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Abstract: 
This paper is an attempt to study whether women cleaners are aware of sanitation 
practices in Assam.  The study also tries to explore the health problems among 
women cleaners’ as consequences of not using sanitary latrine. Sanitation 
practice among women is being considered as one of the basic determinants of 
quality of their life. It is also a yard stick for assessing the socio-cultural and 
economic progress of any human group. Sanitation involves both behaviour and 
facilities which work together to form hygienic environment. As women are 
being considered as weak and marginalized in patriarchal societies, they must 
have awareness about the importance of sanitation. Again it is also globally 
accepted that women are found to be most vulnerable population to be affected 
due to lack of required sanitation facilities at home. Therefore awareness about 
sanitation practices is highly essential for them. Lack of awareness has adverse 
impact on health, well-being and dignity of women; which is apparent in this 
study.  
Key Words: Awareness, Sanitation, Women Cleaner  
Introduction  

Sanitation means interventions in reducing people’s exposure. Generally 
it covers disposing and hygienic management of animal and human excreta, 
control of diseases and provisions of washing facilities for personal domestic 
hygiene (Water-Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council). According to 
World Health Organization sanitation is a group of method to collect human 
excreta and urine as well as community waste water in a hygienic way, where 
human and community health is not altered (WHO, 1987). However some of the 
modern environmentalists and social scientists are also trying to define the 
concept of sanitation in a very comprehensive way. They express that sanitation 
includes liquid and solid waste disposal, food hygiene and domestic, 
environmental as well as personal hygiene. In this context, the concept of 
sanitation is expanded to include home sanitation, safe water, garbage disposal, 
excreta disposal, waste water disposal and personal hygiene. Therefore, this 
study focuses on the level of awareness of women cleaners, who reside at the 
cleaners’ colony of Dibrugarh University. Regarding sanitation in a 
comprehensive manner complete of awareness of each and everybody of human 
society is necessary because safe sanitation is most important for making society 
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as best with the standard of total development. Some significant studies also 
reveals that improving hygienic behaviour and promotion of Latrine- used have 
become a major concern in most developing Nations because of their ability to 
fight against poverty, improve health, and promote education (Avvannavar & 
Many, 2008; Cross, 2003). Morbidities and mortalities are also decreased due to 
safe disposal of human waste which has link with such kind of diseases like- 
diarrhea and round worm. On the other hand the availability of the latrine 
promotes privacy and safety especially for the women allowing them to live a 
dignified life (Jenkins & Curtis, 2005). So, whether the women are aware of 
hygiene behaviors and latrine use is more important subject for a considerable 
living standard at their residential area. 
Field and Methodology of the Study 

 
As the domain of the study is concerned with awareness of Women 

towards sanitation practices, 56 women cleaners of Dibrugarh University have 
been examined whether they are aware of sanitation or not. To meet the 
objectives of this study the cleaners’ residential colony of Dibrugarh University 
has been selected as the field of study. The Dibrugarh University is one of the 
oldest University which was established at Dibrugarh district of Assam in 1965. 
The University is around five kilometer away from Dibrugarh Town. The 
cleaners’ colony is adjoined with the campus of girls hostels. The colony has 
been in the campus since 1965. Originally there were only two households of 
cleaners and in course of time it has been extended up to 45 households. During 
field visit it was found that the total population of the cleaners’ colony is 179 
comprising of 91 male and 88 female. There are 81 workers who work as service 
holder in the university. Most of the female workers worked in casual mode i.e. 
43 (76.78%).The people living in the colony are mainly belong to two 
communities i.e. “Balmiki” and “Doom” and the people of these two 
communities had migrated from the states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Punjab, 
Rajasthan, Haryana etc., In this study purposively 56 women of the colony have 
been selected as respondents who crossed the age of 18 years. In this study both 
quantitative and qualitative research strategies have been applied. The research 
design is exploratory by nature, the tools like structured interview schedule, 
observation and personal interview were used to collect data. Both the primary 
and secondary source of the data collection is used. The secondary data have 
been collected from the office records, books and journals. 
