GOING PUBLIC
An assessment of restroom facilities in City of Durham parks
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Executive Summary
In August, 2013, when the Durham City Council adopted the new Parks and Recreation Master
Plan, a good part of the discussion involved questions of park maintenance. And a good part of
that discussion on maintenance involved restrooms in parks. A significant portion of the public
who participated in planning meetings and in online conversations about the plan had
expressed dissatisfaction with the current condition of park restrooms for the average park
users. And yet, as the plan noted, “…small, open, unstaffed public buildings attract other uses
as well: sanitary services and shelter for the homeless, cover for illegal activities like drugs and
prostitution, and easy targets for vandalism and theft of materials. These uses are not
compatible with most uses desired by the public.”
As the plan continues, “Staff with limited resources try hard to respond to park user complaints
that restrooms are dirty or dysfunctional; and restrooms in popular parks can remain closed for
several days while broken porcelain fixtures and stolen copper pipes are replaced, gang graffiti
is removed, or trash and waste are cleared out. The problem is not unique to Durham; across
the country, parks and recreation departments have seen their maintenance costs spike with a
sharp rise in restroom misuse and all are struggling to find an answer.
A response to this solution is not simple. High-end sites—airport terminals, private amusement
parks, some interstate rest stops—have resorted to public restrooms that are staffed during all
the times that they are open. That works, but that is an expensive solution. Some parks
systems have simply closed all their restrooms; that works to end misuse, but the result also
punishes park users who simply desire the facilities.”
As a requested follow-up to the issues discussed in the master plan, staff have completed this
study of restrooms in City of Durham Parks, including an assessment of current facilities and
recommendations for potential improvement.
There are some basic assumptions underlying this study:
Restrooms are an important facility in a park serving the public;
Restrooms should be located in areas where they are most needed, based on some
objective and replicable criteria;
Each restroom should reliably offer at least a minimum level of service, including being
as safe, clean, and accessible as possible;
Each restroom structure should be designed to be sustainable and durable over a long
period of time;
Restroom maintenance should be adequately supported with committed City resources.

3

Therefore, this restroom assessment study presents the following:
An overall assessment of the Department of Parks and Recreation’s (DPR) plumbed
restrooms;
A discussion of building and site issues that impact on restroom construction and
renovation;
An objective way of making decisions on potentially closing existing restrooms and siting
new restrooms;
An implementation strategy and prioritization; and
Practical guidance for improvements in park restroom maintenance and management.

The City park system currently has 38 plumbed restrooms in park sites. A few sites—such as the
Lake Michie boathouse and Cook Road Park—have portable toilets located on site year round.
Two parks—Rock Quarry and Piney Wood—have two completely separate restroom structures
in each park. Park restrooms are unheated, so they are typically closed from November
through March, with water lines drained and doors locked. One or two of the newer restrooms
(Bethesda and Morreene Rd.) which have an enclosed plumbing chase have been kept open
longer as an experiment to test durability and use. Several park restrooms with significant
vandalism issues (Sherwood, Lyon Park, East End, Unity Village, and Lakeview) are closed at all
times unless they are specifically requested to go with a shelter or field rental.
Staff from the Planning and Park Maintenance units visited all of these restrooms and evaluated
each of them on a standard form that scored the categories of Safety, Level of Service,
Accessibility, Plumbing/Fixtures, Building Condition, Maintenance/Servicing, and Vandalism.
The scores of all the sites are compiled in the table in the Section “Evaluation of Individual
Sites”; and the individual score sheet on each site is available from the department upon
request. Staff also considered input from residents (through earlier surveys) as well as looking
at other cities’ restroom plans (including Denver, Salt Lake City, San Francisco, and Portland).
Recognizing that some parks that might need restrooms do not have them and that some
restrooms in other parks might not be necessary, staff also created “location criteria” to outline
an objective rationale for where restrooms should be sited. Restrooms that score high on
location criteria should be first for any recommended renovations or upgrades, while those
scoring low might be recommended for removal. Other sites with no restrooms might be
recommended for a new installation.
Ultimately, for the recommendations of the plan to be successful, an ethic of “taking care” of
our restrooms will need to be strongly established. That ethic will need to include adequate
resources to build and maintain these facilities in parks as well as education for the public
about the realities of park restrooms: no public restrooms will ever be kept perfect condition,
but we can all understand and work towards a reasonable level of service in these facilities.
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Evaluations of Individual Sites
The City park system currently has 38 plumbed restrooms in park sites. A few sites—such as the
Lake Michie boathouse and Cook Road Park—have portable toilets located on site year round.
Two parks—Rock Quarry and Piney Wood—have two completely separate restroom structures
in each park. Park restrooms are unheated, so they are typically closed from November
through March, with water lines drained and doors locked. One or two of the newer restrooms
(Bethesda and Morreene Rd.) which have an enclosed plumbing chase have been kept open
longer as an experiment to test durability and use. Several park restrooms with significant
vandalism issues (Sherwood, Lyon Park, East End, and Lakeview) are closed at all times unless
they are specifically requested to go with a shelter or field rental.
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44 / 3
41 / 7
20 / 26
34 / 12
27 / 19
NA 3
41 / 10
34 / 14
32 / 16
41 / 7
36 / 12
21 / 24
NA 3
32 / 11
17 / 26
31 / 16
41 / 8

Date built or
date of most
recent
renovation 2

3801 Cash Rd
511 Scott King Rd.
417 Commonwealth Ave.
2830 Wade Ave.
2503 Crest St
106 W. Knox St.
1200 N. Alston Ave
540 Elmira Ave.
1639 University Dr
6815 Garrett Rd
1301 S. Roxboro St.
3500 Dearborn Dr.
370 Leigh Farm Rd.
1500 Orange Factory Rd.
917 Liberty St.
1200 W. Lakewood Ave.
1102 Morreene Rd.

