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Strengthening 
Hygiene Practices in 
Mali’s Health Sector

THE MALIAN CONTEXT 

In Mali, the prolonged security crisis since 2012 has  
forced many people to relocate to more stable areas 
like the Ségou region. With a population of 3.2 million, 
Ségou has seen a sharp increase in demand for basic 
services – including health care. 

Yet many health facilities are not equipped to meet 
this demand. A 2020 assessment by Terre des hommes 
Foundation (Tdh) found that 59% of health care facilities 
in the region had no access to water, sanitation, or hygiene 
(WASH) services, while 34% had only limited access. 

In these conditions, even simple but essential practices 
like handwashing become difficult. Health professionals 
may lack the basic means to protect themselves and their 
patients from infection. In a fragile health system already 
under pressure, the absence of hygiene services poses 
serious risks to patient safety and quality of care.  
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From one facility 
to a whole regionMEET THE 

INTERVIEWER

Salif Touré. The interviews that inform this 
document were conducted by Salif Touré, a 
Malian consultant with over 8 years of experience 
in the sector of international cooperation. 
Between April and May 2024, Salif visited  
12 health care facilities in the Ségou region, 
where he spoke with health professionals, 
facility staff, and local authorities as part of 
the hands4health project. His background in 
community engagement and conflict sensitivity 
contributed to building trust and capturing 
authentic, grounded insights from the field. 
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Clean hands, 
safer care – 
and a safer home

> Before the handwashing station was installed, one nurse 
in Ségou could only wash her hands after every fifth patient. 
There simply wasn’t enough water. Sometimes, she couldn’t 
even wash her hands before returning going home. 

Now, she washes her hands after seeing every single patient  
– and again before leaving the facility. “I feel better knowing 
I’m not bringing germs home,” she said.

With reliable access to handwashing, she protects not only her 
patients, but also her own loved ones. What used to be a daily 
compromise is now a consistent, simple habit that supports 
health at work and at home. 

Less time 
carrying water, 
more time for care

> At a health facility in Ségou, one hygiene worker used 
to walk 10km twice a day just to fill the handwashing tanks. 
The task was exhausting and left little time for his other 
responsibilities. 

Since the introduction of the Gravit’eau handwashing  
system, which recycles water, the water now only needs to 
be replaced about once a month. This simple change has 
freed up hours of his day, allowing him to focus on his main 
task of keeping the facility clean, disinfecting equipment, 
and protecting patient health. 

“I can finally focus on my real work,” he shared. What was 
once a daily burden is now a rare task – and hygiene in the 
facility has never been better. 

> The benefits of improved water quality through chlorination 
haven’t stayed confined to a single health center. In Ségou, local 
authorities have observed how safer water contributes to better 
hygiene and reduces infection risks – and they’re taking note.

Encouraged by these results, the health authorities are now 
working to scale up chlorination practices across the region.  
This local momentum aligns wit national policy shifts, as Mali has 
formally integrated water chlorination into its WASH guidelines 
for health care.  

From local lessons to regional reach, chlorination is becoming  
a cornerstone of safer care.



Turning practice 
into policy
In Mali, the hands4health project helped transform 
everyday improvements into national standards. 
While chlorination was already mentioned in previous 
guidelines, it often remained out of reach due to 
unclear instructions. With support from hands4health 
through the national WASH task force, the relevant 
sections were revised – making them simpler, more 
practical, and, for the first time, including detailed 
guidance on cleaning and maintaining water tanks. 
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 WHAT IS hands4health?

hands4health is a collaborative initiative bringing 
together NGOs, academia, and private sector 
partners to improve hand hygiene, water quality, 
and sanitation in primary health facilities in Mali 
and Burkina Faso, and in schools in Nigeria and 
Palestine. The primary targets are facilities that 
lack access to functional water supply systems 
in these four countries. With a strong focus on 
systemic change, the project not only enhances 
daily practices but also contributes to stronger 
systems and long-term health outcomes in 
vulnerable communities. 
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These changes have now been officially 
integrated into Mali’s national WASH  
guidelines, laying a stronger foundation 
for safer water in health care facilities.

Clearer guidance: Revised protocols 
make chlorination and tank maintenance 
easier to implement.

Shared leadership: The national WASH 
task force, supported by hands4health, 
drove the changes forward.

Safer care: Reliable water systems 
now support better hygiene 
and infection control across 
Mali’s health system.


