Swachh Bharat Mission:
remarkable transformation

The large majority of our citizens in rural India, especially the women, no longer have to suffer the indignity of

ith the Narendra Modi gov-
ernmentnow onitslastlap,
thereisa flurry of panel dis
cussions and articlesabout
its performance sof.
Spokespersons of the ruling party make bold
claims about what has been achieved, while
those of the opposition claim equally emphati-
cally that the government has not delives
its promises. Thisar !
allassessment of the government’s perform-
ance. Instead, it presents an evidence-based
assessmentof aspecific programme, the
wachh Bharat Mission (SBM).

On 15 August 2014, we were holidaying in a
charming little resort near Kochi, nestled
between the backwatersand the sea. Irecall that
afteraquickbr istwe settled down to watch
the new prime minister on television, delivering
his maiden Independence Day speech. We were
curiousabout the direction in which he planned
tolead the country. He made many important
announcements. But what completely surprised
us was his emphasis on the goal of Swachh Bha-
ratand the problem ofopen defecation. Instead
ofall the lofty goals and exhortations that are
typical ofan Independence Day speech, here was
the new prime minister of the country announc-
ing toall his countrymen and women, and
indeed the world, [rom the ramparts of the Red
Tort that one of his main ambitions as prime
minister was torid the country of open defeca
tion. That carthy connect with the conditions of
dailylife facing ordinary people, especially
wornen, was quite remarkable.

Of course, there was nothing unambitious
about suchagoal, however humble it may
sound. How do you even begin to think about
equipping 100 million rural households with toi-
lets that they do not have? How do you go about
changing the mindset of 1.2 billion people whose
pre-dominant view of cleanliness s to push all
the dirtoutof the home and into the public
space? As the months passed by and I continued
tosce the open piles of stinking garbage and
clogged drains in the cities and towns and along
the highways and byways throughout the coun-
try. Lassumed that Swachh Bharat was just
another zombie scheme. A schemeis announced
with much fanfare, a budget allocation is made,
and then nothing much changes on the ground.

The occasion that changed my mind was the
recent launch of Naina Lal Kidwai's book Survive
Or Sink. At that book launch, l‘m.uu[\vl a
former Indian Administrative Service officer and
World Bank stall, who returned to India to head
the SBM, reeled out some amazing ligures about
how much had in fact been achieved on the
ground during the past fouryears. The core pro-
gramme of SBMis to ensure usage of toilets inall
Tomes through behaviour change, and, thereby,
eliminate open defecation. Since October 2014,
when the programme was launched, SBM has
equipped 75 million households with toilets. At
the time ofits launch, fewer than 40% of house-
Tolds had toilets at home. Today that figure is up
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toovers? he number of open defecation-
free (ODF) villages has gone up from 47,000 to
381,000 over the same period—about 6% of all
villagesin the country.

Seventeen states and Union Territories (
are now ODF. Of the remaining 16, another three
are almost ODF (-90%) and six are more than

85% ODF. Only sevensstates, are lagging
hv]lmd Odishais the worstoffwith onl
sanitation coverage, followed by Bihar
Puducherry (68%), Uttar Pradesh (72%), Tripura
(75%)and Goa (76%). An independent survey of
over 92,000 houscholds across the country,
guided by agroup of international experts and
representatives of Unicef and World Bank, veri-
fied that 96% of the villages declared ODF were
indeed ODF, and 7% of the households sur-
veyed had toilets (consistent with the official esti-
mate of 76%at the time of the survey). Of the peo-
plewho had access to toilets, 93% were found to
usc them regularly, which isvery close toaneven
higher estimate of 95% revealed by aseparate
survey conducted by the National Sample Survey
Office. Finally, 70% of the villages surveyed also
had minimum litter or stagnant water.

The behaviour change reflected in these sta-
tisticsis fairly dramatic fora programme that
started less than four yearsago. But why is this
important? That the large majority of our citi-
zensinrural India, especially the women, no
longer have to suffer the indignity of having to
gooutinto theopen to defecate marksa sea
change in their daily life. Inanother year or so all
Indians will hopefully be spared this indignity.
But, apart from the intrinsic value of enhancing
the dignity of daily life, elimination ofopen defe-
fonalso has great instrumental value in
enhancing health and economic well-being.