Frequent
vandalism 4

Bethesda
C. M. Herndon
C. R. Wood
Cornwallis Rd
Crest St
Duke Park
East End
Elmira Ave
Forest Hills
Garrett Rd
Hillside
Lakeview Park
Leigh Farm Park
Little River Lake
Long Meadow (field)
Lyon Park
Morreene Rd

Floodplain
location

Address
Staff
evaluation
Score 1

Parks with Restrooms

Good / Poor

Staff from the Planning and Park Maintenance units visited all of these restrooms and evaluated
each of them on a standard form that scored the categories of Safety, Level of Service,
Accessibility, Plumbing/Fixtures, Building Condition, Maintenance/Servicing, and Vandalism.
The scores of all the sites are compiled in the following table “Evaluation of Individual Sites.”
Sites where existing restrooms are currently being replaced or renovated (Duke Park, Twin
Lakes) were not evaluated for this report, nor is Leigh Farm Park which is still under
construction in December, 2013.

2010
2004
yes

Yes

yes

2011

yes
yes
yes

2011

yes
yes

2011
1998

2012
Yes
Yes

yes
yes
2011

Northgate
Old Chapel Hill Rd.
Old Farm Rd
Piney Wood (softball)
Piney Wood (soccer)
Red Maple
Rock Quarry (field)
Rock Quarry (courts)
Rockwood
Sandy Creek
Sherwood
Solite
Southern Boundaries
Twin Lakes
Unity Village
Valley Springs
Walltown
West Point on the Eno
Whippoorwill
Wrightwood

1.
2.
3.
4.

300 W. Club Blvd.
3751 SW Durham Dr.
7 Hedgerow Pl.
400 E. Woodcroft Pkwy.
3320 Hinson Dr.
701 Stadium Dr.
2310 Whitley Dr.
3510 Sandy Creek Dr
2325 Cheek Rd
4704 Fayetteville Rd
100 Third Fork Rd.
435 Chandler Rd.
2011 Matilene Ave.
3805 Valley Springs Rd.
1308 W. Club Blvd.
5101 N. Roxboro Rd.
1632 Rowemont Dr.
1301 Anderson St.

30 / 18
43 / 8
33 / 13
39 / 10
35 / 14
19 / 26
29 / 15
36 / 12
27 / 18
37 / 11
31 / 16
37 / 12
34 / 12
NA 3
24 / 22
38 / 13
11 / 22
31 / 15
31 / 14
23 / 23

Yes
2010
Yes
1990
1990
yes
2010
Yes

Yes
Yes

yes
yes
yes

2000
2010
1995
2011

yes

predates 1999

yes

Predates 1998
Predates 2004
Predates 1998

The first number represents the number of “good” scores the site had; the second represents its number
of “poor” scores. Totals are not identical because “fair” scores are not counted.
Dates as known from existing site plans.
Sites where existing restrooms are currently being replaced or renovated were not evaluated for this
report, nor is Leigh Farm Park which is still under construction in December, 2013.
A site is classified as “frequent vandalism” if the restroom facilities are closed for repairs from vandalismcaused damage more than once a season. Some sites have been permanently closed because of
recurrent vandalism and are only open by reservation of a user group.

The assessment categories considered the following items:
Safety
Visibility around and in the structure itself, lighting, location/visibility within the park, CPTED
elements, materials used in the structure
Level of Service
Fulfilling intended service, aesthetics, all necessary features functional
Plumbing
Age, material of appliances, material of pipes
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Building
Age, type of structure, materials used, drainage, floodplain issue
Maintenance
Staff care level, inappropriate uses, poor cleaning techniques, poor maintenance techniques
Vandalism
Staff reports, repair requests, police reports, graffiti
Accessibility
Compliance, recent renovations, building and access to building

Following is a copy of the assessment form filled out by park restroom evaluators:

Sample Restroom Assessment Form

DPR Restroom Facility Assessment Form
Assessor _______________________________________________ Date __________________
Park _____________________________ (attach photos of structure, exterior and interior)

SAFETY
Good
How visible is this structure from major activity areas in the park?
How visible are the entrances from activity areas in the park?
How well lighted is the exterior around the entrances?
How well lighted is the interior of the restroom in the day time?
Does any shrubbery or panels create hiding places around the doors?
Additional comments on safety:

Fair

no

Poor

yes

LEVEL OF SERVICE/AMENITIES
Good
Is the restroom well located to serve the major park activity areas?
How are the overall aesthetics / appearance of the restroom?
Is a drinking fountain available?
yes
Is there interior privacy screening?
yes
Are there working hand driers or well-stocked paper towel container? yes
7

Fair

Poor

no
no
no

Is toilet paper available for each toilet?
Is hand soap available?
Does the restroom have a trash container?
Are mirrors provided?
Is the restroom well ventilated?
Is the restroom locked during winter months?
Additional comments on level of service/amenities:

yes
yes
Yes
yes
Yes
No

no
no
No
no
No
Yes

ADA ACCESSIBILITY
Is there an accessible path of travel from the parking lot or street?
Does the structure entrance have at least at 32” wide opening?
Is there a threshold barrier higher than ½ inch?
Is there a 5 ft turning diameter within the restroom?
Is the route from the door to the stall at least 42” wide?
Are there grab bars within the toilet stall?
Are the sink and faucets accessible?
Are the towels/hand dryer accessible?
Additional comments on level of ADA/Accessibility:

Good
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Fair

Poor
No
No
Yes
No
No
No
No
No

PLUMBING AND FIXTURES
Are toilets porcelain or stainless steel?
Are urinals porcelain or stainless steel?
Are sinks porcelain or stainless steel?
Are any of the fixtures broken or damaged in any way?
Are any of the fixtures stained or discolored in any way?
Additional comments on level of Plumbing and Fixtures:

Good
Stainless steel
Stainless steel
Stainless steel
No
No

Fair

Poor
Porcelain
Porcelain
Porcelain
yes
yes

BUILDING CONDITIONS
Good
What is the overall condition of the exterior walls?
What is the overall condition of the interior walls?
Is there any noticeable cracking of the floor or the walls?
What is the overall condition of the fascia and soffit?
What is the overall condition of the roof?
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Fair

Poor

If there are interior partitions, are they firmly fastened and in good
condition?
Are there visible insects, insect nests, or webs on the interior?
What is the condition of the exterior doors?
Is necessary signage on the building clear and visible?
Does the interior of the structure have a noticeable odor?
Does the area around the building drain well?
Additional comments on Building Conditions:

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes
No
Yes

No
Yes
No

MAINTENANCE/SERVICING
Good
How easy is it to clean the walls and floors of the structure?
How easy is it to clean the plumbing fixtures?
How easy is it to re-stock toilet paper, paper towels, and hand soap?
Are there or have there been problems with the sewer backing up?
How accessible are the fixtures when maintenance is needed?
Is there a hose bib available for maintenance use?
Additional comments on Maintenance / Servicing:

Fair

Poor

No

Yes

Yes

No

Fair
Open for
rentals
only

Poor
Generally
closed due
to
vandalism
damage
Yes
No
No
Yes

VANDALISM
Does this facility get closed by vandalism damage?

