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Committee Chair Cheh, members of the Committee on Transportation & Environment, 
Department of Public Works Director Shorter, 
 

My name is Marcia Bernbaum. I serve as Mentor & Advisor to the People for Fairness (PFFC) 
Downtown DC Public Restroom Initiative. We launched our Initiative three and a half years ago 
due to our concern that having access to clean, safe, readily available public restrooms is 
critical for both personal and public health. Unlike other European and Asian capitals that 
understand this and have clean, safe public restrooms that are readily available in commercial 
areas -- our Nation’s Capital has a dearth of clean, safe public restrooms.  
 
Bill 22-0223, Public Restroom Facilities Installation and Promotion Act of 2017, was inspired by 
the research we have done on lessons learned and best practices in cities that have 
successfully installed and maintained clean, safe available public restrooms.  Bill 22-0223 was 
referred to the Committee on Transportation & Environment which you chair. On January 10 
you held a hearing on Bill 22-0223 where we and others testified. We understand that this Bill 
is currently under mark-up.   
 
On behalf of myself and my colleagues, I would like to focus today’s testimony on three topics: 
 

1. Our recommendation that the two restroom options under consideration in Bill 22-0223 
begin with pilots. 

 

2. Request that $500,000 be included in the FY 2019 budget to initiate the pilots. 
 

3. Offer to provide a briefing to DPW Director Shorter and his senior staff on the research that 
led to the drafting of Bill 22-0223 

 
1. Our rationale for recommending that Washington DC start with public restroom pilots  

 

Bill 22-0223 directs a Working Group composed of representatives from the Department of 
Public Works (DPW), Department of General Services (DGS), Department of Transportation 
(DDOT), Department of Parks & Recreation (DPR), Department of Human Services (DHS), and 
DC Water to come up with recommendations for two options for clean, safe restrooms 
available to the public in the District: (1) stand-alone public restrooms available 24/7, and (2) 
incentives to private facilities to open their restrooms to the public. I would like, below, to 
outline why we believe that it makes sense to start with pilots for each. 
 



 
 
Why it makes sense to start with a pilot for stand-alone public restrooms open 24/7:  
 
Stand-alone public restrooms that are open 24/7 are not new to the District.  Eight “comfort 
stations” that were open 24/7 were installed by the National Park Service and the DC 
Government in downtown DC in the early 1900s. However, by the early 1950s they were 
criticized due to inappropriate use and shut down.  
 

Nearly seventy years later -- with models that have recently been successfully installed and 
maintained in other cities in the US and elsewhere -- we believe it is time for the District to 
revisit the idea of installing and maintaining clean, safe stand-alone public restrooms that are 
open 24/7.   
 

The Portland Loo, the model we know most about and which we believe has the most promise 
for Washington DC, was designed specifically to address and prevent issues related to illicit 
use. It is attractive, safe, clean, open 24/7 in most sites, and relative to other options, more 
economical. The Portland Loo has been successfully installed and maintained in 20 cities in the 
US and Canada and growing.  
 

With the exception of Portland OR and Galveston TX 1, every city that has installed the Portland 
Loo has started by installing and maintaining one or two Portland Loos as a pilot. Satisfied, 
following the pilots, that it works for them, several— including Cambridge MA, Victoria BC, and 
San Antonio TX -- are progressively adding more Portland Loos.   We believe that Washington 
DC would be wise take the same approach. 
 

We would like to point out that this recommendation in no way counters the guidance 
included in Bill 22-0223 that the Working Group come up with up to 10 sites that would be 
appropriate for installing stand-alone public restrooms. Assuming that the pilot is successful, 
this advance work will provide a road-map for adopting this approach in other pre-identified 
sites. 
 

Why it makes sense to pilot providing incentives to private facilities to open their restrooms to 
the public.  
 

As with the Portland Loo, providing incentives to private facilities to open their restrooms to 
the public has been tried and is successfully in use elsewhere. Launched on a pilot basis in 
Richmond, England the Community Toilet Scheme has been so successful that numerous 
Boroughs, including the Borough of London which shares many characteristics in common with 
Downtown DC, have adopted the scheme.  In all Boroughs that we are aware of, their 
Community Toilet Scheme serves as a supplement to existing stand-alone public restrooms.  

                                                        
1 Portland started with 4 Portland Loos; Galveston is installing four Portland Loos along their beach front. 



 

Since this would be entirely new to us, we also recommend a pilot. We are reaching out to a 
number of Boroughs to learn more about their experiences with the Community Toilet 
Scheme.  A list of the questions we are asking may be found in Attachment 2 to this testimony. 
We hope to compile experiences from at least 5 Boroughs that are using the Community Toilet 
Scheme and will be happy to share this information with the Working Group to be formed 
assuming Bill 22-0223 becomes law. Lessons learned from a pilot carried out in a neighborhood 
of Washington DC would provide both us and other cities in the US with a viable approach that 
can be used more broadly in our city and in other cities in the US. 
 

2. Request that $500,00 be included in the FY 2019 budget for pilots 
 

We are request $500,000 in the event funding is available in the FY 2019 budget for piloting 
both approaches. Of the $500,000 that we are requesting, $400,000 would go for one or two 
stand-alone public restroom pilots; and $100,000 for a pilot, along the lines of the Community 
Toilet Scheme, to provide incentives to private facilities to make their restrooms open to the 
public. 
 

The basis for our cost estimates may be found in the Attachment 1 to this testimony. 
 
3. Offer to provide a briefing to DPW Director Shorter and his senior staff 

 

Following our testimony at the March DGS Oversight Hearing DGS Director Gillis invited us to 
brief her and her senior staff on our Downtown DC Public Restroom Initiative and Bill 22-0223.  
Our rationale for offering to do a similar briefing for you and your senior staff, Director Shorter, 
is it that in the event Bill 22-0223 passes, DPW will be charged with preparing and submitting a 
report based on input from the other agencies that are part of the Working Group.  
 

