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In this summary I want to write freely about toilet issues and how they relate to urban 

planning and how women are particularly adversely affected by the lack of consideration of 

toilet provision in spatial policy. I have not included source references but these are plentiful 

within the actual paper.  

 

Although UK town planners attest that ‘planning is for people’, I have always thought it very 

odd that town planners seem to give very little attention to bodily functions,  and the physical 

aspects of human existence.  This is particularly so in the overall marginalisation of women’s 

needs in the city, in terms of childcare, menstruation and pregnancy. Having written and 

researched extensively on ‘gender and cities’ over the years, and having belonged to various 

‘women and planning’ campaign groups,  I soon found that, in spite of all our conferences, 

research, and publications,   all our ideas, solutions and policy suggestions made very little 

impact on mainstream (malestream) urban planning policy. Therefore I decided to 

concentrate more on one specific aspect of the problems women encounter in the city of man, 

namely lack of public toilets, and try to change things by getting into those UK government 

committees which determine toilet provision standards. My decision ‘to do toilets’ has 

generated far more interest and notoriety than my many years concentrating on mainstream 

town planning issues and academic research. But ‘all human life’ is here, toilets are relevant 

to all aspects of human existence, including gender, sexuality, accessibility, environment, 

sustainability, health and so much more. 

 

I first got into the topic from my own personal experience of travelling around by train to 

many UK cities, and finding very few public toilets were available. Those that did still exist 

were badly designed and often inaccessible to would-be users. For example, on challenging 

the station master at Paddington Station (a major London terminus) about the fact that the 

only toilets available were down a flight of steps and barricaded by narrow ‘pay to pee’ 

turnstiles, he told me ‘well you could always go behind a hedge!’ This infuriated me and as a 

result of making a fuss I found there were many other angry people, especially women, 

concerned with the same issues and I soon became a member of the British Toilet 

Association. Gradually organisations started inviting me to their conferences as a speaker 

both here and abroad, and I found that the issue of poor toilet provision, especially for 

women, is widespread internationally. But some countries are much better than others. For 

example there has been a ‘restroom revolution’ in the Far East particularly in Japan and urban 

China. Subsequently I became a founding member of the World Toilet Organisation (WTO), 
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the brain child of Jack Sim from Singapore a world-famous toilet campaigner (not to be 

confused with the other WTO, with a minor body called the World Trade Organisation).  I 

travelled the world on my toilet mission, and soon the terrible realities of poor, or no, toilet 

provision of any sort – especially for women - in the developing world troubled me greatly.  

 

More than 50% of the world’s population now live in cities, and over 50% of the residents of 

mega cities lack adequate sanitation, drainage, water supply, and toilet provision. But toilet 

provision seemed to be a blind spot in the eyes of the urban planners, a matter that was either 

seen as too embarrassing, too trivial, or too technical and low status for them to deal with.  

But this is very strange as the early pioneers of the town planning movement were very keen 

on public health and sanitation issues, and indeed a veritable ‘water mania’ swept across the 

cities of Western Europe in the late nineteenth century, creating modern sewerage and 

drainage systems, and enabling private houses to be toileted, along with providing a goodly 

number of public toilets, albeit mainly for men.  Somewhere along the way town planning 

became a posh profession whereas sanitation, sewerage, and public toilet provision was 

relegated to low-status technical departments in local government.  

 

In this paper I argue that good public toilet provision is essential to achieving sustainability 

goals. For example in the West public toilet provision is the missing link in creating 

accessible, environmentally green and sustainable cities.  This is because if you want to get 

people out of their cars and back onto public transport, cycling and walking, then even people 

are going to need public toilets. This is particularly so for those accompanied by small 

children, the ageing population, and those with disabilities, and well just about everyone else 

too, including commuters and tourists. But this issue is still not acknowledged, and over 40% 

of public toilets in England have been closed over the last 10 years because of government 

cutbacks. Public toilets are a soft option as their provision is only discretionary there is no 

mandatory legislation requiring their existence.  

 

Added to these generic problems, women are particularly disadvantaged as they have less 

provision than men to start with because for many years men were, by law, given twice as 

much provision as women. That is until a few women planners, architects and engineers, such 

as myself,  got on to the government committees responsible for setting the ‘British 

Standards’ for toilet provision, and the battle is still going on.  But we are often given the 

impression that it is ‘women’s fault’, that they should have gone before they went out, or that 
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‘you can always use a pub!’ (which is often an predominantly male hostile space).  In 

contrast if young male drinkers urinate in the street, they are not condemned as incontinent, 

but are given special street urinals to meet their needs (with no commensurate provision for 

women).  I soon concluded that toilet provision is truly the last frontier, the last major 

obstacle in achieving equality for women: but oddly many women are embarrassed about 

talking about it, or they think it’s only them personally that experience problems.  

