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"The current technology of "waste disposal" is still fighting a war against nature, 
built on fragments of nineteenth century science not yet integrated into an understanding 

of life processes as a unified, but cyclical, whole."  Van Der Ryn - The Toilet Papers
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PERSONAL STATEMENT
 

As a dancer and designer, I am drawn to the notion that architecture is a function of my environment.  
Throughout my life, I have taken spatial ideas from the principles of my natural surroundings, be they ecologi-
cal or choreographed, anatomical movements.  I was especially drawn to the paradox of natural life in the 
slum and IDP (Internally Displaced Peoples) Resettlement Village I visited while spending a summer in Kenya.  
In these environments, I witnessed a culture embedded in their natural surroundings, evident in their trade 
and built environment, but simultaneously, one that seemed lost in their natural processes of waste.  In Kibera, 
the second largest slum in Africa, in particular, this process surfaced through powerful visuals.  Walking atop 
remnants of the dense urban life, and carefully stepping over muddied or incinerating piles of natural and 
manufactured garbage, I remember thinking how different the management of waste was from my own West-
ern standards.  Now, only a few years later, after moving from Southern suburbia to New York City, I realize the 
naivety of my initial conclusion.  On a fundamental level, the urban culture here is not much different.  Though 
my direct surroundings do not put me in such proximity to my waste stream, my approach is essentially the 
same.  Common to us both is the need to remove ourselves from our filth, to a place described even by 
historians of sanitation “out of site, out of mind” (Benedickson 2007).  My methods, for better or for worse, 
made significantly more comfortable by the process of expelling my natural waste with large quantities of one 
of the earth’s most precious resources – clean water.  

This past fall, I took a course entitled Slums and Urban Development through the GPIA department, which set 
out to address the relationships between the growing city, public policy, urban initiatives, and slums.  
Throughout the course I became fascinated by the role of sanitation in improving the plight of the urban poor 
and the associated challenges, constraints, and complexities inherent in the existing approaches. My final 
paper focused on the historic evolution of modern sanitation standards from a socio-economic and public 
policy perspective; however, my research equally supported the need to challenge global standards of 
sanitation with respect to environmental health and technological advancements.
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PROJECT PROPOSAL
Problems of sanitation are not strictly a product of the developing world.  When Hurricane Sandy forcefully 
evacuated hundreds of people from their homes in New York and New Jersey, public sanitation found itself in 
high demand and short supply. For the stranded and the homeless, finding a toilet became a plight of dignity. 
While it is unlikely that a infrastructural shift from our existing sewer system will occur any time soon, recent 
small scale efforts like the Bronx Zoo and Cook+Fox’s plans for a public restroom facility in Riverside Park 
demonstrate a trend, through localized initiatives, to challenge contemporary thinking. In the context of 
experimentation with more ecologically sensitive technology and small-scale private programs, I propose to 
investigate how and where design can be leveraged to facilitate the technology shift from our existing sewer 
system to new, more environmentally friendly modes of disposing human waste.  In an era of growing cities, 
rising currents, and increasingly limited access to clean water, it is time to challenge conventional 
approaches.

FOUNDATIONS
SANITATION+HEALTH. Sanitation is simultaneously the most off-track of the Millennium Development 
Goals and the biggest milestone made in medical history in the last 100 years according to the UN and the 
British Medical Journal respectively. Roughly 2.5B people do not have sanitation, and 1.1B people practice 
open defecation (WHO/UNICEF, 2012). Diarrheal disease caused by unsafe water supply and sanitation 
contributes to roughly one and a half million deaths each year (WHO, 2004).  

We also know that modern sewerage is environmentally wasteful, if not altogether ineffective. Every day in the 
US, we flush 100M pounds of solid waste with 32B gallons of water, despite the scarcity of clean water 
(Praeger 2007).  This waste is sent through miles of publicly owned sewage pipes that chemically treat the 
water and separate out contaminants.  Interestingly, the sewer system we continue to use today is based on 
an outdated and disproved disease theory (the miasmic theory of disease) claiming that foul odors transmit-
ted disease and thus could be eradicated through the dilution of water.

SANITATION IN THE NEWS.  In her writing on public sanitation, architect Barbara Penner describes 
toilets as being most usefully conceived of as “spaces of representation,” and as such, objects imbibed with 
social, political, and economic meaning (Penner 2010).  South Africa’s recent “Toilet Wars,” demonstrated the 
implicit social politics of sanitation. In a post-Apartheid environment where colonialism remains latent in 
objects once associated with white power and disparity permeates even the middle class, the provision of 
unsuitable toilets to the poor ignited racial tensions within the communities.  In 2010, when the local ruling 
party in the Kayilitsha Township in Cape Town enclosed 51 open-air toilets with corrugated iron enclosures, 
riots ensued. In response to the provisions, the ANC’s youth league destroyed the makeshift structures on the 
premise that they were inadequate, racist, and second best to the traditional masonry enclosures.  

