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Public Restrooms and Community Need: 

Advocacy and Implementation in Portland, Oregon. 


“But what is a woman to do when she has to use the restroom at night-time,

 in the middle of the night, when everything's closed up?  And then, she goes

 and squats and uses the bathroom, what are you supposed to do? 

 "Oh!  You're urinating in public!"  Thousand-dollar fine.  What am I 

supposed to do, hold it 'til five or six o'clock in the morning, when something

             opens up?”  
--- Homeless Research Participant, Sisters of the Road Study 2001, Portland, OR.  

Introduction 

Portland, Oregon is well known for its innovative and equitable Urban Planning practices. Our city parks, mass transportation, walkable neighborhoods, and bike lanes are modeled by other cities hoping to replicate Portland’s insight for good design. Portland’s active citizenry is another aspect of our unique planning system, and those who participate in any of the 95 neighborhood associations often bring pressing urban issues to the forefront. 

This is what happened in 2004, when a subcommittee of the Old Town China Town Neighborhood emerged and deemed itself PHLUSH (Public Hygiene Keeps Us Human). Their purpose was to draw attention to the severe lack of public toilets in Portland’s Central City, and due to their impetus, the issue has gained a great deal of popular exposure in the past 4 years. 

What PHLUSH advocates were saying from the beginning was that the provision of public toilets is a basic human right. Being able to access a toilet is a fundamental aspect 

of community development because it ensures that all people can move freely in their city and relieve themselves with dignity. 

Research and Methods 


This report is the culmination of a one-term field study on public toilet advocacy and implementation in Portland, OR. Key questions that guided the research included: 

What is the need for public toilets in the city? What work has been done towards their establishment? What are the key challenges/concerns for establishing more public toilets in Portland? What are the connections between public toilets and community development? 

The research strategy and methodology utilized in the project combined interviews with key stakeholders, a literature, research and media review, attendance at meetings and site visits to central city locations where there is a need and/or current establishment of public restrooms. This mixed method approach allowed for the exploration of the issue from a variety of angles.  

Sources of data came from observation at two PHLUSH meetings and review of minutes; Interviews with PHLUSH members/advocates, a downtown business owner, and staff at the Portland Rescue Mission; observation/mapping/site visits of current availability of public toilets in the Portland central city (Ankeny Plaza and the Portland Rescue Mission, and the Portland Loo); Portland newspaper articles and political blogs; literature review of publications; review of Restroom Implementation Team’s documents and meeting minutes; and utilization of Sisters of the Road Qualitative database (a searchable database that contains interview data collected from over 600 homeless individuals in 2001).  

Public Toilets in Portland: History 


The issue of whether and how the city should provide public toilets was not always so strongly debated. Starting in 1913, the city built a number of “comfort stations” throughout downtown Portland.  Among these were the Ankeny Plaza restrooms and underground facilities at 6th and Yamhill. The restrooms were constructed of brick, marble and ceramic tile, had attendants, and were accessible to those who needed them. Up until the 1980’s Portland added to its restroom facilities those located in Pioneer Square and Waterfront Park. When the restrooms became heavily vandalized and were seen as attractions to the “wrong types” of users, they began to be closed in a systematic manner. (Going Public, 2006) 


Ironically, after the closures, public officials began to take notice of the public restroom issue. In 1980, Portland’s Central City plan was adopted which recommended developing a plan for locating public restrooms and providing restroom attendants. In the same year, Mayor Bud Clark’s 12- point Plan for the Homeless recommended “increasing the availability of public toilets” and “placing attendants in the currently closed public restrooms”. 


In the 1990’s and 2000’s citizen pressure began to build in response to the issue of public restrooms. In 1997, Old Town China Town developed a Visions Plan that called for the establishment of public restrooms in the neighborhood. PHLUSH formed in 

2004 to specifically address the issue and in 2006, it presented and published a report exploring all of the details of public toilet development.  In the same year, a group of MURP students implemented their planning workshop around the issue of public toilets in Portland, which culminated in an extensive study written for Mayor Tom Potter. (Going Public, 2006)  

Making the Case: Why Toilets? 

