hosted by the WHO European Centre for 
Environment and Health. Financial support was 
provided by the German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation, Nuclear Safety 
and Consumer Protection.

The purpose of the workshop was to provide an 
up-to-date overview of health and education 
considerations for ensuring adequate WASH 
provisions in schools. The workshop facilitated 
networking and fruitful exchanges among the 
participants. It allowed participants to reflect 
on the priorities and needs for supporting 
improvements in their local context, while raising 
awareness of the importance of sustaining 
adequate WASH provisions in schools. The 
different sessions of the workshop were aimed at 
increasing participants’ understanding about the 
range of possible WASH-related interventions; and 
stimulating action at the national level, including 
through the Protocol on Water and Health. 

On 6–8 July 2021, over 30 health and education experts 
and decision-makers from Belarus, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Republic of Moldova, Russian Federation and 
Ukraine gathered for a subregional workshop on water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) in schools. 

The event took place in a virtual format and was 
jointly hosted by the WHO European Centre for 
Environment and Health and the Republican 
Scientific and Practical Centre of Hygiene of the 
Ministry of Health of Belarus. Financial support was 
provided by the German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear 
Safety.

The purpose of the workshop was to provide an 
up-to-date overview of health and education 
considerations for ensuring adequate WASH in 
schools. 

The workshop also provided a forum to discuss 
regional priorities for action and guide practical 
implementation of WASH improvements at 
the national and local levels, as well as the safe 
reopening of schools during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

The event was expected to raise awareness on the 
importance of improving and sustaining adequate 
WASH provision in schools for better health, well-
being and learning; increase understanding about 
the range of possible WASH-related interventions; 
and stimulate action at the national level, including 
through the Protocol on Water and Health.

The workshop facilitated networking and fruitful 
exchanges among the participants. Experts from 
Hungary, Serbia and the United Kingdom, as well 
as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
Europe and Central Asia Regional Office and the 
Schools for Health in Europe (SHE) Network shared 
insights and experiences.

Thanks to the pupils from Belarus who joined the 
workshop, the participants also had a chance to 
learn from those with first-hand experiences of 
using WASH facilities in schools.

This document presents the highlights of the 
discussions at the meeting. 

Water, sanitation and 
hygiene in schools
Meeting summary

Access the meeting summary of the first workshop.

Water, sanitation and 
hygiene in schools
Take-away messages from the 
second subregional workshop 

The health, well-being, education and dignity of schoolchildren cannot 
be guaranteed without access to adequate water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) in schools. 

https://www.who.int/europe/publications/m/item/water--sanitation-and-hygiene-in-schools---meeting-summary
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/m/item/water--sanitation-and-hygiene-in-schools---meeting-summary


Take-away message 1 
Strengthening the multisectoral and whole-of-society approach for 
improved governance of WASH in schools 

The interdisciplinary nature of WASH services and 
the multitude of stakeholders in school settings 
require a multisectoral and whole-of-society 
approach when planning and implementing 
improvements. At the same time, effective 
coordination and cooperation is needed at all levels, 
inclusive of national and local authorities, WASH 
service providers and schools, under the lead of the 
education sector.

In several participating countries, different 
WASH requirements are spread across several 
policies and regulations. This often results in 
unclear division of roles and responsibilities, 
and overlapping jurisdiction between different 
ministries and agencies – further challenged by 
inefficient coordination. Participants observed 
that the education sector has many competing 
priorities and insufficient capacity in schools or 
education authorities to tackle WASH-related issues. 
Participants emphasized that more effort is also 
needed with respect to target setting and evidence-
based budgeting.

Workshop participants jointly identified a number 
of actions that could facilitate the strengthening 
of multisectoral and multistakeholder cooperation, 
commitment and implementation for WASH in 
schools in their local contexts. These include: 

•	 mapping and engagement of all relevant 
stakeholders for ensuring implementation, not 
only from the government and local authorities, 
but also representatives from the entire school 
community (e.g. managers, teachers, health 
staff, pupils, parents, janitors, cleaners); 

•	 setting up a national multistakeholder working 
group under the leadership of the education 
sector, which would meet on a regular and/or 
ad hoc basis with a clear action plan and clearly 
defined roles and responsibilities; 

•	 establishing a platform at the national level for 
information sharing and exchange, as well as 
to provide a good overview of ongoing school 
projects and activities related to WASH in 
schools (case studies, examples of best practice 
etc.);

•	 revising and harmonizing policies and standards 
across sectors related to WASH in schools, to 
ensure all critical WASH aspects are covered;

•	 implementing measures for awareness-raising 
and strengthening capacity to ensure that 
schools are aware of regulatory requirements 
and are enabled to take steps to comply with 
national standards. 

