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Foreword
In January of 2018 my students in Geography 2275: Applied Human Geography
accepted a challenge from the City of Vancouver to innovate a solution to the
problem of public urination in the city's downtown. They accepted the challenge and
through CityStudio, (a social innovation hub) were connected to a city director,
eager to support any initiative addressing the problem.
To effectively manage their project the student began by forming themselves into
LeGS (Langara Emerging Geographic Solutions) a network of geographers
committed to urban social sustainability. LeGS met twice weekly to research,
experiment, write, calculate, interview, discuss, design, construct, and observe. They
considered economics, sociology, politics, health and sanitation, gender, biology,
chemistry and of course, geography. They worked as individuals, collaborated as a
network and formed working groups according to the needs of the project.
It is easy to think that this problem is exclusively caused by drunk night-clubbers or
the homeless, but as the students quickly learned, when in public, any of us can be
caught urgently needing to go when there is nowhere to go. Urinating is a human
imperative and going in public is an undignified and risky last option resulting in an
unhygienic and unpleasant streetscape. In understanding this LeGS reframed the
problem as public places with nowhere to pee, not people peeing in public places.
LeGS proposes a system that integrates attended public washrooms, a means of
gaining access to private washrooms and an alternative for when and where there
are no washrooms at all. The "Open Washroom Program" lays-out a pathway to
convenient relief for everyone and promotes communication amongst all the
relevant stakeholders.
The students of GEOG 2275 were, extraordinarily committed, creative and diligent
in the way they embraced a formidable challenge and organized themselves. Their
efforts were recognized by CityStudio where the Open Washroom Project took 3rd
Place in "Hubbub 10", a showcase of projects from colleges and universities around
the Lower Mainland. It remains to be see where this project might be taken, but for
certain, the conversation has begun.
So to these remarkable students I say “Way to go!” (so to speak)
Colin Mills
Geography Instructor
Langara College
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Executive Summary
Public urination in downtown Vancouver is an overlooked issue that is not only
unpleasant; it is also costly to the city and a health hazard.
Members of Langara College’s Applied Human Geography class worked with
representatives from CityStudio and the City of Vancouver to come up with a
solution to stop public urination in Vancouver. Early into their research, we
determined that the main cause of public urination is the collective lack of
washrooms, not deviant people.
To address Vancouver’s lack of public washrooms, a number of factors and solutions
had to be joined together in a coherent system called The Open Washroom Program,
which addresses the lack of publicly accessible facilities with a multi-phase roll out
of new infrastructure and business incentives that aims to provide convenient
washroom access for all.
The Open Washroom Program Phases consists of the following
• Installing Pee Planters
• Launching the VanPee Incentive Program
• Installing Attended Washrooms
Pee planters are an initiative that can quickly be implemented. They address the
immediate need for facilities in the Granville Entertainment District to divert
patrons from peeing in alleys.
The VanPee Incentive program rewards businesses for opening up their washrooms
to the public to use freely. Participating businesses receive a tax credit, and those
that do not participate contribute a fee towards increasing public washroom
facilities.
Installing 24-hour attended public washrooms provides dignified, safe space for all
to relieve themselves. They can also be paths to employment for the
underemployed.
During the creation of the program, a lot of paper-based research was conducted, as
well as interviews and surveys of affected populations. In addition, a pee planter
prototype was constructed and put through a public trial.
Combined with our Recommended Next Steps, the Open Washroom Program will
create a framework for dialogue between all stakeholders so that the issue of public
urination and defecation can be addressed completely and with compassion.
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Introduction
Members of Langara College’s Geography 2275: Applied Human Geography class
worked with CityStudio and City of Vancouver engineers to create a solution
addressing the issue of public urination in Vancouver’s downtown core. CityStudio
and the City of Vancouver initially provided this topic, and consulted with the team
for the duration of the project. Public urination is a topic that is related to multiple
facets of Geography, including Human Geography, Urban Geography, Economic
Geography and Political Geography.
This Consultant’s Report is the end result of a semester’s worth of research,
prototyping, and collaborative design, and is our recommendation to the City of
Vancouver on how to address the issue of public urination in Vancouver’s
downtown core. Public urination should be addressed by solving the root problem:
Vancouver’s lack of public washrooms. Our Open Washroom Program provides a
framework for increasing the availability of public washrooms, as well as
recommended next steps for achieving a lasting, equitable, comprehensive solution.

Topic Background
Public urination is notable issue in downtown Vancouver. Any given night, one can
walk down the alleyways of the downtown core and be confronted with the
characteristic sharp smell of stagnant urine. Though public urination is a violation of
Vancouver public health bylaws that comes with a $100 fine1, it remains a persistent
and costly problem for the city. Approximately $183 6002 per year is spent per truck
to clean Vancouver’s alleyways, and there are multiple trucks that power wash the
streets weekly.