Does this facility get hit with graffiti often?
Are the interior fixtures vandal resistant?
Are the wall materials graffiti resistant?
Does the structure have visible copper piping?
Additional comments on Vandalism:

Good
Open all
season

No
Yes
Yes
No

Overall evaluation for this facility: ________________
Copies of the assessment for each site are available from the department.
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Note that the median “good” score is 32.5; the median “poor” score is 14.
Parks ranked by “good” score:
Bethesda
Old Chapel Hill Rd.
C. M. Herndon
East End
Garrett Rd.
Morreene Rd.
Piney Wood (softball)
Valley Springs
Solite
Sandy Creek
Hillside
Rock Quarry (courts)
Piney Wood (soccer)
Southern Boundaries
Cornwallis Rd.
Elmira Ave.
Old Farm
Median score
Forest Hills
Little River Lake
Lyon Park
Sherwood
West Point on the Eno
Whippoorwill
Northgate
Rock Quarry (fields)
Rockwood
Crest St.
Unity Village
Wrightwood
Lakeview
C. R. Wood
Red Maple
Long Meadow (fields)
Walltown

44
43
41
41
41
41
39
38
37
37
36
36
35
34
34
34
33
32.5
32
32
31
31
31
31
30
29
27
27
24
23
21
20
19
17
11

Some notes to add background to these scores:
Bethesda, Old Chapel Hill Rd., Sandy Creek, and
Morreene Rd. are pre-fab structures only a few years
old.
East End, Garrett Rd., Southern Boundaries, Little
River Lake, Sherwood, Rock Quarry (fields), Crest St.,
and C. R. Wood were renovated for ADA access and
some cosmetic improvements as part of the 2005
bond projects. Since their renovation, East End,
Sherwood, Crest St., and C. R. Wood have remained
mostly closed because of recurring vandalism.
Valley Springs is the only City park restroom still on
well and septic system; while it is in good functional
condition, its more “primitive” décor does not please
some users.
Red Maple and Walltown have been closed for a year
due to recurring vandalism; Unity Village, Lyon Park,
and Lakeview have also been closed for some time.
Forest Hills, Long Meadow (field), Lyon Park,
Northgate, Old Farm, Rockwood, Walltown, and West
Point on the Eno restrooms are all sited in floodplain
locations and so are limited in possible renovations
despite high use.
New restrooms are being installed in Duke Park, Twin
Lakes Park, and Leigh Farm Park in 2013-14; the
existing old restrooms in Duke Park and Twin Lakes
were not evaluated. The restroom in Central Park is
not managed or maintained by the City staff.

Bethesda Park
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Parks ranked by “poor” score:
C. R. Wood
Long Meadow (fields)
Red Maple
Lakeview
Wrightwood
Unity Village
Walltown
Crest St.
Northgate
Rockwood
Forest Hills
Lyon Park
Sherwood
Rock Quarry (fields)
West Point on the Eno
Elmira Ave.
Median score
Piney Wood (soccer)
Whippoorwill
Old Farm
Valley Springs
Cornwallis Rd.
Hillside
Rock Quarry (courts)
Solite
Southern Boundaries
Little River Lake
Sandy Creek
East End
Piney Wood (softball)
Morreene Rd.
Old Chapel Hill Rd.
C. M. Herndon
Garrett Rd.
Bethesda

26
26
26
24
23
22
22
19
18
18
16
16
16
15
15
14
14
14
14
13
13
12
12
12
12
12
11
11
10
10
8
8
7
7
3

Restroom vandalism at various park sites:

C. R. Wood Park

Long Meadow Park

Forest Hills Park

11

Discussion of Issues
I. Current Practice
DPR staff schedule cleaning of the restrooms based on park usage, with additional cleanings
added to those sites where events (such as rentals or tournaments) are going on. Usage cannot
be calculated exactly, of course, since passive park users are not counted; it is based on known
rentals and staff experience. In the summer of 2013, the following schedule was in effect for
cleaning of restrooms:
1 cleaning
per week
2 cleanings
per week
3 cleanings
per week
4 cleanings
per week
5 cleanings
per week

None
Rock Quarry, Rockwood, Sandy Creek, Wrightwood
Bethesda, Crest St., Elmira Avenue, Morreene Rd., Old Farm
C. M. Herndon, Garrett Rd., Lake Michie, Little River Lake, Long Meadow, Piney
Wood, Spruce Pine, Solite, Southern Boundaries, Whippoorwill
Cornwallis Rd., Duke Park, Forest Hills, Hillside, Northgate, Old Chapel Hill Rd.,
Twin Lakes, Valley Springs, West Point on the Eno

Note that C. R. Wood, Lyon Park, Lakeview, Red Maple, Sherwood, Unity Village, Walltown, and
East End were either not open or opened/cleaned only for rental reservations. Restrooms in
the centers are cleaned by staff in each of the centers.
In a recent study of park maintenance functions by the NC Recreation Resources Service, the
time estimate for restroom cleaning accords with what DPR staff report. This time equals (with
required travel time) about 1 FT staff person per day simply to clean the restrooms in the high
use parks (the 5 times per week sites)—and does not factor in that this same staff pick up trash
and litter and clean other amenities in the park, such as the picnic tables. DPR staff typically
operate in two-person clean-up crews, with three crews assigned to clean-up work in season.
Action
Clean

Item
Clean
Restroom/
Flush Toilet

Task
Restroom
appears &
smells clean;
toilet seats,
sinks, urinals
spotless;
floors no
trash & stains

Equipment
Labor
W/Hand
Tools
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Standard
Remove
insect webs;
clean walls,
floors, ceiling,
mirrors, sills;
disinfect
fixtures and
restock

Man-hours
.75

Units
bldg.