Experts from 
Hungary, Serbia and 
the United Kingdom, 
as well as the United 
Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) Office 
in North Macedonia, 
and the Schools for 
Health in Europe 
(SHE) Network 
shared insights and 
experiences through 
their presentations. 
Thanks to the pupils 
from Serbia and 
Scotland (United 

Kingdom) who joined the workshop, the 
participants also had an opportunity to hear 
first-hand experiences of using WASH services 
in schools and to gain useful insights into the 
added value of youth participation in WASH 
improvements – a critical precondition to 
ensuring appropriate and sustainable WASH 
services. 

This document presents a summary of the 
key take-away messages from the workshop 
as well as two selected case studies shared 
by participants: one on new approaches to 
surveillance of WASH in schools, and one on 
pupils’ engagement. The first subregional 
workshop featured the same programme and 
content, with different participating countries; 
the technical content of that workshop is 
summarized in Water, sanitation and hygiene 
in schools. Meeting summary (see useful tools 
and resources). 
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Read more on the 
Protocol on Water and 
Health

https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/WHO-EURO-1999-5525-45290-64816
https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/protocol-on-water-and-health
https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/protocol-on-water-and-health
https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/protocol-on-water-and-health


Take-away message 2 
Acknowledging the value of routine surveillance for decision-making

1	  Surveillance of water, sanitation and hygiene in schools. A practical tool. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2019 (https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/9789289054393, accessed 30 November 2022).

Recognizing the importance of routine surveillance 
and data collection as the first steps towards target 
setting, decision-making and resource allocation, 
workshop participants reported several common 
gaps in the current surveillance practices: 

•	 Overview data on the national situation is often 
lacking. 

•	 Data collection instruments are not 
comprehensive in their coverage of all WASH 
aspects (e.g. hygiene and menstrual hygiene 
management are often neglected) and often do 
not consider pupils’ needs and the acceptability 
of WASH facilities by end-users. 

•	 Surveillance activities have limited coverage 
due to insufficient human resources and the 
stretched capacities of public health staff in 
charge of on-site inspections.

•	 School staff and pupils are rarely engaged in 
monitoring and implementation activities. 

Taking stock of the progress made in North 
Macedonia (see case study), participants concurred 
that there is a need to reinforce the value of 
surveillance at the national level, increasing its use 
and scope, and improving dissemination of results 
to all concerned stakeholders, including school 
managers.

Practical actions to address some of the reported 
gaps were discussed and included, for example, 
combining on-site inspections with self-reporting 
systems, review of instruments for systematic data 
appraisal, and introducing digital systems for data 
collection and evaluation.

Case study: rethinking surveillance of WASH in schools in North Macedonia
In 2021, the Ministry of Education and the National Institute of Public Health, under the Ministry of Health, 
supported by UNICEF North Macedonia, jointly launched an online tool for self-assessment of WASH conditions 
in schools by school managers. The main objective was to encourage and enable schools in developing data-
informed hygiene improvement plans – addressing WASH-related priorities at the school level, while data are 
also evaluated at the national level to support the national government in identifying priorities and investment 
needs. The tool – developed on the basis of the WHO tool for surveillance of WASH in schools1 – integrated 
questions on WASH aspects considered in the existing school inspection programme by the Institute of Public 
Health, and on WASH-related measures for COVID-19 prevention and response set out in the recommendations 
for schools reopening. Acknowledging the need for capacity strengthening, a webinar was organized to ensure 
that school managers understood how the assessment should be carried out, what the process looks like and 
who should be involved.

Previously, surveillance was conducted in different schools in rotation every three years using paper 
questionnaires. These traditional surveillance methods were reported as time and resource consuming, 
resulting in a limited number of schools that authorities could visit and a low frequency of data collection. An 
additional challenge reported by the surveillance authorities was that, by the time the data was published, in 
most cases, the results were considered outdated. 

With the new digitalized questionnaire accessible to all schools, the data coverage has increased. To ensure 
accuracy, self-assessments are combined with on-site visits by inspectors from Regional Centres for Public 
Health, in order to validate the self-reported data. Data from all completed questionnaires automatically feeds 
into an online national dashboard, providing publicly available data in real time on the number of schools that 
took part in the assessment, the number of students per school, key information on WASH service provisions in 
each school and an overview of the most common needs. 