Affected Parties and Geographies
Everyone is affected by public urination. At peak hours, 5000 people pass through
Waterfront and Burrard Skytrain stations3, and with lack of public facilities, these
people are left wondering where they can go to relieve themselves.
Adriana Barton, “Hey, when you gotta go…” The Globe and Mail, March 27, 2017,
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/hey-when-youve-gotta-go/article685307/
2 Cael Hopwood, extrapolated from e-mail message to Maya Korbynn, April 2018.
3 Translink. “Appendix F: Skytrain Station Summaries.” 2016 Transit Service
Performance Review, accessed March 28, 2018. https://www.translink.ca/Plansand-Projects/Managing-the-Transit-Network/Transit-Service-PerformanceReview.aspx.
1
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The most vulnerable populations for public urination are the homeless, the
incontinent and night clubbers. Having no access to a private washroom, the
homeless only have public spaces available to relieve themselves. The incontinent
include young children and the elderly, who may not have the time or the resources
to convince a private business to let them use their washrooms. Nightclub patrons
often end their nights faced with full bladders and no open washrooms to utilize,
leaving alleyways as the only convenient option.
The entire downtown core is affected by public urination, but certain alleyways
parallel to Granville Street and to Main Street are the most utilized. The alleyways
between Hastings St and Cordova St, and the area north of Dr. Sun Yat Sen Garden
are also hot spots for public urination and defecation4.

Vancouver’s Public Washrooms
A public washroom is defined as a washroom that is available for use of any member
of the public, including homeless and addicted populations. For this reason, mall,
library and store washrooms are excluded as public washrooms, because they cater
to customers and are private. In Vancouver’s downtown core, between Main and
Burrard Streets, there are only 7 public washrooms as illustrated on the map below.

Figure 1: Map of Public Toilets in the Vancouver Downtown Core (Between Burrard St and Main St)

There are 4 automated toilets, 1 public washroom and 2 public park toilets between.
These washrooms have limited hours and are often broken. With an estimated
Representatives from The City of Vancouver in conversation with the authors,
January 2018.
4
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homeless population of 2,138 people in Vancouver5, combined with an estimated
5000 people that frequent the downtown area during rush hour, this means that
there is only 1 public washroom per 1020 people, and that’s when the washrooms
are open or operational, which they often aren’t.

Costs of Public Urination
The costs of public urination are not just monetary; there are multiple social,
environmental and health costs that are also associated with the act.

Social

Everyone deserves relieve themselves in security and with dignity. Providing
insufficient facilities forces people between the proverbial rock and hard place of
needing to go, but only having the street as an option to do it in.
This lack of options is uncivilised, undignified, unsafe, and is a mar on our collective
identity as a city. Rather than look at the lack of resources as the problem, instead
we look to the perpetrators as the issue for carrying out a basic bodily function and
then criminalize them for their inability to find a scarce resource.
If we had truly open washrooms that were accessible at all times of the day these
people would no longer need to be criminalized, instead the city would be holding
up the values that we identify with: dignity, welcoming, and kindness. Not only is
this a social sustainability issue, it is a human rights issue.

Environmental
Currently, urine and faecal matter are flushed into storm drains when lanes are
flushed. In Vancouver, the storm drains lead right to the ocean, with little to no
filtration present. This can, and does contribute to the environmental damage to our
waterways by causing faecal coliform blooms that render beaches hazardous.

Health
Lack of accessible washrooms is related to the spread of Hepatitis A, which can be
transmitted through contact with bodily fluids. In late 2017 San Diego had a
Hepatitis A outbreak among its homeless population6, which was largely due to a
lack of public toilet facilities. Representatives of the City of Vancouver have

B.C. Non-Profit Housing Association and M. Thomson Consulting, 2017 Homeless
Count in Metro Vancouver, (Burnaby, BC: Metro Vancouver, 2017), 7.
6 “San Diego Hepatitis A Outbreak,” Hepatitis A, San Diego County, 23 Jan. 2018,
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/sdc/hhsa/programs/phs/community_e
pidemiology/dc/Hepatitis_A.html.
5
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acknowledged that they are concerned that a Hepatitis A outbreak could occur in
Vancouver7.

Past Solutions Implemented
Vancouver has implemented attended public washrooms in the Downtown East Side
before. They were very popular, but also very expensive. Apart from criminalizing
public urination, no other solutions have been implemented to curb public
urination.