But it seems that this frequency of cleaning is not satisfactory for some users, as noted in these
examples of received complaints:
“I am a public health researcher and a parent of 2 young children. We visit many of
Durham's parks as we run, walk, and play around town. I continue to be concerned with the
poor condition of most park restrooms around the City… Most restrooms in Durham city
parks do not have toilet tissue or any other paper products… In those that do have tissue, it
is often completely soiled (having been dropped on the wet floor or having encountered
some other hazard...). There is almost never soap to be found, and where there are soap
dispensers, they do not work/ appear to be perpetually unfilled. Some sinks do not work.
Others drip or run constantly…”
“I am writing to draw attention to the rest room situation, at Long Meadow Park on Liberty
Street where the Durham Bulls Youth Athletic League plays and practices… On Saturdays
there are hundreds of children and parents at the park. The rest rooms do not appear to
have been cleaned once this season. The parents do not even want to take their children to
these bathrooms, this is totally unacceptable. Every year the rest rooms are in disrepair
from neglect, again this is unacceptable…”
“I cannot believe that these rest rooms are cleaned four times a week!! If you would have
seen it you would say the same thing. I was there not only on this past Saturday, but on
Monday and Tuesday of last week and the rest rooms looked exactly the same, untouched. I
am not talking about the hard water stains in the toilets, but the overall condition of the
rest room. If they were cleaning them four times a week, the numbers of spiders and spider
webs, and bugs would not have been present all over the rest room, but I am sure if I go out
to the park today the rest room will be cleaned. It is sad that I had to do all this to get it
cleaned!! I am sure it is cleaned now since I had to talk about bring the media into the issue.
All I want the city to do is it job!!”
Restrooms are regularly cleaned and generally repaired as needed, but heavy use and
sometimes misuse by the public makes it difficult to keep them in a condition acceptable to all.
It is easy for a customer to see if a park is mowed or not mowed, or if a field is lined or not
lined. But a restroom can be cleaned at 8:00 AM and filthy by 9:00 AM, if a user abuses it in
that hour. And it is not always possible to keep to the scheduled clean-up rotation, if staff are
pulled away from this work to address other pressing park concerns.
II. Vandalism
Vandalism is a persistent problem in many park restroom sites. Indeed, as noted earlier, some
restrooms are closed except for requests by specific rentals, while some are so damaged that
they have been closed altogether. Deterring vandalism is as important as good maintenance
and good design when it comes to keeping restrooms serviceable for public use. Unfortunately,
a dollar figure per year to the City for vandalism costs for restrooms is not available: clean-up

13

work and repair work are performed by different departments (DPR and GSD), and not all work
performed as a result of vandalism is recorded as such in department records.
The City of Baltimore (621,000 residents) reported a vandalism cost in its parks in 2011 of
$251,000; and the City of Boise (212,000 residents) reported $109,710. Extrapolating from
those figures, it could be estimated that park vandalism costs Durham about $104,000 per year
– and since restrooms represent a large portion of all park vandalism, their repair represents a
large part of that amount. Perhaps even more of an impact than the dollar cost is the
dissatisfaction of the residents with the loss of service of a restroom when it is off-line from
damage.
Some examples of vandalism, from extreme to typical, from staff reports:
“Reported by communications dispatch to DPR on-call manager. Sometime after noon
yesterday, December 28, 2011, the inside of bathroom facility building located at Piney
Wood Park was set on fire and vandalized, main room door broken and toilet paper rolls
set on fire causing damage to various items and utilities. Electrical panel burnt, fielding
lining machine burnt, new park sign burnt and vandalized, Musco lighting control system
damage unknown at this time. Dispatch notified DPR a little before 8 am on December
29, 2011 and DPR staff member went to site to meet DPD and file report. Fire Marshall
was also on scene and met with park maintenance staff.”
“Just got a call from a citizen that Elmira bathrooms have been vandalized – sinks torn
down, water running. I called it in to GSD. [Staff] is sending someone over to turn off the
water.”
“[Staff] inspected the break-in at Solite Park. By chance, Officer [x] was there so we filed
a police report (11-040566). The men’s side was broken into and the toilet was
damaged. The plumbing closet was also broken into and the majority of the copper pipe
removed. [Staff] has called GSD to see about securing the building.”
“The Citizen Observer Patrol rode into Sandy Creek Park today and discovered a lot of
graffiti (reported to One Call), signs of someone residing in the Men's Bathroom
(reported to District 3 Police), and both bathrooms are in need of major cleaning. All of
the toilets are stopped up with paper and fecal material to the brim.” [restroom was
supposedly closed and locked]
Vandalism seems to run the gamut from what might be described as malicious vandalism
(graffiti, feces smeared on walls, toilets stuffed with something) to convenience vandalism
(dumped bags of fish parts, doors broken open on closed restrooms) to opportunistic vandalism
(copper piping stripped, backflow preventers stolen). Little of it seems immediately
preventable when parks and restrooms are open at night for lack of staff to close and lock them
daily, then open and unlock them. For a few parks, neighbors of the site have undertaken that
task under an agreement with DPR.
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The age and construction of some of the buildings also makes vandalism harder to prevent;
fixtures are porcelain, pipes are visible, and basic materials are vulnerable. The new pre-fab
restrooms in some sites are constructed with a plumbing chase between the men’s and
women’s sides with internal pipes and stainless steel appliances and even stainless steel mirrors
in the use areas. Walls and roof are formed concrete. They are fairly vandal-resistant, as the
person who tried (unsuccessfully) to set fire to the building in Morreene Rd. Park discovered.

Even stainless steel fixtures can be
vandalized, as this shot from the
restroom in Long Meadow Park
indicates.

These graffiti at Old Farm Park are
typical of the “gang” markings that
show up in and on many park
restroom structures.
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DPR crew member dons a HazMat
suit to clean human waste from the
walls of this restroom in Long
Meadow Park

All the copper pipes were stripped
from the restroom at Southern
Boundaries Park

The restroom at Red Maple Park
was set on fire, then stripped of all
metal parts.
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III. Renovations
Many of the park restroom structures date to the 1990’s; today these structures are showing
the signs of years of hard use. For instance, consider the restrooms at Piney Wood Park. They
were a very forward-thinking and user-friendly design in 1991 when they were constructed:
individual stalls, with a central location for custodial equipment storage.