 

One would imagine women should naturally be given more provision than men, because 

women have more needs for toilets, not least because they menstruate, get pregnant, live 

longer and are likely to be accompanied by babies, small children and elderly relatives.  But 

the situation is exacerbated by under-provision for women, so no wonder there are always 

queues for the Ladies loo!  Those toilets that do exist are generally badly designed, down 

steps, with narrow entrances and tiny cubicles which restrict entrance. This makes it 

impossible for women (and everyone) with push chairs, or luggage to use the toilet. A 

consumer association campaign group said many years ago, that public toilets are generally 

designed to meet the needs of the young, narrow-hipped, agile male, whistling along carrying 

nothing more than a rolled up newspaper without a care in the world! Indeed this holds true 

for the design of much of the built environment too.   

 

You may ask, but is all this anything to do with town planning? I would say definitely yes! 

Because lack of toilet provision restricts women’s mobility within the city, and thus affects 

their chances of using public transport, commuting to work and undertaking all their caring 

duties too (which still mainly are the responsibility of women).  If the PSED (the 

government’s public sector equality duty) were applied to toilet provision, then we would see 

toilet provision transformed and the huge gender inequalities  replaced by at least 1:1 

male/female levels of  facilities and ‘places to pee’ or even better a 2:1 ratio in favour of 

women as exists in some advanced nations such as Japan. A higher level of provision for 

women is  justified biologically, because women take longer to use the toilet than men, and 

have to deal with menstruation or pregnancy, (in addition to menstruation and urination).  

Also women are the majority of people to be found out and about in the day time, taking 

children to school, going shopping and carrying out a host of caring errands in cities.  

 

Having learnt the basics and had my toilet consciousness raised in Britain, I have been 

overwhelmed by the fact that all these issues and problems are magnified in developing 
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countries. Even when public toilets are provided, western design principles have been strong 

and highly unsuitable. For example as one of my female architect colleague (Michelle 

Barkley) on the British Standards toilet committee has commented, ‘we exported the toilet 

queue for the Ladies to the rest of the world through the British Empire’ and even today 2 

billion people are part of the British Commonwealth and still suffer from the imposition of 

so-called modern, western, patriarchal toilet attitudes promulgated by mainly male ex-pat 

experts. Throughout the world the ideal toilet has been the flush toilet pan upon which one 

sits. But much of the world lacks the resources to install flush toilets, especially in countries 

where water is scarce. Furthermore most of the world still squats, rather than sits to use the 

toilet, and toilet paper is a mere fantasy. Asian colleagues explained that in the past many 

Indians thought it was a joke, or maybe anti-British propaganda, when they first heard that 

their Imperial masters wiped their bottoms with pieces of paper!  As for menstruation and 

disposable female hygiene products, or disposable nappies for babies, few women can afford 

such expensive peculiarities in Africa.  

 

At a global level, lack of consideration of toilet provision, especially for women’s needs 

undermines sustainability objectives, in relation especially to education and employment. For 

example, 50% of those girls who leave school in Africa, do so at the onset of menstruation, 

chiefly because of lack of toilet provision at school, and along with this lack of water to wash 

themselves, lack of changing facilities and lack of privacy. Thus those Millennium 

Development Goals, and now Sustainability Development Goals concerned with gender 

equality are unlikely to be achieved because of lack of toilet provision for girls. Women also 

are unlikely to be able to take up employment or travel away from home if there is no public 

toilet provision for their journey or in their place of employment. In fact in many cultures 

menstruation is still seen as a sign of impurity and a cause for excluding women from the 

public realm. It is often taboo or a ‘reason’ for rape for a woman to urinate in public, whereas 

the practice is widespread amongst men.  

 

Therefore to summarise, in the paper, it is argued that public toilets policy is a town planning 

issue, crucial to creating sustainable, efficient, accessible and equitable cities, especially in 

relation to achieving equality in mobility, education and employment. Ways of integrating 

toilet provision into city-wide strategic planning policy and local urban design are discussed. 

The paper first reviews global sanitation issues, with particular reference to the needs of girls 

and women in respect of toilet provision. Over two billion people lack adequate toilet 
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provision, and women are particularly badly affected. Fifty per cent of the world’s population 

is urbanised, and, of those, over 50 per cent of urban dwellers live in shanty towns and 

unplanned settlements, most of which are without adequate sanitation at home, at work and in 

schools. Fifty per cent of school girls in Africa leave school when menstruation starts, 

because of lack of school toilets, thus undermining education and development goals. 

Comparisons are made with the public toilet situation in the West, with particular reference to 

inadequate provision in the United Kingdom. Historically, women have been given fewer 

facilities than men, but arguably their need is greater. A lack of toilets has implications for 

health and well-being and restricts mobility of an increasingly ageing population, those with 

disabilities and children, as well as undermining sustainability, transportation, inclusive urban 

design,  healthy cities and regeneration policies. 