The focus of the briefing would be on the options that we have identified for clean, safe 
available restrooms open to the public, including: characteristics, information that we have 
gathered on safety and cleanliness, costs to install and maintain them. We will also share 
important lessons learned on guidance for siting stand-alone public restrooms and the 
importance of consulting with and obtaining the backing of the nearby community.  

 

We are pleased that three BIDs support the need for clean, safe public restrooms in downtown 
DC (Downtown DC BID, Georgetown BID and Capitol Hill BID).  We also have 29 endorsements 
and counting from other entities, including 11 ANCs with commercial areas within their 
boundaries that have sent resolutions to the DC City Council supporting our Initiative and Bill 
22-0223. 
 

More information on our Initiative, including our research findings, and Bill 22-0223 may be 
found on our website at: www.pffcdc.org/what-we-do/public-restrooms. 
 
Thank you for giving us the opportunity to testify. We welcome your questions. 



 
Attachment 1 

Basis for FY 2019 Funding Request 
 
Stand-alone restroom pilot ($400,000) 
 
(Based on recent information from the company that manufacturers and helps install the 
Portland Loo. Choice of an Automated Public Toilet would be 2 -4 times higher): 
 
$400,000 would cover the installation and maintenance of two Portland Loos as follows 
including  
 
Purchase price    $ 90,000 
Transportation    $    4,000 
Installation     $ 32,000 - $ 38,000 2 
Maintenance for one year   $ 12,000 - $ 20,000 3 
 
Total      $138,000 - $152,000 
 
Not factored in: 
 
Costs for obtaining permits                                          unknown 
Oversight agency from responsible   
  agency                      unknown 
 
Incentive to private businesses to open their restroom to the public pilot ($100,000) 
 
Incentive to 30-50 businesses in a  specific location 
 
  $ 1,000 per business   $30,000 - $50,000 
  $ 1,500 per business   $45,000 - $75,000 
 
Costs for preparing decals        unknown 
Costs for providing oversight                                      unknown 
  

                                                        
2 Assumes location near water and sewer; otherwise costs can go up depending on distance. 
3 Includes payment to person who would visit each Portland Loo 2 – 4 times/day to clean it; toilet paper and cleaning 
supplies, replacement of locks, panels as needed. 



Attachment 2  
Information requested of Boroughs in England that are implementing the 

Community Toilet Scheme 
 
1. Who administers the Community Toilet Scheme in your Borough?  
 

• If you contract this function out can you describe how this works? 
 

2. How do you identify businesses to participate or that want to participate in the Community Toilet 
Scheme? 

 

3. Can you send us a copy of the contract each business signs with your Borough? 
 

4. Are there provisions in the contract that permit a business participating in the scheme to opt out at 
any time they deem appropriate? 

 

5. What is the monetary incentive you provide to private businesses and how did you arrive at this 
incentive?  

 

• Do incentives vary based on (a) the hours the facility is open; (b) how many toilets the business 
has? 

 

6. How do your staff or the organization you contract oversee the program in order to ensure that the 
businesses are applying it correctly?   

 

• How often is each facility visited? 
• Do you keep a log of visits and, if so, can you send us a sample? 

 

7. Is there a mechanism for recording how often toilets are used daily at participating businesses? 
 

• If so, can you send us a sample? 
 

8. Have you encountered instances where participating businesses have found that their toilets are 
being used inappropriately (for drug use, prostitution, other) or where individuals are soiling the 
facilities?  
 

• If so, what action is taken when this situation arises? 
 

9. When, as a result of your inspections, you see that a given business is not adhering to the terms of 
the contract (e.g., is not keeping toilets clean, is turning people away) what action(s) do you take? 

 

10. Have you had to terminate contracts and, if so, what have been the primary reasons? 
 

11. Do you have a mechanism whereby users can send feedback regarding whether the toilets were 
clean, how they were treated by the staff at a given facility that participates in the Toilet Scheme? 

 

12. Can you send us an image of the decal you ask participating businesses to put on their windows? 
  



Attachment 3  
Public Restroom Options 

Portland Loo 
 

 
 

 
 

  Designed, at request of Portland, Oregon 
  City Commissioner, to avoid being used for 
  illicit activities. 
 

  Installed and successfully maintained in 20 
  cities in the US, Canada, and New Zealand, 
 

   Attractive 
   Open 24/7 
   Clean 
   Safe 
 

   $94,000 purchase & transport 
   $12,000 - $20,000/yr. maintenance 
   $32,000 - $38,000 installation if close 
   to water/sewer lines 
 
  

 
 
 
Automated (Self Cleaning) Public Toilet 
 

 

 
 

 
    May be found in New York City and  
    San Francisco; many cities in Europe & Asia 
    
    Attractive  
    Open 24/7 
    Issues with cleanliness in some locations 
    Safety issues in some locations 
     
   $250,000 - $1,000,000 purchase 
   $100,000 - $150,000/yr. maintenance 
   $32,000 - $38,000 installation if close to    
   water/sewer lines 
 
  

 



London Community Toilet Scheme 
 

 

 

       
   In use in London & other cities in England,  
   Germany, and Australia (in process of learning 
   more about specific experiences) 
 

   Government provides a financial incentive 
   to private businesses to make their toilets 
   available to the public 
 

   Businesses display special stickers in their 
   windows 
 

   Special app shows locations/restroom features 
  

   Benefits to participating businesses: 
• Financial incentive 
• Users apt to buy a drink/order food 
• Sign of social responsibility 

  
 

 
 