Scans from the original 1990 plans
prepared by Robinson Sorensen.
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Those same restrooms today are showing the signs of age and limited repair expenditures:

At least 21 of the current park restrooms pre-date 1998, and several are more than 20 years
old. A handful of these old restrooms were renovated in 2010-2012, under bond funding
directed towards making these facilities compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act
legislation: C. R. Wood, Crest St., East End, Garrett Rd., Rock Quarry, Sherwood, and Southern
Boundaries. As noted earlier, several of these parks are the very ones that remain closed
because of recurring vandalism. The restroom at East End Park, for example, scored a 41 on the
assessment form (the best score of any site was a 44). Yet staff tried three times in the summer
of 2013 to open the restroom for public use and each time had to shut it down within 48 hours
because vandalism rendered it dysfunctional.
18

Eight park restrooms are located in floodplains, some of those in the City’s highest use park
sites: Forest Hills, Long Meadow, Lyon Park, Northgate, Old Farm, Rockwood, Walltown, and
West Point on the Eno. The restrooms at Forest Hills, Northgate, and West Point are part of
existing picnic structures in the site.
Existing structures in the floodplain, under the adopted Unified Development Ordinance,
cannot be renovated with “substantial improvements” – which the UDO defines as “ Any repair,
reconstruction, rehabilitation, addition, or other improvement of a structure, the cost of which
equals or exceeds 50% of the market value of the structure before the ‘start of construction’ of
the improvement. This term includes structures which have incurred ‘substantial damage,’
regardless of the actual repair work performed.” The market value of these old restroom
buildings is considered, for insurance purposes, to be $10,000. So, only $5,000 of total
renovation is allowed – and that dollar figure includes the value of any volunteer labor and
repairs done over an extended period of time. FEMA simply does not want these buildings to
continue to exist in the flood zone and so makes it difficult to keep them renovated.
It is possible that new restroom buildings could be sited in the same floodplain location as these
older buildings, but the construction requirements are substantial; and in most cases the
elevation of the structure above floodplain levels would generate accessibility issues.

Restroom building

The restroom building at Old Farm Park is entirely in the Eno River
floodway (the purple area) which is more restrictive of development
than the floodplain.

Unfortunately, several parks actually have very little land at all that is outside of the floodplain
so even constructing an entire new restroom in a different location would be both expensive
and difficult.
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IV. Pre-fabs and Portables
As have other departments across the country, DPR has tried several options in recent years to
address the restroom concern. One response has been the installation of pre-fabricated
restrooms in new construction or as a replacement for older stick-built buildings.
Sandy Creek Park, Bethesda Park, and Old Chapel Hill Rd. Park had pre-fabs installed in new
construction; Morreene Rd. Park’s pre-fab dates from a 2011 renovation. In December, 2013,
Duke Park and Twin Lakes Park are in progress for receiving a new pre-fab installation. These
facilities are either constructed of formed concrete (CXT Concrete Buildings) or assembled CMU
split face block (ROMTEC). They come pre-plumbed and furnished with metal doors, ventilation
units, and stainless steel toilets, urinals, soap dispensers, hand dryers, basins, mirrors, and grab
bars. An outdoor fountain attached to the building is an option. The buildings are delivered to
the site by truck and set onto a hardened pad matching up with already installed water, sewer,
and electrical connections.

Old Chapel Hill Rd. Park

Bethesda Park
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This elevation drawing shows the tworoom Denali toilet pre-fab building
from CXT Concrete (the model
installed in Bethesda and Morreene
Rd). Note the plumbing chase
between the two toilet rooms –
location of the pipes within the chase
both protects them from cold and
vandalism and makes servicing them
when required easier. The rooms and
fixtures are designed to meet ADA
and building code requirements.

Staff have found these restrooms to be resistant to opportunistic vandalism (like stolen copper
pipes), but they are still liable to malicious vandalism (smeared feces, deliberately stopped-up
toilets). Keeping them open in the winter was successful with user groups, since winters are
mild enough in Durham that residents enjoy the parks most months of the year. But their being
open in winter has also left them vulnerable to other kinds of misuse. As this email from GSD
staff to DPR staff in January, 2011 notes:
“Just wanted to let you know we have a tenant living in Sandy Creek's Men restroom. He
has a pillow and blankets even an American flag stuck on the wall. We were notified the
heat was not working. On site, we found both doors wide open. Also determined the
heat was working in the men's bathrooms it was just turned off at the switch above the
heater. The women's bathroom however was not working and we found the stat set to
85 degrees and the thermostat has gotten so hot it melted part of the plastic housing,
which is a potential fire hazard.”
These pre-fabs are not inexpensive, though typically they cost no more than a comparable
stick-built building. Durham has paid from $165,000 to $200,000 for these two-room
installations, depending upon how much site work and utility work was required to complete
them.
A study done for the City Council of Salt Lake City in 2012 compared the costs of various types
of pre-fabricated toilets with similar amenities from different major manufacturers. Staff
looked at the cost of a one-stall (one room) installation, including permitting and construction:
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Stick-built by local contractor
ROMTEC, Inc.
CXT Concrete Buildings
Hunter Knepshield Co.
Restroom Facilities, Ltd.
Public Restroom Company
The Portland Loo

~$90,000
$82,571
$78,614
$92,702
$148,460
$117,281
$156,000

Of course, North Carolina building codes require at least one men’s and one women’s restroom
at any site that has restroom facilities, so a single unisex facility would not be possible in a
Durham park site (Section 2902.1). The City has previously received a request to make all park
restrooms unisex. In a letter from 2010, the Human Relations Commission requested “that the
city consider the use of unisex bathrooms in situations where there is only one toilet in a
bathroom.”
There are pre-fab units on the market other than the CXT and ROMTEC models. The “Portland
Loo” unit noted above was selling for $156,000 when the City of Portland was handling the unit
itself; recently ROMTEC has brought an identical product to market for $45,000. It’s an
interesting piece—designed specifically to deter vandalism and crime. Whether or not the
public will adopt it enthusiastically is still in question in locations where it has been tried.
This toilet is designed to be fully
accessible and unisex, but the unisex
designation is more difficult in fixed
toilets under NC code.
Everything is built of stainless steel,
the unit is powered by a solar panel
on top, and the sink is on the outside
of the structure.