Representatives from The City of Vancouver in conversation with the authors,
January 2018.
7
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Scope
Initially, our scope was limited to providing a solution for public urination for the
Granville Entertainment District and the Downtown East Side. However, during the
project the team realised that the a solution that stems public urination is very tied
to public defecation, and so our scope was widened to include measures to address
all bodily functions for all people.
The scope of the problem involving public urination and defecation is larger than
stinky streets or the fines associated with relieving oneself in public such as
indecent exposure, criminal nuisance, or violating city ordinances; the issue with
public urination is a human dignity issue. Not all people in Vancouver’s downtown
core have access to public facilities to conduct private actions, so they are forced to
do these actions in public; a humiliating, dehumanizing experience. It is also a
gendered issue, as women feel unsafe publicly urinating and defecating, and often
spend money to gain access to washrooms8.
In order to address the underlying issues associated with public urination, the scope
of this project changed from solving public urination to solving Vancouver’s lack of
public washrooms. This enabled our solution to be more comprehensive, equitable,
gender inclusive and socially sustainable.

Solution Criteria
Our main criteria for our solution are that it:
o
o
o
o
o

Maintains dignity for users
Diverts urine away from laneway walls
Is less expensive than the solutions already tried by the city of Vancouver
Is environmentally friendly
Encourages social responsibility and sustainability

Members of the Public on Granville street in conversation with the authors,
February 2018.
8
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Design Approach
Our design approach involved paper-based research, interviews, data collection, and
the failing forward fast design process, which involved creating and implementing a
prototype.
The paper-based research revolved around definitions and utilization of public
space and public washrooms, the history of homeless populations and public spaces,
local history, and existing alternatives to public washrooms.
Interviews were conducted with various bodies that are stakeholders in this
solution, including representatives from the City of Vancouver, The Vancouver
Police Department, a Vancouver women’s shelter and the Vancouver Area Network
of Drug Users. These interviews broadened our understanding of the issue and past
solutions, and informed us on how to best deal with creating a solution that helped
the homeless and addicted populations in Vancouver.
Data relating to existing public toilets was collected from an online database, while
data regarding the public’s experience with public urination in the Granville
Entertainment District was collected by survey. Initially, a survey of the homeless
population was considered, however, after the interview process it was determined
that this was not in the best interest of the homeless population. Our aim was to
contact all affected populations.
Collaborative design was a critical part of our design approach. At first, we
considered separate solutions for the Granville Entertainment District and
Downtown East Side populations, however, through research and interviews it was
revealed that a comprehensive solution that could be applied across the city was
necessary. This solution would have to cater to both geographic populations, as well
as all sexes; however, we did note that a stopgap immediate solution that diverted
male public urination would take care of the majority of stagnant pee in the
Granville Entertainment District.

8

Design Approach Results
The results generated from our research, prototype implementation, interviews and
surveys not only better informed us of the entire scope of the project, it influenced
our solutions and encouraged the creation of The Open Washroom Program.

Paper-Based Research
Existing Solutions

There are many solutions addressing public urination that cities around the world
have implemented. These range from temporary public urinals to creative use of
paint to public policy and installing public washrooms.
Quite a few cities have run trials of “pee planters”, a planter that filters and collects
urine, that require weekly maintenance. San Francisco built bamboo P-planters that
absorb and reduce the odour of urine and require weekly drainage9, while in France
there are trials for uritrottoirs, pee planters that have a composting base that is
switched out every week10. In contrast, Brisbane has temporary urinals around
clubs at night so that male partiers have a place to go11; while Victoria has installed
a permanent public urinal12, and Portland has had success with permanent
washrooms called The Portland Loo, which has enough personal privacy to use, but
has enough visibility so that they do no become a safety hazard13.
In Berlin, walls that are public urination hot spots are painted with hydrophobic
paint so that urine bounces back, essentially causing walls to “pee back”14. In other

