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The simple action of handwashing with soap is an integral part of the Australian aid, Water
And Sanitation Hygiene (WASH), program helping to achieve the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGS).

The challenge is to make handwashing with soap an automatic behaviour performed in
homes, schools and communities worldwide. In developing countries this is literally a life
and death issue.

Handwashing facts

> Handwashing at critical times—including before eating or preparing food and after using
the toilet—can reduce diarrhoea rates by almost 40 per cent.

> Handwashing with soap can reduce the incidence of acute respiratory infections by around
23 per cent.

= Pneumonia (a lower respiratory infection) is the number one cause of mortality among
children under five years old, taking the lives of an estimated 1.8 million children per year.

> A study has assessed the effect of hand washing promotion with soap on the incidence of
pneumonia and found that children younger than five years in households that received
plain soap and hand washing promotion had a 50 per cent lower incidence of pneumonia
than those households that did not have soap.

> Handwashing can be a critical measure in controlling pandemic outbreaks of respiratory
infections. Several studies carried out during the 2006 outbreak of severe acute respiratory
syndrome (SARS) suggest that washing hands more than 10 times a day can cut the spread
of the respiratory virus by 55 per cent.

> Handwashing with soap has been cited as one of the most cost-effective interventions to
prevent diarrhoeal related deaths and disease.

> Areview of several studies shows that handwashing in institutions such as primary schools
and day care centres reduce the incidence of diarrhoea by an average of 30 per cent.

> Rates of handwashing around the world are low. Observed rates of handwashing with soap
at critical moments, that is, before handling food and after using the toilet, range from
zero per cent to 34 per cent.

> Arecent study shows that handwashing with soap by birth attendants and mothers
significantly increased newborn survival rates by up to 44 per cent.

> The lack of soap is not a significant barrier to handwashing with the vast majority of even
poor households having soap. Soap was present in 95 per cent of households in Uganda,
97 per cent of households in Kenya and 100 per cent of households in Peru.
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= Water alone is not enough and soap is rarely used for handwashing. Laundry, bathing and
washing dishes are seen as the priorities for soap use.

> New studies suggest that handwashing promotion in schools can play a role in reducing
absenteeism among primary school children. In China, for example, promotion and
distribution of soap in primary schools resulted in 54 per cent fewer days of absence among
students compared to schools without such an intervention.
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