Portable (non-plumbed) restrooms are another possible response to difficulties with fixed
restroom buildings. DPR does use these portable toilets on many occasions: at large events, as
requirements for renters when regular toilet buildings are closed for some reasons, and at
some sites without toilets with user demand. Portables have some important advantages for a
parks department. They can be installed and removed seasonally to meet demand, their
location can be moved to follow changes in demand, rental units are serviced by the owner and
not City staff, they are available for non-plumbed locations and locations where water is turned
off in cold seasons, and they are not difficult to clean. The price is reasonable; a single ADA
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toilet, serviced weekly, costs locally less than $200 per month; though City staff usually have to
made some interim visits for additional cleaning and paper re-stocking.
However, there are some deterrents to wider use of portable toilets. They are widely disliked
by the public which considers them ugly, smelly, and generally not clean enough. They are very
cold in winter and very hot in summer. They do not have handwashing facilities—at best, they
will have a foam dispenser. Portables large enough to meet ADA requirements are large
enough to serve the same criminal activities as stick-built toilet buildings. Some jurisdictions
have tried to “spruce up” portable toilets (and make them less vulnerable to vandalism) by
enclosing them in framed structures; but this increases the cost, reduces the portability, and
triggers the same floodplain issues as a stick-built structure. And then, of course, there is
always this:
“I just got a call from our Maintenance Crew Chief that the rental unit we have at
Cook Road has been turned over.”
A hybrid version used in some natural parks in remote locations, or in locations where urban
plumbing is not possible, is the vault toilet or composting toilet. This type of toilet is not
permitted in locations where City water/sewer is available, and they share most of the public
concerns about portable toilets. San Francisco has even experimented with portable toilets on
wheels, with self-contained water tanks; they can be moved by staff into areas of high demand
as needed.

Larger versions of this model even
come with shower units; they have
been located in some areas
specifically to serve the homeless
population in San Francisco’s
Tenderloin district.

It seems likely that portable toilets in some form will continue to be a part of the City system,
because of their flexibility, but are not the answer to all its problems.
IV. Locations
The installation and upkeep costs of a permanent, plumbed restroom in a park is high enough
that they will always limit where one is located. It seems clear that any park location must be
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well justified with an actual recorded or projected intensity of use. Simple size of a park is not
enough of a criterion; a large park might have a low level of use while a smaller park has a
higher one. And because of the potential for negative social impacts of a park restroom, the
choice of location must be a part of the design considerations during the initial park planning
processes with the community and in any renovation planning – just as the type and location of
other park facilities are.
Standards for toilet numbers come from health department and building code regulations for
different kinds of uses; park staff and the design teams have used those numbers as a starting
point for suggestions for toilet facilities for parks. Numbers of park users is a less well-defined
number. DPR has numbers for park, shelter, and field rentals as a starting point, and staff are
beginning to collect traffic counts to get some numbers for passive park users. But it will always
be difficult to determine, for instance, how many spectators come with the rental of a field for
50 players, or how many adults with toddlers walk into a popular neighborhood park with a
playground.
Nonetheless, pooling hard data with staff experience suggests the following criteria for location
of a park restroom facility:
1. Use of a site by at least 100 people per day, for at least 3 days a week, during the peak
season of May through October;
2. Sites where shelters (or other facilities) are frequently permitted for groups or events;
3. Sites where athletic events take place on a regular basis (such as lighted fields or
courts);
4. Sites where there is significant regular informal use (not requiring permits);
5. Key junctions of a trail or high-use bicycle/pedestrian route and a park.
These basic criteria call for a minimum restroom building if any one of them is met (that is, one
men’s and one women’s restroom). However, in cases of anticipated or known high use, such
as a park with multiple athletic fields, it will be necessary to increase the facility size. For each
100 persons over the base level of 100 served, one toilet for each room should be added.
Using these criteria, and assessing all the existing park sites, we get the following table:
Park

Criteria met

American Village
Bay-Hargrove
Belmont
Bethesda
Birchwood
Burch Ave
Burton
C. M. Herndon

---2,3,4
--?
-5
1,2,3,5

Existing
Restroom?
N
N
N
Y
N
N
N
Y
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Comment

Occasional large numbers at field

C. R. Wood
Campus Hills
Carroll St
Central Park
Cook Rd
Cornwallis Rd
Crest St
Drew/Granby
Duke Park
East Durham
East End
Edgemont
Elmira Ave
Forest Hills
Garrett Rd
Grant St
Hillside
Holt School Rd
Indian Trail
Lake Michie
Lakeview
Leigh Farm
Little River Lake
Long Meadow
Lyon Park
Maplewood
Morreene Rd
Northgate
Oakwood
Old Chapel Hill Rd.
Old Farm Rd
Old North Durham
Orchard Park
Oval Drive
Piney Wood
Red Maple
River Forest
Rock Quarry
Rockwood
Rocky Creek
Sandy Creek
Shady Oaks
Sherwood
Snow Hill Rd.
Solite
Southern Boundaries

-2
--1,2,4,5
2,4
2,4
3
----1,2,4
---3
--3,5
1,2,4
3,5
----2,3,4
----4,5
4
---(1,2,4,5)
4
3,4
4
----4
1,2,4,5
---1,3,5
4
4
2,4
1,4
1,2,3,4
----4
2,3,4,5
4
----4,5
------4
3
2,4,5
1,3,4,5

Y
N
N
Y, but
N
Y
Y
N
Y
N
Y
N
Y
Y
Y
N
Y
N
N
Y
Y
(Y)
Y
Y
Y
N
Y
Y
N
Y
Y
N
N
N
Y
Y
N
Y
Y
N
Y
N
Y
N
Y
Y
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Usually closed
Restroom available in center
Private, only open for events
Year round portable
Often closed
New installation on line spring 2014
Use by school, restrooms in school
Usually closed

Year round portable
Usually closed
New installation, on line winter 2014
Usually closed
Usually closed