Women cleaners- a glimpse in their socio-economic profile 
Socio-economic profile of the women cleaners is most significant to understand 
their awareness about sanitation practices. On the other hand to examine the 
socio-economic profile, some important indicators such as educational level, age, 
economic status, type of family, religion are considered. In this study it has been 
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found that education level of the women cleaners is not satisfactory as required 
to make themselves more aware of sanitary practices. Due to lack of proper 
education; maximum numbers of the women cleaners were being found as 
beneath to grasp the understanding regarding the importance of sanitation for 
their well-being. The study reveals that out of the total 56 respondents, 31 
(55.35%) respondents are illiterate. On the other hand22 (39.28%) respondents 
read up to class V and only 3 (5.35%) respondents read up to class X. It reflects 
that due to poor educational status, women cleaners have failed to understand the 
importance of sanitation practices for their well-being. On the other hand though 
age is a biological concept but it is a matter of universal concern. Age is very 
important component of social background of an individual as it depicts the 
thoughts, ideas and principle of individual. It is one of the factors that determine 
the knowledge and behavior pattern of an individual. Therefore it is necessary to 
identify age category of the respondents. In this study 37 (75.51%) of the 
respondents belong to the category of 39-48 years of age. On the other hand 7 
(14.28%) respondents belong to the age group of 29-38 years, 4 (7.14%) 
respondents were from the age group of above 48 years and only 1 (2.04%) 
respondent was from the age group of 18-28 years. Religion also plays an 
important role in the life of people as well as in the society. People are thought, 
habit, idea and perception are determined by the religion which they follow. It 
can mould the attitudes and outlook of an individual towards new values and 
ethics. Generally the women and their day to day activities are mostly influenced 
by religion. So, in the present study religious practices have been observed at the 
time of collecting data from the field and it was found that all the respondents 
practices Hindu religion. Family is the most important primary group of the 
society. It comes into existence only when a man and a woman establish marital 
relationship within the prescribed norms and standards which are determined by 
society. The type of family where an individual lives has tremendous 
significance in choosing his/her qualities, beliefs and practices which are 
probably going to influence his or her perception towards a specific issue. This 
study reveals that maximum of the respondents i.e. 44 (78.57%) live in nuclear 
family and only 12 (21.42%) respondents were from joint family. Due to small 
group of nuclear family; awareness among the members towards sanitation 
practice was not to emerge properly. Income of an individual plays a significant 
role in shaping his/her economic condition. An individual is guided by income in 
regard to his/her life chances and life-style. It plays an important role in family 
management through which the members of the family can meet their needs for 
their survival. Without sufficient economic status, a family cannot manage their 
infrastructure in terms of sanitation. In this study, when the respondents were 
asked about their inefficiency of building sanitary latrine they, those who do not 
use sanitary latrine, replied that only because of poor economic condition they 
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fail to build a sanitary latrine. In this study we have observed that, as the 
maximum numbers of the respondents i.e. 43 (76.78%) have been working in 
casual mode; they earn only Rs. of 8500 monthly, which is a very less amount 
for family management in smooth way. Here only 13 (23.21%) respondents 
monthly earned between Rs. 15000-25000. On the other hand no more efforts 
have been made by the University authority to provide sanitary latrine to them as 
required. 
Awareness and Knowledge of women cleaners towards sanitation 

In this study an attempt has been made to explore the knowledge and 
awareness of the women cleaners of Dibrugarh University regarding Sanitation 
and the consequences of not using sanitary latrine. Sanitation practice among 
women is being considered as one of the basic determinants of quality of their 
life. The most important problem that comes along with the lack of access to 
sanitation facilities is the bigger chance on illness. At all times, more than half of 
the poor people in the developing world are ill from causes that are related to the 
lack of hygiene, sanitation and water supply (WSSCC, 2010).In this study it was 
observed that no woman cleaner has any idea about the word ‘Sanitation’, but 
when the word is defined in vernacular language and appraised the meaning, they 
understand it in proper manner. Even when the women cleaners were asked 
about the matter of dignity in terms of sanitation facilities, they kept close their 
mouth; but in absence of a sanitary latrine at residences, it is their dignity which 
is found to be in sake. Significantly, women cleaners of the colony failed to give 
any answer related to hygiene, sanitation facilities and health issues.As the 
present study is strictly concerned with awareness of women cleaners regarding 
sanitation; a question was asked to the respondents, “whether they use sanitary 
latrine or not”? In response to this question 49 (87.5%) respondents expressed 
that they have no facility of sanitary latrine; rather they use kutcha latrine. Only 7 
(12.5%) respondents use sanitary latrine. Those who use kutcha latrine, they have 
been asked ‘why they are not properly maintain drainage system of latrine?’ In 
this context, all of them replied that they usually use a hole in the earth and when 
it is filled up with scavenges and faeces a new hole is drug for making a place of 
easing oneself. Washing of hands after using toilet is very necessary for anyone 
to be hygiene and to get rid of any infections from the excrement. In connection 
to this, the respondents were again asked whether they wash their hands with or 
without using soaps. The study reveals that, maximum number of the 
respondents i.e. 41 (73.21%) do not use any soap or liquid to wash their hands. 