While we have seen a revival of city centers over the past 20 years, the pace of development of housing and transit facilities has not been matched by toilet amenities. Citizens 

find urban environments that are more walkable, bikeable, and accessible by city transit, but they often cannot find a toilet when they need one. This is especially crucial for neighborhoods like Old Town China Town in Portland, which have a high percentage of social service facilities, night clubs, housing, and high transit junctions. 

In their 2006 report entitled “Going Public” MURP students designated the Old Town neighborhood as “high need” for toilet facilities based on several criteria. Currently, one can find 4 public toilets in Downtown and Old Town combined, despite their high populations and the variety of people who navigate through these areas both day and night. 


 Toilets are a basic necessity and it can be something often taken for granted by those who have regular access. For those without access, ensuring the availability of public facilities helps people feel comfortable in their community. Furthermore, the lack of toilets can be seen as an indicator for a community’s approach to the equitable provision of amenities. 

In their 2006 report, the PHLUSH team established a number of connections to community development through the provision of public toilets:

1. Public toilets help revitalize downtown neighborhoods. 

People will avoid areas of downtown that lack public facilities. This has an immediate effect on the viability of businesses. The inability to use a bathroom, coupled with the smell of feces and urine detracts people from the streets. This connection to economic development is often overlooked in the discourse around public toilets, but its impact is not irrelevant. 

2. Public toilets help people out of cars and onto mass transit.

A study conducted in Chicago showed that when people have a concern about needing a restroom on the way to work, they will be more likely to take their cars than use public transit.  As access to public transit becomes an even greater necessity for the working poor, the provision of toilet facilities should be prioritized. 

3. Public toilets improve the public's health. 

Toilets help ensure that people are not “holding it in” and causing negative health effects, but also they can be instrumental in improving physical fitness. With obesity as a national health issue, the 

provision of public toilets in our parks, waterfronts and neighborhoods can be seen as increasing the likelihood that people will exercise outside without fear of where they will find a toilet. 

4. Public toilets serve significant, sometimes invisible populations who are “restroom challenged”.

The American Restroom Association uses the term “restroom challenged” to refer to those who have to go frequently or at times urgently. These include people with an array of normal and medical conditions, the disabled, pregnant women and parents with children, and the elderly.

5. Public toilets are a human rights issue. 

Research by PHLUSH has demonstrated successful advocacy for public toilets in US cities often emerges from a common scenario: “A weak economy leads to a tattered social safety net through which more and more citizens fall. Homeless people seeking emergency services become a more visible presence on the streets. The business community reacts by pressuring city councils to pass legislation that restricts the presence of the poor in downtown areas. Such legislation, or the threat of it, leads to citizen advocacy. This advocacy is successful when property owners, retailers, social service providers, health officials, tourism boards, mass transit authorities, pedestrian and 

cycling advocates and downtown workers and residents all realize that public toilets are in their own best interest.” (PHLUSH Report, 2006). 

This process of community wide recognition has been ongoing in Portland. Work by several organizations has helped to bring the issue of toilets to the forefront, and both advocacy and research have influenced decisions and discussion at city hall. 

One such group that has been pivotal in raising awareness about the need for public toilets is Sisters of the Road, a local non-profit serving the homeless population of 

Downtown. In 2001 Sisters of the Road conducted a study called Voices of Homelessness that looked at a wide variety of issues faced by Portland’s homeless population. Over 600 individuals were interviewed during the study and the lack of access to public toilets was consistently raised as a major barrier of daily living. The homeless are one of the most vulnerable user groups of public toilets, as those caught defecating or urinating on the streets of Portland are given a $1,000 fine. This can add a large burden to someone already living within a cycle of extreme poverty. 