Closed

Usually closed
School has restrooms for student use

Trinity Park
Twin Lakes
Unity Village
Valley Springs
Walltown
Weaver St
West Point on the Eno
Westover
Whippoorwill
White Oak
Wrightwood

4
1,2,3,4
---1,2,3,4
2,4
3
1,2,4,5
4,5
3,5
----4

N
Y
Y
Y
Y
N
Y
N
Y
N
Y

New installation on line summer 2014
Usually closed
Closed, restroom in center
Restroom in center

Data in this table suggest that the City is not too far off in its restroom locations, though a case
could be made (and often is made by residents) for a restroom in Oval Drive Park, Indian Trail
Park, and Westover Park. A restroom of some sort will be needed at Snow Hill Rd. Park as its
usage increases, especially once field lighting is added in the summer of 2014. And it would
seem possible to remove the existing restrooms at Red Maple Park, Lakeview Park, and C. R.
Wood Park.
V. Conclusions and Trends
A significant number of restrooms in the park system are not operating within minimum
standards of service. Causes include vandalism, inadequate repair, inadequate
maintenance, poor location and/or materials, and age of the structures.
Many in the public express dissatisfaction with the condition of park restrooms, while
some in the public continue to misuse the restrooms significantly. Bridging this gap
seems difficult.
Restrooms that are poorly lighted at night or are difficult for police to see during drivethrough patrols are the ones most often vandalized. Older restrooms, with less durable
materials, exposed pipes, and porcelain appliances are often among those poorly lighted
and hard to see—making them doubly vulnerable. Decisions need to be made about
whether to permanently close/demolish these restrooms (since they are so often out of
service) and either replace them with new permanent structures, replace them with
portable toilets, or not replace them at all.
Whatever decisions are made about permanent restroom buildings, a standard parts list
for all restrooms needs to be created and adhered to, to make repairs and replacements
simpler. Spending up front on durable materials does save repair money in the long run.
There will continue to be a place for portable toilets in the system, based on their
flexibility. What kind of portable toilets will best serve the public at an affordable cost
needs to be further investigated.
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Standards in restroom structures that will need to be considered in future construction
and renovation include the following: ADA compliance; “Family” restrooms for opposite
gender caregivers; external sinks to maximize public use while keeping private spaces
private; some sort of electronic surveillance or lighting on building exteriors—possibly
including timed door locks; low-flush and no-flush fixtures; solar panels for power
sources.

For further research:
Restroom Master Plan. Department of Parks and Recreation, City and County of Denver
(2005)
“Peeling Back the Paint: Designing Park Restrooms for Safety and Maintenance.” Parks
and Recreation Business (Aug, 2012)
Susan Kennedy, “Prevent Restroom Vandalism Before It Starts.” P M Engineer (Sept,
2001)
Thomas Westerkamp, “Two-for-One Restroom Savings.” Facilitiesnet.com (Dec, 2005)
Restroom Repair & Renovation Program. San Francisco Recreation and Parks (June,
2013)
Marc Levy, “On way to real public restroom plan, group points to 44 partial solutions.”
Cambridge Daily News (June 11, 2013)
Aaron Mesh, “Money Bucket: Portland Wants Every City to Have its Patented Toilet.”
Willamette Week (My 15, 2013)
“Successful Urban Restroom Design.” Romtec.com (June 18, 2013)
Scott James, “A New Plan for Public Toilets Shows Promise.” NYTimes.com (Sept 2, 2011)
Staff report to City Council, Salt Lake City, “Cost of Building Public Restrooms.”(Jan 15,
2013)
Hyphae Design Laboratory, “Tenderloin Public Toilet Project Master Plan.” (Mar 30,
2012)
Rick Dandes, “Last Things First: Trends in Restroom Structures.” Recreation
Management (2011)
Staff report prepared for the Mayor of Portland, “Going Public: Strategies for Meeting
Public Restroom Needs in Portland’s Central City.” (2006)

27

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS
How to provide public restrooms that are safe and clean is an ongoing problem for every
community. Solutions vary from the desperate (simply close everything and give up) to the
expensively creative (the self-cleaning ExeLoo, pictured below) that costs a quarter per visit,
speaks to the user about time limits when he or she enters, plays music during the visit, and
takes itself out of service every hour or so to clean the interior with a spray wash.

Neither of those solutions seems to be the best for the Durham parks system.
However, as the following cumulative information table shows, Durham parks staff have been
actively responding to park usage park conditions as well as the limiting factors (like location
and vandalism) allow. The parks that have the highest number of location criteria are generally
those that receive the highest “good’ score and those with the fewest number of location
criteria receive the highest “poor” score.
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“Good” “Poor” Total number
score
score
of location
criteria met
Bethesda
44
3
3
Old Chapel Hill Rd.
43
8
3
C. M. Herndon
41
7
4
East End
41
10
1
Garrett Rd.
41
7
2
Morreene Rd.
41
8
1
Piney Wood (softball)
39
10
4
Valley Springs
38
13
4
Solite
37
12
3
Sandy Creek
37
11
2
Hillside
36
12
3
Rock Quarry (courts)
36
12
4
Piney Wood (soccer)
35
14
---Southern Boundaries
34
12
4
Cornwallis Rd.
34
12
2
Elmira Ave.
34
14
2
Old Farm
33
13
1
Median score
32.5
14
Forest Hills
32
16
3
Little River Lake
32
11
1
Lyon Park
31
16
1
Sherwood
31
16
1
West Point on the Eno
31
15
4
Whippoorwill
31
14
2
Northgate
30
18
4
Rock Quarry (fields)
29
15
---Rockwood
27
18
1
Crest St.
27
19
1
Unity Village
24
22
0
Wrightwood
23
23
1
Lakeview
21
24
0
C. R. Wood
20
26
0
Red Maple
19
26
0
Long Meadow (fields)
17
26
2
Walltown
11
22
2

