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Break barriers, ensure WASH
access for women

The Daily Star (TDS): What are the
key obstacles to achieving universal
access to WASH (Water, Sanitation,
and Hygiene)?

Hasin Jahan (HJ): Significant
challenges remain in ensuring
universal WASH access. In a recent
project under RAJUK, we selected a
mixed-income area—ranging from
high-income residents to slum
dwellers—as a pilot for scalable
solutions.

A key challenge we identified
is the disparity in water access.
Previously, the lack of land
ownership denied the poor access
to water. Now, they can apply
collectively based on human
rights principles to secure access.
While WASA has improved water
distribution in slums, access
remains uneven.

In  NGO-supported areas,
distribution is systematic, but
in others, many rely on illegal
sources, often at high costs.
Some have organised informal
water distribution networks, yet
resources remain scarce—one tap
serves 100 people across 30-35
families. A stark inequality is
evident: slum dwellers survive on
just 7.5 liters per person daily—
below emergency standards—while
households in Banani consume
approximately 250 liters per
person.

Sanitation is equally dire, with
shared toilets used regardless of
gender. Women and girls often
shower in open spaces, facing
severe dignity and safety concerns.

TDS: What additional barriers do

marginalised people, especially
women, girls, persons with
disabilities, and indigenous

communities, face in accessing
WASH?

HJ: Marginalised communities
face significant barriers to WASH
access, primarily due to a lack of
security, dignity, and recognition
of their unique needs. While men
also face security challenges, the
issue is more severe for women.

Women'’s access is further hindered
by stereotypes suggesting they do
not deserve additional privileges,
compromising their dignity in
'WASH provisions.

Persons with disabilities are
often excluded from consideration
when designing WASH facilities,
reflecting a broader disregard for
their dignity and needs. Similarly,
women’s specific requirements
are frequently overlooked. For
instance, while men may still use
unclean toilets as they typically
urinate while standing, these
facilities are often entirely unusable
for women due to biological and
practical differences.

TDS:
What effective strategies can help
overcome these barriers?

HJ: To address WASH barriers,
existing resources must be
optimised. Our analysis found 18
public toilets and two WASA ATMs
in a selected area, but only three
toilets were in good condition.
Three were in moderate condition,
while 12 were poorly maintained.
Using a mathematical model, we
identified high-demand areas like
bus stands requiring toilets within
a 200-meter interval. Although
18 toilets existed, poor placement
limited accessibility. Renovating six
usable toilets and adding seven new
ones would optimise resources.
Additionally, poor management
renders many toilets unusable. A
sustainable model-charging fees
while ensuring affordability—can

improve usability and generate
revenue.

TDS: What roles should the
government and private sector play
in addressing these barriers?

HJ: The government alone cannot
resolve all WASH challenges, given
limited resources and tax evasion.
To overcome these barriers, the
government should focus on
maximising available resources
while encouraging private sector
involvement.

For example, informal water
distributors who charge for water
access have successtully utilised
government water connections
to build small businesses. With
financial and technical support,
such entrepreneurs can expand
their services by adding small
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toilets and water stations, creating
safe spaces for women.

Moreover, the government,
alongside city corporations and
other authorities, must ensure
water access for vulnerable groups,
such as street vendors and women
working in public spaces.

To engage citizens in improving
public toilet management, we
propose a service-oriented leasing
model driven by public feedback.
Currently, leases are profit-driven,
leading (0  mismanagement.
Instead, lease renewal should
depend on user ratings, with higher
scores—especially from women—
ensuring priority for the next term.

Finally, to increase women’s
participation in the workforce
and ensure economic growth,
the government and private
sector must create an enabling
environment that includes reliable
WASH access as a basic necessity.

WOMEN-LED VIRTUAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP

From Clicks to Commerce

AYMAN ANIKA

Digital connectivity has
transformed entrepreneurship for
women in Bangladesh. Once limited
to physical marketplaces, women
are now leveraging virtual platforms
to establish businesses, access
financial resources, and overcome
socio-economic  barriers. What
started as simple networking spaces
hasevolved into thriving ecosystems
for female entrepreneurs.

For Jannati Shahid Asha, an
online clothing business owner
from Satkhira, social media has
been a crucial tool. “Facebook
has been an incredible platform
for small businesses like mine. It
allows me to engage with customers

directly  and
showcase my products without

needing a physical store,” she
explains. “But competition is
intense. Every day, new businesses
pop up, and standing out has
become increasingly difficult.”
Sangita Ahmed, Senior Vice
President of the Bangladesh
Women Chamber of Commerce and
Industry (BWCCI), highlights the
impact of digital empowerment.
“Virtual platforms can be game-
changers. Online marketplaces,

digital financial services, and
business networks enable women
to bypass traditional barriers.
These platforms offer visibility,
market access, and easier financial
transactions. Additionally, digital
training programs can equip
women with the skills they need to
thrive.”

Arifa Malik Bristy, the founder
of Cookie Craft BD, uses social
media to grow her brand. “I focus
on visually appealing content—
high-quality images and videos
of the baking process. Instagram
and Facebook work best for
engagement, but I'm still learning
to optimise reach,” she shares.
“SEO-optimised captions, relevant
hashtags, and reels help, but digital
marketing is complex.”
Beyond visibility, virtual
platfiorms  help  women

expand markets and boost
sales. Waresa Khanam
Prity of Her-e- Tread

acknowledges the
importance of outreach. “We aim
to support at least 100 women
entrepreneurs in divisional cities,
but quality control and sustainable

business models remain key
challenges,” she notes.
However, barriers remain,

especially in financing. Women still
struggle to access business loans
due to complex banking procedures

and collateral requirements.
Societal pressures further
complicate  matters. “Families

often question why women should
step out for business, and mobility
restrictions make things harder,”
Prity adds.
Recognising

these  hurdles,

Bangladesh Bank introduced the
Small Enterprise Refinance Scheme
for Women Entrepreneurs in 2023,
offering loans at a 1% incentive rate
with a 5% interest cap. While this
initiative makes financing more
accessible, it does not eliminate all
challenges.

“The algorithm keeps changing,
and paid promotions are expensive,”

Women still
struggle to
access business
loans due to
complex banking
procedures

and collateral
requirements.
Societal
pressures [urther
complicate
matters.

Asha points out. “Even if I have
a good product, I must invest
constantly in ads to stay
visible. It’s frustrating because
not everyone can afford digital
marketing.”
For long-term success,
systemic support is necessary.
Ahmed stresses, “We need
policy reforms, financial inclusion,
skill development, and digital
empowerment. If all these elements
align, women-led businesses will
thrive.”

Advocacy groups are pushing
for policies prioritising female
entrepreneurs, streamlining loan
access,and enhancing cybersecurity
for digital businesses. More tailored
workshops on branding, social
media marketing, and e-commerce
logistics are needed.

Government and private sector
collaboration is crucial to providing
low-interest loans and business
grants, ensuring that women
entrepreneurs continue (o grow
in Bangladesh’s evolving digital
economy.
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