Schools are encouraged to use the data to develop school-specific hygiene improvement plans, as well as to 
inform possible advocacy and fundraising activities with local municipalities. Thanks to this initiative, mobile 
handwashing stations were procured for schools in critical need. 
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Take-away message 3  
Maintaining the momentum for hand hygiene after two years of the 
COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID‐19 pandemic was a strong reminder 
of the importance of hand hygiene. Participants 
reported numerous awareness-raising and 
improvement efforts, in some countries led by the 
education authorities with technical guidance from 
the health authorities:

•	 dissemination of public health messages 
through various sources (social media, 
mainstream television, radio, print posters and 
other nudges, etc.) about the importance and 
the correct techniques for handwashing;

•	 significant increase in financing for hygiene in 
schools together with a more regular supply of 
soap; 

•	 provision of age-appropriate and easy-to-
understand written instructions for ensuring 
good hygiene behaviours among schoolchildren;

•	 enhancing the role of teachers, school principals 
and other members of the school community in 
fostering a culture of hand hygiene in schools.

Workshop participants expressed their concerns, 
however, that interventions may not have 
Considered the sustainability of improvements, 
which may be seen as temporary public 
health measures in times of crisis, and that the 
collaborations created may not continue beyond the 
health emergency. 

Taking stock of the Hand Hygiene for All Global 
Initiative, workshop participants outlined several 
measures that could help channel the momentum 
around hand hygiene into long-term sustainable 
change in the school context, such as: 

•	 integration of hygiene into the curricula for 
continued education and promotion of good 
hygiene practices in schools to ensure good 
handwashing habits in the long-term; 

•	 awareness raising among teachers and school 
managers to keep hygiene high on the school 
agenda among the many competing priorities; 

•	 ensuring consistent routine monitoring of 
hygiene practices and availability of soap and 
water in schools; 

•	 advocating for government commitment to 
sustainable financing of hygiene in schools. 
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Hand Hygiene for All Global 
Initiative

The Hand Hygiene for 
All Global Initiative by 
WHO and UNICEF aims 
to translate WHO’s 
global recommendations 
and national efforts 
on hand hygiene to 
prevent and control the 
spread of COVID-19 into 
lasting improvements 
in infrastructure and 
behaviours. It calls for 
countries to lay out 
comprehensive roadmaps 
– addressing both 

communities and public spaces, including schools – 
and it offers a framework to support and strengthen 
country-led efforts and investments, fostering 
coordination and collaboration. In particular, 
countries are encouraged to strive towards the four 
core dimensions: 

•	 securing political leadership to embed a culture 
of hand hygiene; 

•	 strengthening the institutional and policy 
environment to drive progress; 

•	 ensuring the availability of hand-hygiene 
stations, alcohol-based hand rubs and soap and 
water where they are needed; 

•	 drawing on evidence-based behaviour change 
approaches to encourage sustained hand-
hygiene practices.

Read more: https://www.who.int/initiatives/hand-
hygiene-for-all-global-initiative

HAND HYGIENE  
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https://www.who.int/initiatives/hand-hygiene-for-all-global-initiative
https://www.who.int/initiatives/hand-hygiene-for-all-global-initiative


Take-away message 4  
Giving pupils the lead to ensure sustainable WASH improvements in 
schools 

Recognizing that poor acceptability of school 
toilets remains one of the most common factors 
in fostering avoidance and hindering healthy 
practices by pupils in schools, workshop participants 
acknowledged that pupils are still rarely consulted, 
and that dimensions of toilet use such as security, 
privacy, dignity, comfort and convenience are 
rarely considered in surveillance and improvement 
planning. 

Upon listening to a good practice example 
from Scotland (see case study), the workshop 
reconfirmed that proactive engagement of pupils 
is the first step for developing informed policies for 
the effective promotion of health and well-being 
in schools, and providing inputs for the design and 
upgrade of WASH facilities to meet users’ needs. 
Listening to and actively engaging pupils in WASH 
improvement contributes to building a sense of 
ownership and may result in facilities that are 
more appropriate to pupils needs and are better 
looked after. The workshop concluded that a pupil-
centred approach could enhance the effectiveness 
and sustainability of improvement measures, in 
addition to improving the school-going experience 
of children.
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Case study: young people in 
Scotland empowered to end period 
poverty in their schools
Since 2017, secondary school students from Glasgow, 
Scotland, have been actively engaged in awareness-
raising and education activities about menstrual 
hygiene, supporting the identification of challenges 
and possible solutions for pupils to access to menstrual 
hygiene products, and ensure equal opportunities for 
those menstruating to fully participate in education. 

