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1. SUMMARY 
 
1.1 This interim report advises Members of the progress of the Community Toilet 

Working Group, and highlights some of the key points developing in regard to public 
toilet provision. 

 
2. INTRODUCTION 
 
2.1 On 8 March 2011, Scrutiny Committee - Community decided to establish a Member 

Working Group to examine the merits of a community toilet scheme in the overall 
context of public toilet provision (Minute 23 refers). 

 
2.2 At the first meeting in June 2011, the Working Group agreed that it should adopt a 

broad remit with a comprehensive examination of issues, and not limit its 
deliberations solely to community toilet schemes. 

 
2.3 It adopted the following terms of reference: 
 

“To suggest the most appropriate and cost effective toilet provision for the City, 
including determining whether a community toilet scheme should be considered for 
any future provision.” 

 
2.4 It was also determined that there was insufficient time to carry out a proper 

examination of all issues and feed any meaningful recommendations back into the 
Autumn 2011 budget setting process; however, it would aim to report to this 
Committee in March 2012. 

 
3. REVIEW METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 The group examined a number of highly relevant documents on public toilet 

provision, as follows: 
 

• Extract from report to Scrutiny Committee - Community setting out the financial 
cost of Running Toilets in Exeter; 

• A Code of Practice for Public Toilets in Britain - Professor Clara Greed MBE;  

• Improving Public Access to Better Quality Toilets - Communities and Local 
Government;  

• Guidance on Community Toilet Schemes and SatLav - Communities and Local 
Government 

• The Provision of Public Toilets - House of Commons debate 
 
3.2 It then determined that there was great merit in inviting views from a variety of people 

who either had particular expertise in the area of public toilet provision, or could 
represent the diverse views of various parts of the community. The intention was for 
the Working Group to sit as a inquisitorial-style panel and invitees would be asked to 
express their views and answer questions in a non-adversarial environment.  

 



3.3 Lastly it was agreed to examine a comparator local authority where a community 
toilet scheme had been implemented, and Oxford City Council was chosen as a 
suitable local authority for this purpose. 

 
4. PROGRESS 
 
4.1 At the meeting of 14 July 2011, three invitees with a professional perspective 

attended to give the Working Group their views on the relative need of public toilets 
and the considerations warranted should the current Council public toilet provision be 
altered in conjunction with the introduction of a Community Toilet Scheme. The 
invitees were: 

 

• John Harvey – City Centre Manager 

• Andrew McNeilly – Manager, Guildhall Shopping Centre 

• Professor Clara Greed – University of the West of England 
 
4.2 Minutes of the meeting are attached, but in summary the following key points 

emerged: 
 

1. public toilet provision within Exeter is fairly good when compared with other local 
authorities, although we are not in the ‘top league’; 

 
2. when taking into account both Council provision and public provision within retail 

areas such as large department stores or shopping centres, the city centre has good 
provision during the retail day, but lacks sufficient provision in the evening for non-
patrons of restaurants and public houses; 

 
3. quality of provision is extremely important in terms of customer expectation and the 

quality of the Council provision within the city centre is sometimes not maintained to 
a good enough standard; 

 
4. businesses would benefit from good provision of high quality toilets, as the visitor 

experience to the city centre would be enhanced if first class toilets were provided; 
 

5. public toilets are very important for visitors to an area, particularly at transport termini 
(bus stations, train stations and car-parks), and within destination centres (retail and 
tourist), and lack of provision can strongly deter many groups of the population from 
visiting, whereas poor quality can mar the experience of a visit, deter any return and 
undermine the reputation of a destination; 

 
6. good provision of accessible public toilets is extremely important to certain groups of 

the community such as the elderly, mothers with young children, children, those with 
a mobility disability, and those suffering from incontinence and conditions such as 
colitis and Crohn’s disease; 

 
7. the need for a community toilet scheme within the city centre when considered 

against current provision from the Council and private provision open to the public, is 
not demonstrated, but in terms of supplementing provision in outlying district 
shopping areas, it could be particularly beneficial; 

 
8. within city centre restaurants it was unlikely that there would be enthusiasm for 

joining a community toilet scheme as this would most likely detract from the dining 
experience of customers; 

 



9. introducing a community toilet scheme should not be a reason for reducing local 
authority provision, as fluctuations and withdrawals from a community toilet scheme 
could easily undermine future public toilet provision, with all the consequential 
impacts; 

 
10. there were many unanswered questions about the viability of community toilet 

schemes, (eg liability, insurance, sign-posting, ‘exclusion’ to certain parts of the 
community), and these had to be addressed or understood before embarking on 
such a scheme; 

 
11. public toilet provision does not have the important profile it should have in terms of 

strategic planning and how it links with and influences visitor dynamics and 
experience of a place, or how it encourages beneficial use of parks and open spaces; 

 
12. many local authorities view public toilet provision as an expensive problem they 

would like to get rid of, but fail to realise the benefits to the community and to 
businesses that good quality public toilet provision can make – Britain is now seen as 
poor provider in international terms, and falls behind much higher standards found in 
many European countries and the far East. 

