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Briefing for the Citizen Participation and Public
Petitions Committee on petition PE1955: ‘Provision of
public toilets’, lodged by John Wood

Brief overview of issues raised by the petition

The petitioner is calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the Scottish
Government to ensure local authorities provide good quality, clean and
accessible public toilets by:

e placing a statutory duty on local authorities to provide adequate public
toilets; and

« ensuring sufficient funding is available to local authorities to meet this
requirement.

Background information

Although public toilets have been a feature of UK towns and cities since the
Victorian period, local authorities are under no obligation to provide them.
Unlike other services such as education and social care, there is no legislation
requiring councils to provide public toilets.

The Royal Society for Public Health’'s 2019 report, Taking the p***, shows that
the decline of the public toilet is a UK-wide phenomenon. This is also
demonstrated in a 2018 BBC report based on FOI requests sent to all local
authorities across the UK. Although many did not respond, the data is fairly
comprehensive for Scotland. The report found that that the number of local
authority-run public toilets in the Highlands council area fell from 118 in 2010
to 92 in 2018. This was the second biggest decrease of all Scottish local
authorities, after North Ayrshire. See map below (red shows reductions):



https://www.rsph.org.uk/static/uploaded/459f4802-ae43-40b8-b5a006f6ead373e6.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-45009337

The above map, compiled by the BBC, shows that 15 of 28 Scottish councils
responding had fewer public toilets in 2018 then than they did in 2010.

Scottish Government position

In response to a Parliamentary Question earlier this year from Conservative
MSP, Jamie Halcro Johnston, the Scottish Government confirmed that it does
not monitor the number of public toilets, accessible public toilets or Changing
Places toilets across Scotland. A similar guestion was asked in 2012 with the
Government responding:

“The provision of public toilets, facilities for disabled people and child
changing spaces is a matter for local authorities, and the Scottish
Government does not issue guidance regarding their provision...
...Building standards require owners of certain buildings, to which the
public have access, to provide sanitary facilities, including accessible
facilities suitable for use by disabled people and baby changing
facilities, when the buildings are being constructed, altered or
converted. Such buildings include large shops, public entertainment
and assembly buildings, restaurants, cafes and public houses.”

During Session 5, Green MSP John Finnie asked the Government whether it
could explore making the provision of public conveniences a statutory local
authority duty, and ensure that necessary funding is made available to
councils to address a reported shortage of this public health resource. The
Government responded:

“The Scottish Government does not have direct responsibility for public
toilets. The responsibility for public conveniences rests with the owner,
which can be a variety of different bodies, such as local authorities,
businesses, community organisations and tourist boards. The majority
of public conveniences in Scotland are under private ownership, for
example in shopping centres, rather than under local authority control.

At a summit on 14 September, the Cabinet Secretary for Rural
Economy and Tourism met with a number of public bodies and national


https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/written-questions-and-answers/question?ref=S6W-06750
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/written-questions-and-answers/question?ref=S4W-09349
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/written-questions-and-answers/question?ref=S5W-34178

park authorities and asked that they examine potential solutions to
tackling visitor management issues across Scotland. This group are
exploring how they might make better use of collective public sector
resource.

As well as this, the Scottish Government are also forecasting the
continuation of the Rural Tourism Infrastructure Fund into 2021-22,
which will complement the work of this group. So far the fund has
contributed £9m over 3 years, levering in match funding, to support the
installation of car parks, toilets and waste disposal facilities in rural
hotspots.”

To summarise, the Scottish Government are not responsible for the provision,
funding, maintenance or monitoring of public toilets. Furthermore, Scottish
councils are not legally obliged to provide public toilets, and many have been
closing facilities in fairly significant numbers over recent decades.

Public toilet provision in the Highlands area

The petition, although referring to Scotland as a whole, has a focus on the
Highlands area. Highland Council website includes a map of public toilet
provision across its local authority area. Members will note a high number of
toilets available to the public through the Council’s Comfort scheme, with
businesses and organisations registering to become providers of toilet
facilities. Comfort Scheme grants range from £50 to £300 per month on a 7-
or 12-month basis and are offered as a contribution towards the running costs
of the toilets. Other local authorities, such as South Ayrshire and
Aberdeenshire, also run their own comfort schemes.

Cost savings included in recent council proposals

During the past five years several councils have discussed toilet closure
proposals as part of budget considerations. These often include estimates of
proposed savings. Members may be interested in the figures included in the
following:

e Highland Council budget consultation 2018/19
e Arqgyll and Bute Council Budget pack 2018/19

Local government finances and statutory obligations

According to the Scottish Government, local government in Scotland spent
almost £22 billion in 2019-20 (pre-Covid). The Scottish Government’s position
is that “councils operate independently of central government and are
accountable to their electorates for the services they provide”. However, they
are not exactly financially independent. Table 1 (below) shows that the largest
single part of local government’s income in 2019-20 came from the Scottish
Government, in the form of General Revenue Grant (GRG) plus specific/ring-
fenced Scottish Government grants.

Table 1: sources of Scottish local government income 2019-20
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https://www.highland.gov.uk/downloads/file/19836/map_6_post_review_facilities
https://www.highland.gov.uk/downloads/file/19836/map_6_post_review_facilities
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/283/community_life_and_leisure/814/highland_council_public_toilets/2
https://www.south-ayrshire.gov.uk/article/26988/Comfort-scheme#:~:text=The%20Comfort%20Scheme%20provides%20clean,charge%20during%20normal%20opening%20hours.
https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/leisure-sport-and-culture/aberdeenshire-tourist-and-visitor-information/public-toilets/
https://www.highland.gov.uk/downloads/file/20627/our_budget-_proposals_for_toilets
https://scottish4.sharepoint.com/sites/office-spice/briefings/Petitions%20Briefings/2022/Argyll%20and%20Bute%20Council%20Budget%20considerations%202018-19
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2022/03/funding-local-government-scotland-2022-23/documents/funding-local-government-scotland-2022-23/funding-local-government-scotland-2022-23/govscot%3Adocument/funding-local-government-scotland-2022-23.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/policies/local-government/

2019-20 (Ebn) % total

revenue

General Revenue Grant 6.9 32%
Other grants (mainly ring-fenced SG) 2.6 12%
Non-Domestic Rates 2.9 14%
Council Tax 2.5 12%
Customer and client receipts 2.7 13%
Other grants, reimbursements and 3.8 18%
contributions

TOTAL REVENUE 21.4

Source: Scottish Local Government Finance Statistics 2019-20 (www.gov.scot). Calculations
based on the Commission on Local Tax Reform method.

“Core revenue funding” mainly consists of GRG plus a guaranteed allocation
of Non-Domestic Rate (NDR) income. In theory, how this core budget is spent
is up to local authorities to decide. In reality, local authorities have statutory
duties to provide certain services, so there are limits on this freedom (an idea
of the extent of these duties is provided by this Glasgow City Council

publication).

Trends in local government financial settlement are explored in this SPICe
briefing from earlier this year.

Greig Liddell
Senior Researcher
23/09/2022

The purpose of this briefing is to provide a brief overview of issues raised by
the petition. SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content
of petition briefings with petitioners or other members of the public.
However, if you have any comments on any petition briefing you can email
us at spice@parliament.scot

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition
briefings is correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware
however that these briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise
amended to reflect subsequent changes.

Published by the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe), an office of
the Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body, The Scottish Parliament,
Edinburgh, EH99 1SP
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https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2022/1/5/6df7ab6b-433e-41fe-89ed-1533483a6fa3#cfaec30d-b2bd-4193-9f90-27e6edbd0cae.dita
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