Why Not? Barriers to Implementation 


Expense is usually the main concern and barrier to the implementation of public restrooms. This applies to the construction, maintenance and security of the facilities. Often this leads to an inability to identify the appropriate agency that will be responsible for the all of the various elements involved in public toilet implementation. While cost estimates vary, Seattle was purportedly paying $1 million per restroom per year for the five functioning restrooms they had before their closure in 2004. (“Seattle Closes Doors” 2004)  


The majority of Portland’s downtown restrooms are managed by Clean and Safe, a private company that is contracted through the Portland Business Alliance. Their maintenance requests are astronomical with an annual 6000 calls a year from people who call for emergency clean up services in public areas. About half of all calls are in regard to human waste throughout downtown and about 75% of these calls are in the Old Town Chinatown area. There 

are approximately 2250 requests per year from citizens for clean up of urine and excrement in public places in Old Town Chinatown. (PHLUSH Report 2006). 

Security of public restrooms adds another concern, as it is often assumed that they will attract “the wrong type” of users (prostitutes, drug dealers, homeless, etc) and that the average pedestrian or park user will avoid the bathroom all together. This places an element of controversy to any proposed public toilet project, as there is often a backlash by those who feel that this will be an expense wasted only on these “undesirables”. 


These concerns are usually brought forth from citizens and business owners who feel that the costs of public toilets, both economic and social, outweigh the benefits. A number of options have been identified by toilet advocates to address these concerns and to ensure that any existing or new facilities are secure, clean, and accessible. These options range from private management to partnerships with local non-profit organizations. Each alternative has its pros and cons, and Portland is currently utilizing an array of management techniques that can be compared in terms of effectiveness. 


An example of a potential approach to address some of these concerns by a local business leader emerged when she attended a recent PHLUSH meeting. The business owner was concerned about the Ankeny Plaza public restroom project planned by the Portland Development Commission. Since her building is directly across from the plaza, she had a number of concerns about the management plans for the new facility. Taking a proactive move, the business owner brought her questions and concerns to PHLUSH to ask for feedback and support. One possibility that came out of the meeting was to approach PDC and ask if they would set up a security contract for the bathrooms with her own security team, since they are located directly across the street. This was a great testament to the public knowledge of PHLUSH, and the support that can be provided by such grassroots groups around controversial development issues. 

Public Toilet Case Study: Portland Rescue Mission 

The Portland Rescue Mission is a homeless shelter and service center that opened in 1949. It aims to “break the cycle of homelessness” by providing a variety of services including temporary shelter, permanent housing and employment support, meals, and community resources. (Rescue Mission Website). In addition to its extensive social services, the Rescue Mission is one of the only establishments in Old Town China Town that offers bathrooms open to the public, 24 hours a day.  

In September of 2008, the Rescue Mission was able to complete a remodel of its toilet facilities. Funding was secured from private donations, and with the assistance of a fundraising event sponsored by PHLUSH. The new bathrooms are vastly improved from their past conditions, and the design has been changed to help address a number of previously difficult management issues. 
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Portland Rescue Mission Bathrooms after Remodel 
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The changes that were made include the installation of a locked window (Rescue Mission staff have key) and an external sink station. The window allows Rescue Mission staff to intercede on any potential emergency situation in the bathroom by giving them access to look into the room without having to open the door and intrude on the occupant. Before the remodel, there were situations where the bathroom would be occupied for long amounts of time and the staff would have no way of knowing the level of safety inside the bathroom. This gives users and staff a greater sense of security, and helps them address an otherwise difficult management issue.











Another change that took place in the remodel was that the internal sinks were removed from each bathroom and replaced with a double sink located outside, in the main lobby. This helps to avoid people staying in the bathroom for long periods of time for grooming purposes. It is common for people to come in and use the sinks for the sole purpose of grooming, and not use the bathroom at all, thus the separation of uses helps with overall management as well. 

This bathroom serves an average of 400 people a day during the summer, and 700 a day during the winter. Since improvements have been made there has been no new vandalism and there has been an increase in use by women, children, and general downtown pedestrians. Tom Lister, who works at Portland Rescue Mission, made the following comment regarding the impact of providing access to bathrooms for the homeless: 

“I believe anytime we show dignity to people we give them the choice to see themselves in a better or different perspective. I consider this empowerment. Seeing people using better personal hygiene I think demonstrates the truth of that supposition. The fact that vandalism has almost ceased in these restrooms tells me that the homeless do feel a sense of empowerment and appreciate that ability to have some self respect and dignity. It is very easy to assume that basic bathroom facilities are not a big issue, since most of us take them for granted, but after witnessing the changes that have taken place since providing these facilities I know that treating people with dignity in any way is a step to giving them back their lives.”  (Tom Lister, Interview 2008) 

The Portland Rescue Mission provides an example of how an individual organization has chosen to take proactive steps towards ensuring access to public toilets for people in the Old Town China Town area. This helps keep the streets clean, attract people to the neighborhood, and 

provides a sense of dignity and empowerment to the homeless using the facility. 