“PPlanter, San Francisco, CA,” Hyphae Design Laboratory,
http://hyphae.net/journal/portfolio/pplanter-san-francisco-ca/.
10 “Principle,” Uritrottoir, http://uritrottoir.com/principle-en/?lang=en.
11 Sally Lee, “Only on the Gold Coast! Bizarre outdoor urinals installed in busy
beachside mall… complete with ‘modesty screens’ to keep the locals happy,” Daily
Mail Australia, December 23, 2014, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article2884711/.
12 Sunny Dhillon, “Victoria installs first outdoor public urinal,” The Globe and Mail,
March 26, 2017, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/britishcolumbia/victoria-installs-first-outdoor-public-urinal/article4284725/.
13 The Portland Loo, http://theloo.biz/.
14 Aisha Gani, “Walls that ‘pee back’ tackle people who urinate in public,” The
Guardian, November 27, 2015,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/27/walls-that-pee-back-speopleurinate-in-public.
9
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parts of Germany has a sticker program called “Nette Toilette” that incentivizes
businesses to invite the public to use their toilet without paying15.
Many of these solutions had documented success, but alone they only solved part of
the problem. We incorporated the most effective existing solutions into The Open
Washroom Program.
One local initiative is already taking up the mantle of providing more public
washrooms in Vancouver’s downtown core. 312 Main is situated in the heart of the
Downtown East Side, at the corner of Main and Cordova. This innovative project,
owned by the City of Vancouver, is situated within the former headquarters of the
Vancouver police, and has been transformed into a hub for social engagement. The
vision of Bob Williams and partners at Vancity credit union as well as the Jim Green
Foundation, this community-centered space offers resources in areas such as
collaborating, social innovation and skills development within the downtown east
side16.
312 Main is a public space, where any individual can enter and engage in these
social initiatives. This notion of ‘self-ownership’ represents this neighborhood’s
need for social movement towards more public access, in a city of ever-increasing
urban development. This space is dedicated to social inclusion. This means that the
project considers all areas of social inclusion, providing resources such as a kitchen,
free wi-fi, meeting rooms, art studio space, as well as washrooms, showers and
changing areas for members of the community.
312 Main’s public-access utilities are unique in their quality as well as attention to
both safety and hygiene. This multi-faceted solution to both social and physical
necessities represents a growing awareness of Vancouver’s growing need for
socially inclusive hubs, where the public’s needs for safety, relief, and dignity are
considered.

Interviews
Interviews were conducted with numerous stakeholders regarding public urination
in Vancouver’s downtown core, including representatives from the City of
Vancouver, the Vancouver Police Department (VPD), Vancouver Area Network of
Drug Users (VANDU), Vancouver Coastal Health (VCH), and a women’s shelter.
Feargus O’Sullivan, “Germany Found a Cheap Way to Fix Its Lack of Public
Restrooms,” Citylab, November 1, 2016,
https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2016/11/not-enough-public-restrooms-nicetoilet-program-germany/506075/.
16 “312 Main Street Innovation Centre,” Jim Green Foundation, 2018, accessed April
5, 2018, http://jimgreenfoundation.com/312-main-street-innovation-centre/.
15
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Our meeting with representatives from the City of Vancouver was very enlightening,
we learned about the financial costs of public urination, and that the city was
actively concerned that a repeat of San Diego’s Hepatitis A epidemic could happen in
Vancouver. We also learned that the city prefers a solution that includes all genders.
In our interview with the VPD representative, we learned that police do not really
have time to deal with giving tickets for public urination, and that the lack of public
washrooms especially affects those living in the DTES.
The VANDU representative gave us a lot of insight onto past public washroom
projects in Vancouver, and the status of public washrooms in Vancouver currently. A
specific point of interest of interest was that night clubbers from the Granville
Entertainment District migrate to the DTES after the clubs close, making the issue
with public urination not one of separate distinct populations in separate
geographies.
The VCH representative gave us a lot of insight on possible solutions to public
urination, and that VCH regards urine and faecal matter as sanitary waste that
should be disposed of as such. They were a proponent of taking a wide angled lens
to the problem and stated that it is much larger than providing a place to pee, that
public urination involves a host of other social and safety issues.
Our contact with the women’s shelter representative was brief, but very telling.
There was a lot of resistance to our project, stemming from past experiences with
similar initiatives that garnered no further action. The representative was staunchly
in support of installing more attended public washrooms.

Public Survey
On the night of Saturday, February 3, 2018, four members of our team took to the
streets and conducted a public survey. The purpose of this survey was to determine
who was more likely to publicly urinate in the Granville Entertainment District. We
learned that 79% of men and 53% of women have urinated in alleyways when there
were no better options. There was a large range of emotions, ranging from
embarrassment to shame and almost pride in a way for having done it.
We changed the question early on in the survey after it was observed that "Granville
strip" was not a universally understood geographical concept, or at least, did not
appear to target the desired areas of our studies, which were really if anyone peed
in the alleyways off Granville Street. The question was first made broader: Have you
ever peed publicly? But this was also misconstrued as a lot of women answered that
they had publicly peed in parks and while camping. So then we asked "Have you
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ever peed publicly in a city" and got more detailed answers17. We extrapolated the
numbers to show that of the women we asked, 53% had urinated in the Granville
strip, and 79% of men had as well.
During the survey, our team members learned additional information from those
who answered. After 10pm the options for urinating become nearly non-existent.
The automatic washrooms on Granville, when operational, are only open from 6am9pm. This is prime nightclub hours and when most businesses are closed. This
effectively excludes to night-time population from convenient and free access to
public washrooms.