With support from the government, a number of 
youth-led activities were conducted, which eventually 
contributed, among other things, to the commitment 
by the Scottish government to provide freely available 
sanitary products in all schools in Scotland. These 
activities included:

•	 a survey for girls in schools, which revealed the 
need for action to tackle period poverty;

•	 a Girls Assembly for student representatives 
from all Glasgow secondary schools to share best 
practice in the city-wide fight against period 
poverty;

•	 media interventions to raise public awareness on 
the topic by informing about the work done. 

In order to ensure the sustainability of the activities, 
older students trained younger classes and handed 
over activities to a new group of younger girls, so that 
they can continue with messaging and peer-to-peer 
education about menstrual health. 
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Water, sanitation and hygiene in schools 
in the pan-European region

By Peter van Maanen, Enkhtsetseg Shinee, Valentina Grossi, 
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Prioritizing pupils’ 
education, health 
and well-being

Surveillance of water, 
sanitation and hygiene 

in schools
A practical tool

Improving health
and learning through 

better water, sanitation 
and hygiene in 

schools  

AN INFORMATION PACKAGE FOR SCHOOL STAFF

Hand hygiene

Washing your hands is one of the easiest ways to protect yourself and

Handwashing helps you to stay healthy and attend school.

Many sorts of illnesses caused by infection are transmitted by bacteria, which

Germs like wet and warm environments, like your hands.

Once you've finished washing, dry your hands with a clean paper towel or cotton roll.

Where soap and running water are not available, use an alcohol-based

Wash your hands with soap and water:

your friends and family from illnesses such as diarrhoea, cold and flu.

can easily get from your hands to your mouth and face.

This will further clean your hands and reduce the probability of re-contamination.

handrub or hand sanitizer.

before and after using the toilet

When hands are visibly dirty

before and after preparing food

Before eating food

Before and after caring for someone who is sick

after blowing your nose, coughing or sneezing

Handwashing techniques

Use alcohol-based handrub if you do not have immediate access to soap and water.

Proper handwashing should last 20-30 seconds. Hum the "Happy birthday" 

Wet hands with water.

How to wash your hands in five easy steps.

Washing your hands is one of the easiest ways to protect yourself and
your friends and family from illnesses such as diarrhoea, cold and flu.

The technique you use for washing your hand is very important. Rubbing
with soap and water detaches the germs from the hands, then rinsing under

running water and drying hands are also important to remove the germs.

song twice while washing to know you have taken long enough.

Apply enough soap to cover
cover all hand surfaces.

Rub.

Rinse hands with water.

Dry hands thoroughly with a clean single-use towel.

palm to palm

between fingers

back of hands

thumbs back of fingers

fingertips

wrists

uSING THE TOILET

tOILETS HAVE BEEN AN IMPORTANT ASPECT OF OUR LIFE THROUGHOUT HISTORY. iT IS

BUILT AROUND 1700 BC.
ANCIENT SETTLEMENT IN sCOTLAND DATING BACK TO 3000 BC AND A PALACE IN cRETE

UNCLEAR WHO FIRST INVENTED THE TOILET, BUT EARLY CONTENDERS INCLUDE AN

tOILETS SAVE LIVES! wITHOUT TOILETS, DEADLY DISEASES SPREAD RAPIDLY.

aVOIDING GOING TO THE TOILET AFFECTS THE BODY. sYMPTOMS MAYINCLUDE PAIN, DIFFICULTY

Go to the toilet every day more than once, whenever you feel the

When at the toilet follow  these steps.

CONCENTRATING IN CLASS AND INCREASED RISK OF PROBLEMS WITH YOUR BLADDER AND BOWEL.

need. This will help you get rid of toxins and waste from your body.

Do not hold in the need, even at school, or it will increase the
risk of pain or infections and it could become difficult to
poo regulary.

Tell school staff about any issues you find in the toilet: this
will help keep the toilets an  adequate and comfortable space
to meet your needs.

Wash your hands with water and soap before and after using the toilet: this will

For girls - always wipe from front to back.

Do not throw anything other than toilet paper in the toilets. Dispose of
hygiene products and other waste in the dedicated bins.

Keep the toilet bowl clean by flushing after use and using the toilet brush: 
this will make your friends and schoolmates feel more comfortable using
the toilets.

help keeping you and your friends healthy, breaking the chain of infection.

Sit down comfortably and relax, take your time and do not push, squeeze or
strain when you wee or poo. Wait until you have emptied your bladder (wee)
and bowel (poo) fully.

Defecate at least four times a week. If you are not able to do so, tell
your parents.

On 6–8 July 2021, over 30 health and education experts 
and decision-makers from Belarus, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Republic of Moldova, Russian Federation and 
Ukraine gathered for a subregional workshop on water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) in schools. 