On the other hand only 15 (26.78%) respondents expressed that they use soap 
and other detergents to wash their hands. The respondents were also asked about 
the possible diseases that may be occurred due to unhealthy practice of 
sanitation. But unfortunately, we have not received sufficient positive response in 
this matter. A major portion of the respondents i.e. 49 (87.5%) have not aware of 
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any kind of diseases which may exist in the health due to poor sanitation 
practice. It was observed that age and awareness of the respondents toward 
sanitation practice has link with each other. 37 (75.51%) of the respondents, who 
belong to the age group of 39-48 years of age, were not aware of any disease that 
may occur due to unhealthy sanitation. On the other hand, those who belong to 
the age group of 29-38 years they also never talked about any disease; they kept 
quit in case of its response. Only one respondent, who are from the age group of 
18-28 years, said that she heard about diarrhea for which one can suffer a lot and 
poor sanitation is responsible for it. The study depicts that the respondents of low 
age group have a little bit of understanding regarding health, hygiene and 
diseases. The study also explores that higher age group women were more prone 
towards soil transmitted diseases than lower age group women. The respondents 
were asked regarding use of sandals while going to toilet and in this context it is 
found that33 (58.92%) respondents belong to the age of above 28 years who did 
not use sandals at privy. As a result of this, they suffered mostly from “soil 
transmitted disease” like hook worm infections.  
      Since inception safe drinking water and common water for domestic use 
purpose for the family to the maintenance of basic health and hygiene practices 
at the household level have been taken care of by the women in a family, So 
considering this the women cleaners were also asked ‘who take care of water for 
cleaning the latrine?’ in response to this, they said that it is the full responsibility 
of women and they regularly involve in cleaning their latrines. But significantly 
they have not been allowed by their counterparts to take any decision regarding 
sanitation practices. Safe Drinking water and effective disposal of bodily waste 
are vital for human health and well-being. For this reason, in the present study 
we have investigated about the availability of safe drinking water in the cleaners’ 
colony of Dibrugarh University. 48 (85.71%) respondents expressed that they 
have no facility of running water. Generally they use tube- wells for drinking 
water. On the other hand only 8 (14.28%) respondents said that they have access 
to running water provided by university authority at their colony. Regarding their 
awareness of safe drinking water and disease, the respondents were asked 
whether they drink boiled water to prevent disease like diarrhea? In response to 
this, 51 (91.07%) respondents reveal that they drink normal cold water and not 
more concern about boiled water. Only 5 (8.92%) respondents said that they 
have habit of drinking boiled water and arrange required tools for boiling water 
at their quarter. But nevertheless very significantly it was observed during field 
visit, they do not have any knowledge about required boiling level with 
sufficient temperature for make water pure. Again water can become 
contaminated due to unsafe storage and handling practices at the household level 
(Nath KJ et. al. 2006). In this context, we have asked the respondents about their 
place for storage of drinking waterand38 (67.85% respondents replied that they 
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stored their drinking water in plastic buckets. On the other hand 14 (25%) 
respondents expressed that they stored water in clay ports. The remaining 4 
(7.14%) respondents used water filter for storage of drinking water. Here, 52 
respondents, who use plastic buckets and clay ports for storage of drinking 
water, were again asked whether they covered the water with proper method. It 
clearly depicts that still the women cleaners of the Dibrugarh university campus 
have less knowledge about sanitation and they are not properly aware of this 
practice. 

Environmental as well as domestic waste management is very essential 
not only to maintain cleanliness in our surroundings but also to keeping good 
health of the people. Indian government adopts the Swachh Bharat Mission on 
2nd October, 2014 with an aim to achieve a Swachh Bharat by 2019, as a fitting 
tribute to Mahatma Gandhi on his 159th birth anniversary.1  In the present study 
we have also tried to explore the respondent’s awareness regarding importance of 
waste management, cleanliness etc. In case of waste disposal and drainage 
system it was found that all the respondents of this study are not aware of it. 