Collaborative Design
The collaborative design process not only involved interviews and surveys, it also
included multiple rounds of brainstorming among the group to come up with
different solutions to address public urination and Vancouver’s lack of washrooms.
After each round of brainstorming, the group eliminated alternatives and refined
potential solutions.
A large part of this process involved integrating aspects of already existing projects
and products into out solution. Hydrophobic paint was considered, but eliminated
early in on the project as the entire group thought that it was not cost effective for
the result it created, which did nothing to actually prevent urine from sitting in
alleyways. Installing something similar to The Portland Loo was also eliminated
early because of the results of our interviews.

Pee Planter Prototype
The pee planter prototype we created came from our collaborative design efforts.
Our aim was to design something to address the immediate concern of public
urination in the Granville Entertainment District, a predominantly male concern.
We drew from ideas like the Pplanter in San Francisco, and the Uritrotoirs in Paris
to make our design; though contrary to what these other designs involve, our pee
planter was never meant to hold pee, but just to filter and drain it.
Our prototype was composed of the following pieces:
• Plywood shell and base
• Pee receptacle
• Compost bin inner shell
• Filter materials
• Sword Fern and Soil

17

Maya Korbynn in conversation with the authors, February 2018.
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Our final design did not include drainage, as our chosen method for evaluation was
to measure the amount of liquid that the planter “collected” while in service.
Unfortunately, this was foiled, as when we arrived to extract the prototype, we
discovered that it had been repurposed – the only part that remained what the
compost bin inner shell.

How It Worked
The Pee Planter consists of an outer shell in which one side holds a compartment to
pee in, which drains into the compost bin inner shell. Inside the compost bin is a
filtration system in which when the urine travels through each layer and by the time
it reaches the bottom of the planter it has been filtered into grey water which is non
waste. The filtration system inside the compost bin consists of (from bottom to top)
a layer of gravel, then sand, then activated charcoal (a crucial aspect of filtration),
then another layer of sand, layer of gravel and finally your topsoil with the fern
planted on top of that. A compost bin inner shell was used to aid with construction
of the prototype on site, it is easy to wheel into the outer shell. Our prototype did
not have drainage in order for the volume of the liquid acquired to be measured
post implementation.
From the outside eye the structure simply looks like a planter with a fern coming
out of the top, but with simple and direct signage individuals were encouraged to
use the planter pee in privacy and reduce waste from the street. The signage was
large and simple so that it could be read in low light and by those who many be
inebriated.

Prototype Implementation
The initial test of the prototype took place in the alleyway behind the Commodore,
during the Granville Entertainment District hours. The pee planter was deployed for
one night on Friday, March 23rd, 2018. Observers such as business owners in the
area expressed their interest in the need for this solution. They discussed how it
upsets them to have to deal with public urination behind their businesses each night
and each morning. As noted, most of the components of the pee planter disappeared
between deployment and the planned extraction time.
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Our Solution
The primary reason that public urination occurs is a lack of facilities18. Our solution
to solve this problem using a 3-phase harm reduction program called the Open
Washroom Program to increase the amount of publicly accessible washrooms in
downtown Vancouver. It incorporates an immediate stopgap solution and strategies
for increasing the amount of washrooms in downtown by increasing the existing
supply and building more public washrooms to meet the Vancouver Coastal Health
requirements for toilets for public events, which is 5 toilets per male and 16 toilets
per female per 1000 people19.
The Open Washroom Program has three components:
• Installing Pee Planters
• Launching the VanPee Sticker Programme
• Building Additional Attended Washrooms

Pee Planter
The first phase of our program involves strategic installation of pee planters in
Vancouver downtown alleyways will provide a stopgap solution to washroom
sustainability. This is a more immediate solution curb male public urination, a key
issue that the City of Vancouver identified at project initiation. This solution
provides an option in places and at times when public washroom facilities are not
available, and after the VanPee Incentive program and the installation of permanent
attended public washrooms, the goal is that fewer of these pee planters will be
needed to fill gaps. Installing pee planters will also alleviate some of the pressure on
police enforcement, who will not have to spend time handing out fines for public
urination.
Ideally, a pee planter would be placed in every alleyway in the downtown
Vancouver core, and 2 to 3 in every “problem” alleyway until more supply is built up
so that pee planters can be relocated to other areas of the city with this issue. The
Pee Planter is designed to be 100% recyclable and can also be re-used for other
purposes, such as being a normal planter. It is a cradle-to-cradle design that costs
approximately $200 per unit to build.