SANITATION+HUMAN DIGNITY. One challenge with sanitation programs lies with social semiotics and 
modern perceptions of hygiene - Western culture has historically placed a high value on the association of 
water-cleansing with adequate sanitation. Non-flush systems are often interpreted as insufficient, despite their 
proven ability to effectively reduce water borne disease and benefit the environment. Although there is 
evidence of improvements in sanitation, insensitivity to cultural idiosyncrasies and entrenched local habits 
reinforce racial tensions and class hierarchies.  In order to reform the wasteful standards Western culture has 
produced we need to challenge the perception that acceptable sanitary hygiene can only be achieved 
through the use of flushing and water based sewage.  As Penner challenges, it is time to “address the struc-
tural inequalities of sanitation provision” (Penner 2010).  

Sanitation inequality is not restricted to the developing world.  In 2010, HUD estimated that roughly 650 
thousand people were homeless for one night and 1.59 million people spent one night in a shelter (HUD 
2010); roughly 17 percent of the population is chronically homeless. Shelters are an option, but the sentiment 
that they are dangerous, dirty, and packed is shared among the population. Because of this, access to basic 
needs such as water and sanitation is in demand of attention. 
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PROJECT APPROACH
If the effort to achieve social justice and to conserve resources is to be credible, then the behavior, habits and expecta-

tions of full-service users must be reformed alongside those on the bottom rung (who, let us not forget, consume the 
least). Given that dry, micro-flush and low-flush toilet options for urban situations already exist, why should they not be 
treated as real options for everyone? Persuading rich people, along with poor ones, to give up waterborne sanitation 

might prove the hardest — but most essential — sell of all. (Penner 2010)

HYPOTHESIS. Design of the public restroom enclosure plays a role in the technological shift from existing 
water-based public toilets to more environmentally sensitive and socially equitable systems. 

Assumed in my hypothesis is the ability for design to shape perceptions of cleanliness, equity, and security 
within a space through material, lighting, and architectural choices.  By partnering with organizations like 
PHLUSH and Clivus Multrum, which implement alternative and environmentally friendly systems, I propose to 
evaluate existing typologies at the urban and rural scale.  

In the US, the adoption and use of Public Restrooms (both flush and waterless) is rare and small in scale; 
however, strides are being made. I have selected the organizations listed below for their programs ability to 
address a range of questions with regard to access, equality, and design.  

CLIVUS MULTRUM is the industry leader in composting toilets and greywater technologies.  The firm is 
responsible for the construction of the Bronx Zoo Public Restrooms as well as several large and small-scale 
public facilities across the US. I propose to evaluate the typologies of the enclosure, public perceptions of 
hygiene and safety, as well as the response to the dry-technology.  In this context, I will also look at socio 
economic variables, community acceptance, and the educational components of the project.  Other Clivus 
Multrum projects include: 
            LSR Reserve. Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming              Midtown Community School. Neptune NJ 
            YMCA Camp Kanawana. St Saveur des Monts Quebec

CITY of PORTLAND ENVRIONMENTAL SERVICES is responsible for the city’s recent public restroom 
program: the “Portland Loo”. I will evaluate these systems and their role in shaping users’ perception of 
hygiene, safety, and dignity.  Important to this particular case study is the understanding of the public 
restrooms at the urban scale as well as their use and perception within the homeless population of Portland.
 
METHODOLOGY. 
I propose to build three case studies based around Clivus Multrum projects as well as the City of Portland‘s 
city wide Portland Loo project. The sites will evaluate perception and adoption at different scales, geogra-
phies, and types. These sites have also been selected for their use of either composting facilities or water 
reducing technologies. Data will be collected and ascertained via onsite observation, personal use, interviews 
with designers and other stakeholders, and surveys (appropriate incentives for participation will be given if needed)

OUTCOMES.   Through the previously mentioned methods, the reasearch aims to uncover the:
        [1] formal elements of the enclosure which contribute to the users’ perception of cleanliness, privacy, etc  
        [2] extent to which the structure either educates the user of the technology or conceals of its functionality
        [3] likeliness of users to adopt alternative technologies (dry, composting or otherwise) 
        [4] ecological and/or social impact of the system (through quanitative surveys and research)
        [5] resistance, if any, the project may have faced from local codes, municipality, and other associations
        [6] local norms of hygiene and sanitation practices
        [7] community integration in the planning, design/artwork, or implementation phases of the project
       *[8] feasibility of scaling the dry, composting Public Restrooms to other parts of the U.S. & if deemed 
feasible, recommendations of sites for said programs  (i.e. all peri-urban highway reststops across the U.S. 
with significant use that have potential educational value - like those used in Sweden). 

UGA Club Sports Facility. Watkinsville, GA
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?
TYPOLOGIES OF PUBLIC RESTROOMS
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BUDGET

Room and Board  $2000 

Air Fare  $1500 

Overhead  
Books, maps, access to 
reserves 
Film, recording,  
Materials, supplies, printing 
Incentives for Surveys 

 

$ 00 

Ground Transportation  
Rental Car, Bus, Train $500 

$5000 

10

?
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