Toilets and Sanitation Worldwide: A Global Community Development Issue 

Since there is very little attention given to the issue of public toilets in the United States, it is helpful to frame the topic in an international context to make some of the community development connections more clear. Worldwide an estimated 2.6 billion people lack access to a toilet. This has acute effects on the social and economic conditions of communities around the globe. The World Health Organization states that for every dollar that is spent on improved sanitation conditions there is a local economic gain of seven dollars. (UN Sanitation Site)  

Women and children are especially vulnerable to this lack of toilet facilities, as their 

anatomy and age make it more difficult to find adequate places to relieve themselves as compared to men.  In addition to safety, there are obvious health and environmental benefits that accompany the provision of toilets to communities and households. 

The World Toilet Organization advocates for improved toilet implementation worldwide, and holds an annual conference to bring global activists together to share ideas and progress.  2008 is the United Nation’s “Year of Sanitation” and they are raising awareness through events and increased exposure of the issue.  

Conclusion: Local and Global Progress


In Portland, the issue of providing public toilets is emphasized in popular discourse much more than in other regions. Results from several media searches brought up press and articles from Portland about this issue with far greater frequency than found in media of other US cities. Progress in Portland is probably an indication of the level of media exposure and discourse in the area. 

On December 8th, the Portland Loo will be installed in Old Town China Town at NW 5th and Glisan Street. This will be a restroom open 24 hours and day, 7 days a week, with state of the 

art materials that are supposedly easy to maintain, and added security features that make it easier to know if someone is inside the unit or not. The Loo is a project directed by Portland City Commissioner Randy Leonard, who is working with the Portland Water Bureau for the installation, expenses and maintenance. Leonard considers this a test run of the Loo, and if successful, Leonard has plans for subsequent installations around the city. Additionally, he is hoping this will prove an economic development project with interest generated by other cities. There is reported interest already from several Canadian and US cities to buy the units at a cost of $50, 000 each. (Neves, 2008) This is reasonable considering that many cities have spent money into the millions with the installation and annual maintenance of public restroom units. 


While there is progress around restroom implementation and the public acknowledgement of the need, bathrooms are often the first element of a design program to be cut when a development project runs into budgetary constraints. An example of this is the recent plan to nix the 12 stall Ankeny Plaza and Saturday Market Restrooms that were to be built by the Portland Development Commission. This is due to a funding cut in PDC’s Ankeny Burnside Project. According to PLUSH, toilet availability in the area of Skidmore Fountain has been an Old Town Chinatown priority for nearly 25 years. (PHLUSH on A. Fritz Blog, 2008).True to their commitment to advocacy, however, PHLUSH has already arranged organized testimony in front of the PDC commission on December 10th, to help voice the community need for the toilets.  

Although popular discourse on the provision of public toilets is not common nation wide, 

it is promising to observe how Portland stands out in terms of acknowledgement and action around the issue. With the variety of management styles of public toilets in the city, it serves as an excellent opportunity to compare and learn which of them is the most effective. While there is still need for restrooms, it is encouraging to recognize that the issue is not simply ignored like in other major US cities, but that our neighborhood activists, homeless population, 

business associations, non-profits and local government officials are all making a concerted effort to address the topic in their own unique ways. With our innovations in urban planning and emphasis on the achievement of equity in the city, this is truly representative of a Portland style approach to an important community development issue. 

The potential exists for Portland to set a precedent in successful public toilet implementation for the rest of the nation’s, and to some extent world, cities to model. With increasing and continued collaboration amongst all interested parties a commitment is being made to prioritize public restroom construction in the city and help educate those who want to do the same.  
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