Daniel Denver, “Peeing Is Not a Crime,” Citylab, July 21, 2015,
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2015/07/peeing-is-not-a-crime/399068/
19 Canada. British Columbia. Ministry of Health. “Fact Sheet #3: Sanitation.”Public
Health Guidelines: Major Planned Events (Province of British Columbia),
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/health/keeping-bc-healthy-safe/majorplanned-events/factsheet3-sanitation.pdf.
18
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The pee planter design includes the following:
• Outer shell
• Pee receptacle
• Privacy wings
• Drawer Filter System
• Drainage
• Plant and soil
• Locking/Security System

Outer Shell
This pee planter would be built out of plastic, as it is light in addition to being urine
and rot resistant.

Pee Receptacle
The necessity of a pee receptacle on the pee planter is to aid users with aim and
ensure that there is minimal spilling of urine. A pee bee or other aiming system will
be placed strategically on the pee receptacle as a visual aid.
Our research indicated that women would not prefer to use any outdoor pee
receptacles, many were even hesitant to use porta potties, and so at this time we do
not recommended adding a female friendly pee receptacle.

Privacy Wings

The male members of the team identified that when possible, men who publicly
urinate prefer to have some privacy. Having privacy wings extending from the face
of the planter on either side of the pee receptacle provides users with more dignity
when they

Drawer Filter System
The filtration system for the pee planter is in 6 layers. Under the soil and sword fern
are two courses of gravel, sand, and activated charcoal layers. This filtration system
ensures that the drained fluids are grey water, an improvement from untreated
urine being flushed down the storm drains.
These layers should be placed in stacked, removable drawers. A removable drawer
design is preferred because it makes it easier to service the pee planter – instead of
having to replace the entire contents of the planter, only necessary layers will have
to be replaced. This increases the longevity of the planters and reduces the
maintenance expense and time.

Drainage
Our recommended drainage system for these pee planters is open drainage – the
grey water from the filter system should be free to drain from the bottom of the
planter into a nearby storm drain.
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However, alternative drainage methods to consider are connecting the pee planters
to the sanitary system via existing sanitary manholes in alleyways, and having a
collection system instead of allowing for free drainage. We recommended the free
drainage system because it is the least intensive for installation and maintenance.

Plant and Soil
The purpose of using a pee planter is not only to green up alleyways, but to also
provide some privacy for users. We recommend using sword ferns as the plant of
choice with the pee planters, as it is urine resistant, large enough to afford privacy
and a local species of flora.

Locking/Security System
The shell of the Pee Planter will have an allowance for a chain lock to that can be
attached to a near-by building to discourage theft. Additionally or alternatively,
concrete bases can be constructed for the pee planters to discourage theft and
vandalism.

VanPee Incentive Program
The VanPee Incentive program encourages business to open up their washrooms to
the public. It uses a signalling sticker system; by displaying a VanPee sticker in the
window, the business indicates that any member of the public, free of charge, can
use the washroom inside. Participating businesses receive a monthly tax credit and
receive cleaning support from a VANDU volunteer program, which creates potential
paths to employment through volunteer activities.
This program would be funded by the city, and any businesses that do not enrol in
the program will pay a fee to help fund the incentives and fund the installation of
pee planters and attended public washrooms. This creates a system that works for
all genders.
Locations and hours for each participating business would be included on a public
facility map on the VanConnect app. This app could be GPS capable and give
directions to the nearest open bathroom from the user’s current location.
This program has a precedent; in Germany some cities pay businesses a monthly fee
of anything from €30 to €100 ($47 to $15620) a month to open up their restrooms
for the general public. These businesses then put a sticker in their window to let the
public know they’re welcome to use the facilities even if they’re not buying. Since
2000, 210 cities in Germany and Switzerland have successfully been running similar
programs.
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As of the XE Currency Converter exchange rate on April 17, 2018.
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Attended Washrooms
The construction of 24-hour public washrooms not only increases the availability of
public washrooms, but also creates safe spaces for women and other vulnerable
populations to relieve themselves. We believe that new attended public washrooms
can also create job opportunities to unemployed and homeless residents of the
Downtown Eastside. Potential job openings include cleaners and washroom
attendants. This will create accessibility safety to washrooms and new economic
opportunities in the Downtown Eastside. VANDU has already expressed interest as
using it as a pathway to employment for its members
Attended washrooms are gender neutral solutions that are proven to work,
Vancouver has done a trial run with attended bathrooms and received positive
feedback.
Though they are expensive to build and run, ultimately, this model is the most
compassionate way to address public urination and defecation. Combined with pee
planters and the VanPee Incentive Program, attended bathrooms can be slowly
phased in once the incentive program and other funding mechanisms are finalised,
so that perhaps some of the costs of the bathrooms can be offset.