 
4.3 At the meeting of 2 December 2011, five invitees attended to give a user’s view from 

but from the perspective of specific parts of the community; those attending were: 
 

• Yvonne Pope - Living Options 

• Laura Robinson and Pauline Haggarty – Sure Start 

• Martyn Rogers – Age UK 

• Linda Regan – Fawcett Devon 
 
4.4 Minutes of the meeting are attached, but in summary the following key points 

emerged: 
 

1. public toilet provision was seen as important and any reduction in toilet provision 
would not be supported; 

 
2. a community toilet scheme would be perceived as beneficial if it supplemented the 

current provision, but not if it was introduced as a replacement for such; 
 

3. the more that good quality toilets became widely available the more the confidence of 
the disabled and elderly in visiting the city centre grew; 

 
4. many businesses already offered use of their toilets for the public, some still lacked 

disabled adaptations; 
 

5. some disabled toilets had simple deficiencies that deterred use (e.g. placing of the 
flush handle on the wrong side of the cistern, making it difficult to flush); 

 
6. signage was important, as was sufficient space in the toilet for those with physical 

constraints – a comprehensive plan of private and Council toilet provision was not 
available, and would be extremely helpful; 

 
7. there was concern that and businesses entering a community toilet scheme may later 

withdraw their support, and reduce the overall provision to users, therefore there was 
a risk which could be difficult to manage; 

 



8. there were concerns about the location of toilets within premises that may join a 
scheme – often these were at the back of premises and sometimes on other floors, 
and consequently were not easily accessible to people, particularly the disabled, 
those with mobility problems and those with push-chairs and young children; 

 
9. it was important that any public toilet was easily identifiable and easily accessible to 

the users - users would be embarrassed if having to ask for assistance within a 
premises and draw attention to themselves; 

 
10. few private premises made provision for nappy-changing facilities, a community toilet 

scheme would therefore struggle to cater for this need; 
 

11. in general terms the provision of public toilets in Exeter was good, but cleanliness 
could improve, and there were problems with undesirable individuals misusing the 
toilets in some (e.g. drug use), which deterred general users; 

 
12. many would be happy to pay a small admission fee so long as standards of 

cleanliness, etc., were high and maintained that way – charging was strongly 
associated with improved standards; 

 
13. toilets with turnstiles were an impediment, particularly to those with mobility problems 

or pushchairs; 
 

14. there was an imbalance in public toilet provision in Exeter (as with most local 
authorities), and the ideal ratio of 2 to 1 in favour of women was not met; 

 
15. even a fully operational community toilet scheme only functioned during trading hours 

and accessing pub toilets was not popular with women, many feeling uncomfortable 
in entering alone solely to use the toilets.  

 
4.5 The Head of Environmental Health Service was invited by the Rev Iain McDonald, 

the representative of the Interfaith Group, to a meeting of the Group on Tuesday 6 
December 2011 in the Fore Street Church. Many of the above views were echoed by 
this group, which included many representatives from a wide range of faiths, but with 
the following additions: 

 
1. a number of people of certain faiths would not enter premises selling alcohol in order 

to use a toilet; 
 

2. Some women of certain faiths would be deterred from entering any male-dominated 
premises in order to access a toilet, or a unisex toilet. 

 
5. FACT-FINDING VISIT TO OXFORD 
 
5.1 A fact-finding visit to Oxford City Council to meet with the co-ordinator of Oxford’s 

community toilet scheme, the Street Scene Manager and Portfolio Holder was 
planned for February 2012, but unfortunately has now been postponed until March.  
The Working Group’s intention is to learn about the mechanics of setting up and 
operating a scheme and to examine the real benefits and issues that such a scheme 
may generate. The intention is also to visit premises participating in the scheme and 
to question participating businesses for their views, as well as comparing public toilet 
provision with Exeter, and visualising the way a scheme would operate in Exeter. 

 
 
 



6. RECOMMENDATION 
 

That Scrutiny Committee Community: 
 

1) note the interim report, and the progress made to date; and 
 

2)  await the findings and recommendations of the Working Group at a future 
committee. 
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