When they were asked about it, they failed to give answer at any level. Here, it 
was noticed that they have no proper drainage system and waste, garbage which 
have been thrown in to certain places adjusted with their quarter. They were also 
asked whether they have habit of cleaning toilets. In response to this question, all 
the respondents replied that, they clean their toilets. After receiving their 
responses, again an attempt have been made to know the interval period of 
cleaning toilets. In this context, they were asked when they clean their toilets and 
how many days they prefer for taking interval for cleaning toilets. Here 23 
(41.07%) respondents said that they clean their toilets twice in a month.19 
(33.92%) respondents told that they clean toilets once in a month. On the other 
hand 14 (25%) respondents expressed that they usually clean their toilets once in 
a week. Again they were also asked about the products using for cleaning of 
toilets. Maximum of the respondents i.e. 49 (87.5%) said that generally they 
clean their latrines with normal water but sometimes use detergent powder if 
available at that time. 7 (12.5%) respondents expressed that they use toilet 
cleaners which are available in the market. Significantly, 7 respondents, who use 
toilet cleaner, they normally bring the toilet cleaners from big shopping mall, live 
Vishal market, city kart etc. in this study the respondents were also asked 
whether they have heard about any governmental schemes regarding sanitation, 
cleanliness, waste management etc. In response to this; majority of the 
respondents i.e. 32 (57.14%) said that they have not heard about governmental 
schemes. They clearly told that no information gathered from any source 
regarding governmental schemes in terms of sanitation campaign.On the other 

                                                
1 Swachhbharatmission.gov.in accessed on May 26, 2019  
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hand 14(25%) respondents expressed that they heard about Swachh Bharat 
Mission but have no knowledge what actually it is. The remaining 10 (17.85%) 
respondents have aware of Swachh Bharat Mission. The 10 respondents, who 
were aware of Swachh Bharat Mission, have been asked about the source from 
where they have got the idea of it. In response to this, 5 (50%) respondents said 
that they got this information from the people where they work. 3 (30%) 
respondents said that they gathered information about it through Television and 
the remaining 2 (20%) respondents said that they heard it from their children. 
Therefore it can be observed from the data, the women cleaners are not 
sufficiently aware of sanitation practices. Even they have no more willingness to 
acquire required knowledge about it. 
Role of University authority regarding Awareness on sanitation 
Role of the University and various agencies like NGOs are very important for 
increasing awareness regarding sanitation, health and hygiene among the women 
cleaners who reside in the campus of any organization, like educational 
institution. As like others countries,India is also concern about sanitation 
practices among masses to save the country from pollution. Indian government 
has been trying to create awareness regarding sanitation since inception. But due 
to rapid changing intellectual initiatives to make the country most pollution free 
zone, the government, both state and central have been striving to cover each and 
every area with proper sanitation campaign. In this context, some of the NGOs 
have been patronized by providing sufficient fund to make access the sanitary 
latrine to all the citizens. Apart from this, government also taking initiative to 
create awareness about importance of sanitation for well-being; considering this, 
we have tried to explore the role of University, NGOs regarding creating 
awareness of the women cleaners of Dibrugarh university, but it has been found 
that, no proper effort has been made by any agencies or organization. The 
university authority, no doubt, provides sanitary latrine facility to workers but it 
is very limited and only a few get opportunity to access it in practice. The 
respondents of this study are not fully satisfied with the role of the university.As 
they expressed, sometimes interestingly some students of the centre for studies in 
social work visit their colony and arranged some interactive session with them 
about sanitation practices. The women cleaners of the colony have been found as 
most submissive and loyal worker of the Dibrugarh University. They never 
intended to express more about the role and responsibility of their employers. 
Though they feel that sanitary latrine should be provided to them by their 
employers, but due to their limited knowledge they do not came forward to raise 
any issue related to their sanitary practice. Nevertheless, it is realized that poor 
education and economic status compel them to live at their colony with 
minimum facilities. They have no knowledge about any kind of government 
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slogans or schemes through which they may access sanitary latrine facility for 
their well-being. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
The findings of the study suggest that, sanitation, health and hygiene practices 
are profoundly missing among the women cleaners of Dibrugarh University 
cleaners’ colony as required. This study reveals that in terms of sanitary latrine 
the colony is not well-equipped. Maximum of the respondents use kutcha latrine 
and they have no facility of sanitary tank. In terms of water facility a major 
portion of the respondents depend on tube-well. As their educational 
qualification is very low, they have not sufficiently aware of the diseases that 
may occur due to lack of hygiene and cleanliness. The study depicts that, 
maximum number of the respondents those who crossed the age of 28 and above 
did not use sandals while going for latrine and as a result of this they suffer from 
soil transmitted diseases mostly like hook worm infections. The study shows 
that, majority of the respondents were found unaware about the importance of 
hand wash. In connection to sanitation and health-hygiene, the role of university 
authority is found not in satisfactory way.  
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