Cost Estimate
The three stages of The Open Washroom Project all have different related costs to
implement. Though the costs of implementation are higher than what is being spent
currently on addressing public urination, the lack of public washrooms in the
downtown Vancouver core is a public issue that the public must address and should
not necessarily be a venture that makes money. The focus should be on providing
essential services and relief to citizens of and visitors to Vancouver.

Pee Planter Costs
Initial capital costs of installing 80 pee planters are $1,600; maintenance costs are
$39,950 altogether. This is significantly less expensive than existing alleyway clean
up, but does not include the minimal costs for filter material.
Cost breakdown:
• Construction costs for the pee planter: $200 per unit
• 80 planters will be installed in Vancouver alleyways
• Maintenance of the free draining planters is estimated to be one time per
month with a 2-hour time commitment per planter
• Factoring in the City of Vancouver living wage of $20.62, this is an annual
maintenance cost of $39, 950 per year.
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VanPee Incentive Program Costs
This program can be cost neutral or even generate revenue, depending on how the
City of Vancouver wants to implement the tax credits and public washroom fees.s
Cost breakdown:
• Businesses in the VanPee Program receive a monthly $50 tax credit for being
in the VanPee program
• Businesses who do not participate pay $50 per month towards supporting
public washroom infrastructure
• If the amount of businesses participating equal the amount of businesses not
participating, this program is cost neutral

Attended Washroom Costs
Attended washrooms have two main costs, capital costs and maintenance costs. The
annual operational cost for 8 attended public washrooms is $911,040, and the initial
capital outlay is $2.4 million. This amount does not take into account the cost of the
supplies needed to stock the washrooms.
Cost breakdown:
• Construction for public washroom: $300,00021
• Aim to have 8 attended public washrooms constructed
• Washroom attendant is paid $13 an hour22
• With one attendant operating the washroom 24/7: $113,880 annually in
wages

Existing Costs for Alley Clean Up
The approximate annual cost to flush Vancouver downtown core alleyways each
year is $183,600 per year. This figure was determined from weekly estimates
obtained from City of Vancouver engineers

Andre Picard, “When You Gotta Go, but There's No Public Toilet in Sight,” The
Globe and Mail, 25 July 2017, www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/when-you-gottago-but-theres-no-public-toilet-in-sight/article35782108/.
22 ERI Economic Research Institute, “Restroom Attendant Salary,” ERI | Salary
Expert, www.salaryexpert.com/salary/job/restroom-attendant/canada.
21
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Recommended Next Steps
Encourage Installation of Translink Public Washrooms
Unlike other world-class cities such as London and Hong Kong, Vancouver does not
have any washrooms accessible to the public. With the exception of the washrooms
at the Seabus terminal and West Coast Express, all washrooms at Translink stations
are for staff use only.
In the last few months, there has been increasing media coverage promoting the
installation of public washrooms at Translink hubs. Implementing public
washrooms is a step in the right direction; currently many people plan their trips
through Vancouver based on where they can find publicly accessible washrooms23,
and having these facilities at Skytrain stations and bus loops would relieve
frustration and make it more pleasant to travel in Vancouver. As it is, there are no
publicly accessible washrooms for 30 minutes once a traveller leaves YVR (Pacific
Centre Mall), and that’s if you know where to look once you get downtown. There is
no signage at any stations denoting where travellers can start to look to find public
washrooms.
A challenge to installing Translink public washrooms is funding; it is currently
illegal to charge for washroom use, as most other major cities in the world do, and
Translink does not have the to implement these programs24. However, public
washrooms should be seen as a necessity for a world-class city, all measures should
be taken to secure funding for this project, including working with the City of
Vancouver and other municipalities connected to Translink to create a joint solution
that could perhaps be on public land.

Consider Using Urine as a Resource
Farmers have been using urine to water their crops for as long as we can collectively
remember. This is because of its rich concentration of nitrogen, phosphorus, and
potassium, the primary ingredients in commercial fertilizer25.

Attendees at the Langara Scholarship Café in discussion with the authors, March
29, 2018.
24 Translink, “Washrooms on the System,” The Buzzer Blog, 2017, accessed April 5,
2018, http://buzzer.translink.ca/2011/09/washrooms-on-the-system/.
25 Senecal, Jenna, and Björn Vinnerås. "Urea Stabilisation and Concentration for
Urine- diverting Dry Toilets: Urine Dehydration in Ash." Science of The Total
Environment 586 (2017): 650. doi:10.1016/j.scitotenv.2017.02.038
23
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Using urine as a resource reduces the load on the infrastructure, it helps fertilize the
plants in the pee planter, and it can be monetized to help pay for the Open
Washroom Program.
Through research around the world science has found a way to turn urine into a
commercial fertilizer called Struvite. Through dehydration in an acidic environment
urine can be turned into Struvite (NPK fertilizer) the acidic environment helps keep
the nitrogen stable in Urea. The biggest problem that we face when making Struvite
is that the urea quickly breaks down as the pH rises (becomes more alkaline) and
turns into ammonia 26. Traditional agriculture fertilizer is going to run out in the
foreseeable future because predictions suggests that globally, we will run out of
phosphate by 2033 and see a decline in food production as a result of this27.
By recovering phosphates from urine, Vancouver can help sustain the local, and
perhaps global agricultural industry, making it more sustainable which perhaps
using Struvite in model to aid in funding the Open Washroom Program.