Shah Alam Khan of the All India Institute of
Medical Sciences claimed that the SBM had not
been effective as there was no statistically signifi-
cant reduction in the incidence of epidemics fol-
lowing its launch (“Evaluating The Success Of
Swacch Bharat Abhiyan”, The Wire, 13 Novem-
ber 2017). However, such a conclusion without
controlling for others factors affecting the inci-
dence of epidemics seems unwarranted. A more
robust measure of the health impact of the SBM
isitsimpacton malnutrition. There ismuch
scholarly research available now to show that
poor hygiene may be as importanta factor con-
tributing towards malnutrition as income pov-
erty. Hence the Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion (BMGF) commissioned an independent sur-
vey across several states of India using a stratified
random sample design to compare the incidence
of diarrhoea and malnutrition in ODF and non-
ODF villages

The BMGF survey report isappropriately cau-
tious about attributing causality, but it found
that the incidence of diarrhoca was significantly
lessin ODF villages compared tonon-ODF villa-
gesand that measures of undernutrition (stunt-
ingand wasting), were also significantly better in
the ODF villages. These differences between
ODF and non-ODF villages are all statistically
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significant. There are also significant financial
gains from $ . Asurvey ofover 10,000 house-
he »]ll~ld~l_\u\L.\|)ul\st»|1( by Unicef, estimated
that,onaverage, an ODF village houschold could
be gaining as much as Rs50,000 per year from
savings in medical expenditure because of lower
dence ofillness and les: |uu|u|clu\~nluu o
r days of unpaid sick 2
cant gain, especially for poor houscholds.
Those living in urban India may not be aware
of the achievements cited above because all of it
relates to rural areas covered under the Gram-
een component of SBM (SBM-G
should be, since the problem ofopen defecation
is primarily a rural problem. Iowever, sanitation
isalso amajor challenge in urban India so SBM
also has an urban component. Cities are now
rated in terms of their sanitation status. As Kid-
wai reportsin herbook, 22% of Indian cities are
now ODF and 50% of all urban wards have 100%
door-to-door solid waste collection. A million
schools (91%) now have separate toilets for girls,
up from 37% when the SBM was launched,
though thereis no statistic on how many are
d&'lllill]) functional. While notinsignificant, the
achievementsin the urban componentare notas

impressive as in SBM-G. Moreover, beyond sani-
tation, our cities and towns also have to deal with
alarming levels of water and air pollution.
Clearly, thereisstill along way to goin cleaning
urban India.

Recently Imet secretary Iyer, whois in charge
of SBM-G and also responsible for coordination
amongall the departments dealing with SBM
componentsand matters cutting across these
components. T asked himabout the way forward
and the challenges ahead. He seemed confident
that the SBM-G target of ODF rural India would
be achieved. His ministry isalso encouraging
other ministries to extend the sanitation pro-
gramme (o their sectors by installing and main-
taining toilets at public spaces, highway fucl
stops, tourist destinations, rail and bus stations,
andbio toilets in trains.

Themain challenge, he said. is to sustain what
hadbeen achieved, namely, the changed rural
Mll\lldll!lll behaviour. Over 450,000 grass-roots
3 chhagrahis, are now d
s task in rural areas. Another chal-
ic engage-

ingwithth
lenge we discussed was burcaucr
ment. While this can often make or breaka pro-

gramme, Iyer said he had so far found the

bureauc acy responsive, bothin the central gov-
ernmentand in the states. In fact, in many states,
youngand committed district collectorsare
delivering results faster and better than expected.

Lalso raised with him a political question. The
termsof reference of the 15th Finance Commis-
sion have become a focal point around which
some of the opposition-led state governments
are now coalescing. Union encroachment into
the constitutional space of the states is the main
concern. Against that background, whatis the
response he encounters in the states to a pro-
gramme like SBM, as water supply and sanita-
tionis clearly a state subject? Obviously, the
Bharatiya Janata Party-led governments at the
Centreandin the states are enthusiastic about
the programme. But Iyer said he found the
opposition-led state governments were also
quite enthusiastic.

Suchbipartisan support augurs well for the
Tuture of SBM. Some of most successful
programmes have bes
regardless ol who was

n power. The green revo-
lution, the white revolution and economic liber-

St

alization, to mention only a few. Some of the
programmes launched by the Atal Bihari Va
payee government, such as the highway devel-
opment programme and the Pradhan Mantri
Gram Sadak Yojna, were sustained by the Man-
mohan Singh government. Similarly, some of
the better programmes launched by the United
Progressive Alliance have beenretained by the
Modi government, sometimes with a new name
and some change in content. This healthy bipar-
tisan tradlition gives us hope that aremarkable
programme like the SBM will be extended and
sustained, regardless of who forms the next gov-
ernment in May 2019.

Comments arewelcome al views@livemint.com