The event took place in a virtual format and was 
jointly hosted by the WHO European Centre for 
Environment and Health and the Republican 
Scientific and Practical Centre of Hygiene of the 
Ministry of Health of Belarus. Financial support was 
provided by the German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear 
Safety.

The purpose of the workshop was to provide an 
up-to-date overview of health and education 
considerations for ensuring adequate WASH in 
schools. 

The workshop also provided a forum to discuss 
regional priorities for action and guide practical 
implementation of WASH improvements at 
the national and local levels, as well as the safe 
reopening of schools during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

The event was expected to raise awareness on the 
importance of improving and sustaining adequate 
WASH provision in schools for better health, well-
being and learning; increase understanding about 
the range of possible WASH-related interventions; 
and stimulate action at the national level, including 
through the Protocol on Water and Health.

The workshop facilitated networking and fruitful 
exchanges among the participants. Experts from 
Hungary, Serbia and the United Kingdom, as well 
as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
Europe and Central Asia Regional Office and the 
Schools for Health in Europe (SHE) Network shared 
insights and experiences.

Thanks to the pupils from Belarus who joined the 
workshop, the participants also had a chance to 
learn from those with first-hand experiences of 
using WASH facilities in schools.

This document presents the highlights of the 
discussions at the meeting. 

Water, sanitation and 
hygiene in schools
Meeting summary

First situational analysis 
of WASH in schools in the 
pan- European region

Poster series on WASH in 
schools for pupils

Evidence-based and 
ready-to-use instruments 
to support public health 
surveillance

Summary report of 
the first subregional 
workshop

Information package for 
school staff on how to 
address common WASH 
problems and improve 
provisions

Advocacy for policy-makers 
of all involved sectors to 
prioritize WASH in schools

Hydration

Our body is mostly made of water: for example, our brain and heart are 73% water.  

Water is vital for almost every function in the body. Drinking water balances the

Symptoms of dehydration are tiredness, dry mouth, thirst or hunger and headache.

Avoid sugar-sweetened drinks, sport drinks, iced tea and other sweet drinks. This will

Foods can help you to hydrate too: eat plenty of fruit and vegetables.

rEMIND YOUR FRIENDS TO DRINK WATER AFTER EXERCISING OR AFTER SPENDING TIME

fluids lost during daily activities.

help you stay healthy without gaining weight and will prevent painful tooth decay.

mONITOR CHANGES IN YOUR HYDRATION STATUS BY CHECKING THE COLOUR OF YOUR URINE. 
dARK YELLOW URINE MEANS YOUR BODY NEEDS WATER.

in hot AND DRY WEATHER.

Drink at least 6-8 glasses of water throughout the day. Remember to drink in the

body's water requirements. Water is one of the healthiest ways to hydrate, as it
morning and at regular intervals: this will help you concentrate and meet your

has no calories or sugar.

Menstrual hygiene management

may make them withdraw from participating in their usual activities.
Respect girls during their period: jokes will affect their confidence and

vegetables) during menstruation.
Eat iron-rich food (like meat, eggs, beans, lentils and green leaf

Make sure to keep healthy during your period with these steps.

are comfortable to have such conversations with you.
female family members, teachers or friends, while making sure that they
Learn what menstruation means for the girls around you by asking

nausea, fatigue, feeling faint, headaches, backache and general discomfort.
Many women and girls suffer from period pains such as abdominal cramps,

The menstrual cycle is usually around 28 days but can vary from 21 to 35 days.

Girls typically start experiencing periods between the ages of 10 and 19.

Menstruation is normal! It is a natural process for all girls and women.

For boys

For girls

10 19

Keep unused menstrual hygiene products clean (wrapped in tissue or a plastic bag) for

Wash your hands with water and soap before and after using the toilet.

getting soap inside your vagina.
Wash your privates at least twice a day during your period, cleaning from front to back. Avoid

the blood flow is getting heavy.
Change the menstrual hygiene product every 2-6 hours or more frequently if you think that

towels/pads placed on your underwear or tampons or a menstrual cup inside your vagina.
Capture menstrual blood with the right menstrual hygiene product: use cotton fabric, sanitary

Put a reusable hygiene product made of cotton into a plastic bag after use until you can 
wash it, then wash it with detergent, dry it in the sun or iron it.

Dispose of non-reusable menstrual hygiene products by wrapping them in paper or a sanitary
bag and throw them in a bin with a lid. Do not throw them in the toilet.

further use.

Menstrual pain can be managed by exercising, warmth and drinking plenty
of water.

Support girls suffering from period pains by helping them with their chores or
duties.

Tiles on menstrual 
hygiene management

Testimonies from the 
Region on the benefits 
of addressing menstrual 
health at school
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