Incorporate the Open Washroom Program into the Places
for People Initiative
The city of Vancouver has presented the Downtown: Places for People as a major
planning project. The scope of the project encompasses many aspects of what it
takes to have a vibrant and healthy experience for anyone visiting the city of
Vancouver. After studying the elements and initiative of the Places for People
program we have identified a key omission: a provision for washroom access.
The Open Washroom Program is a constellation of solutions that can quickly
address the vital need of washroom access in any downtown experience. The goal of
the Places for People initiative is stated as creating a “well-designed downtown
should inspire and create pleasure for visitors and passers-by, as well as for those
who live, work, and play in the area every day.” For this program to truly be welldesigned washroom access must be incorporated.
The research undertaken in creating the open washroom program has positioned
the L.E.G.S team as experts on proven solutions for washroom access from around
the world. We have concluded that a buy in is necessary from many stakeholders to
accomplish a dignified response to the issue of washroom access, from stop gap
measures such as P-planters, to businesses allowing unrestricted use of their
facilities to attended mobile washroom station placed at key locations. The potential
26
27

Ibid, 655.
Markus Heckenmüeller, Daiju Narita and Gernot Klepper, “Global Availability of
Phosphorus and Its Implications for Global Food Supply: An Economic
Overview,” Series: Kiel Working Paper 1897 (2014): 3.
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of the Open Washroom Program lies in its simplicity, if all aspects of the program
are realized a model of social sustainability emerges. The city of Vancouver has an
opportunity with the Places for People project to begin a new era of hospitality,
when the city invites people to visit, it must make a hospitable provision for every
need, including human waste.
The draft strategic report for the Places for People program is due in summer of
2018, this gives ample time for the Open Washroom Program to be integrated into
these plans. Our expertise and research into the critical issue of washroom access
can benefit the city in many ways; the Open Washroom Program can be started
immediately. We believe that the Places for People initiative present the ideal
moment to implement washroom access as a foundation of a pleasurable visit to a
well-designed Vancouver.

Fix Existing Washrooms in SROs
The washrooms currently available in Single Room Occupancy (SRO) buildings are
not adequately maintained, they can be dirty, broken and/or structurally unsafe.
This causes SRO residents to avoid using them, putting additional stress on existing
public washroom facilities. These washrooms could be an asset if repaired by both
relieving the pressure on public washroom facilities and providing a crucial point of
relief for residents. SRO washrooms are a one of the points of support for the Open
Washroom Program and would help ease the need for washrooms in a city where
they are a scarce resource.

Launch a Vancouver Washroom Summit
We believe that a more permanent solution for Vancouver’s lack of public
washrooms lies in all relevant stakeholders communicating and working together to
create a solution. It's not up to just one department but all departments to do their
part.
The most effective way to do this is to hold a washroom summit where all
stakeholders can come together to brainstorm and workshop a lasting strategy for
public washrooms in Vancouver.
These stakeholders include, but are not limited to:
•

•
•
•
•
•

City of Vancouver
Vancouver Coastal Health
The Downtown Vancouver Business Improvement Association
Translink
Places for People Initiative Representatives
The Vancouver Police Department
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•
•
•
•
•

The Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users
Local Businesses
Tourism Vancouver
The homeless
The general public

This will enable the creation of a permanent solution that takes into account and
meets the needs of all who are affected. Additionally, this summit would come up
with a framework for an organizational structure that will deal with this issue
moving forward.

Conclusion
Public urination is an important issue to address from a sanitary, health, dignity,
environmental, and social sustainability lens. It is an unpleasant topic that has been
overlooked for too long and needs multidisciplinary collaboration in order to come
up with a lasting, inclusive, and comprehensive solution.
Public urination and public defecation does not happen because people are deviant,
it happens because there is a lack of true public bathrooms in Vancouver. The Open
Washroom Program offers phased solutions that increase the amount and
availability of washrooms in Vancouver’s downtown core.
Combined with our Recommended Next Steps, the Open Washroom Program will
create a framework for dialogue between all stakeholders so that the issue of public
urination and defecation can be addressed completely and with compassion.
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