Flood
plain

Vandalism
an ongoing
problem

yes

yes
yes

yes
yes
yes
yes

yes

yes

yes
yes

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

yes
yes

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

There are a couple of notable exceptions to this rule: Forest Hills Park, West Point on the Eno
Park, and Northgate Park restrooms have a high location criteria number but are all below the
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median score on quality. All are also in floodplain location and have been closed on several
occasions in response to vandalism damage.
Staff recommendations to address vandalism:
Repaint interior and exterior of existing structures in graffiti-resistant paint (paint with
silicon or some similar material included in its mixture so that graffiti and stains wash off
with water)
Clean up / remove any graffiti immediately upon its discovery
Remove all glass mirrors from existing restrooms and replace with stainless steel
Replace existing porcelain toilets, sinks, and urinals with a different material; there are
now stainless steel down-flush (rather than wall hung) replacement toilets being
manufactured for this upfit use, and even carbon graphite toilets
Replace paper towel containers with air driers and all plastic handwash soap dispensers
with metal ones
Remove any remaining copper piping in older restrooms and replace with PVC or flexible
piping
These products would cost approximately $1,000 for paint for typical park restroom
structure and $2,000 per sink/toilet/urinal combination.
Some ideas were more cost prohibitive and potentially more vandalism-prone themselves:
door locks on timers, surveillance cameras at restroom entrances, and motion detector
light/camera combinations.
And one was definitely more idealistic: signs to “invoke caring.” Staff found data about a study
from 1996 that suggests it actually stops or reduces vandalism in some locations to post a sign
stating some version of “A local [small business] has agreed to donate [$] to [some relevant
charity] for each day that the restroom remains free from vandalism and graffiti.”
Staff recommendations to address restrooms in floodplains:
There are eight park restrooms in floodplain locations; following are recommendations to
improve each of them:
Forest
Hills Park
Long
Meadow
Park

Close existing restroom permanently. Install new pre-fab CXT
restroom in the non-floodplain location adjacent to the parking lot
(between parking lot and playground)
Close existing restroom permanently. Install new pre-fab CXT
restroom in the non-floodplain location adjacent to the parking lot.
Alternate: highest use in this location is very seasonal (youth
baseball); rather than installing a permanent restroom use seasonal
portable toilets
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$250,000

$250,000
$1,500
per year

Northgate
Park
Old Farm
Park
Rockwood
Park
Walltown
Park
West
Point on
the Eno
Park
Lyon Park

No non-floodplain location in the park; make all possible cosmetic
upfits to the existing restroom. Long term, consider a portable toilet
$5,000
located close to existing facilities
per year
No non-floodplain location in the park; make all possible cosmetic
upfits to the existing restroom. Long term, consider a portable.
$5,000
Close existing restroom permanently and demolish the building
Install new pre-fab CXT restroom in the non-floodplain location
adjacent to the parking lot
$250,000
Close existing restroom permanently and demolish the building.
$5,000
Investigate the potential usage of a new pre-fab CXT restroom in the
non-floodplain location adjacent to the parking lot and playground
$250,000
Make all possible cosmetic upfits to the existing restroom
(connected to the picnic shelter). Improve the accessible route off
the main park roadway to the restroom.
$10,000
Close existing restroom permanently and demolish the building.
Investigate the potential usage of a new pre-fab CXT restroom in the
non-floodplain location adjacent to the parking lot and playground
$250,000

Staff recommendations for structures:
Staff responsible for both maintenance and clean-up of restrooms prefer the pre-fab units that
have been installed in several parks over the stick-built types. The units are sturdy and vandalresistant. The internal plumbing chase means that units can be kept open most (or all) of the
year, and that keeps park users happier. A concrete or CMU pre-fabricated structure should
become the default for restroom replacement or new construction for the City system in most
locations.
A few existing stick-built structures in good condition that contain former “concession space”
should be mothballed for potential future re-use as storage or vendor space. Other buildings
should be demolished as new structures are installed.
For some more urbanized settings, such as Central Park, a project to pilot use of a stainless
steel pre-fab—like the ROMTEC version of the Portland Loo—could prove worthwhile.
Staff recommendations for equipment or practices:
Standardize, standardize, standardize! Currently restrooms reflect decades of different
construction, with different fixtures and fittings. Whether GSD or DPR is doing a repair or a
replacement, there should be one agreed-upon model of toilet, sink, urinal, fittings, lock,
ventilation unit, and so on. The paint for both interior and exterior should be standard in brand
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and color to make repairs simple. Both GSD and DPR staff who need keys to access locked
facilities should have those keys readily available.

Upgrading the parks restrooms will necessarily require some commitment of staff time and
funding – less to do immediate renovations and repairs, more to replace aged facilities with
new structures. The problems are clear, and only the desired work and available funding
remain to be decided.
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Restroom interior, Bethesda Park

Combined restroom and concession building, Herndon Park

Restroom at Crest St. Park
had exterior “wing walls”
removed to eliminate hiding
places for possible criminal
activity.

Restroom with student art project decoration, Cornwallis Rd. Park

Interior of restroom (closed) at C. R. Wood Park

Mechanicals for East End Park restroom

Interior, Forest Hills Park restroom

Restroom exterior, Elmira Park

Garrett Rd. Park restroom exterior, being evaluated

Hillside Park restroom exterior
Lakeview Park restroom exterior
wall

Restroom s at Little River Lake were recently renovated for accessibility

Restroom interior and exterior, Long Meadow Park
Pre-fabricated restroom at Morreene Rd. Park

Restroom at Northgate Park is part of the picnic shelter building
Restroom. (closed) in Lyon Park

Plumbing chase is located between the men’s and
women’s room in this pre-fab restroom at Old Chapel
Hill Rd. Park, so all pipes are behind walls

Vandalism, including arson, has kept the restroom at Red Maple Park
closed for a long time

Restroom interior, Old Farm Rd. Park

Restrooms at Piney Wood Park are sets of single stalls

Restroom interior, Rockwood
Park

Restroom exterior, Rock Quarry Park

Restroom door, Solite Park

Restroom building, Solite Park

Sherwood Park restroom, exterior, from 2012 and 2013

Vandalism at Sandy Creek Park restroom

Southern Boundaries Park, restroom exterior

Restroom exterior, Unity Village Park

Restroom exterior, Whippoorwill Park

Restroom exterior, Valley Springs Park

Restroom at Walltown Park was supposedly closed because of prior
vandalism that destroyed the toilets

Restroom interior, West Point on the Eno Park

Restroom building being delivered to Old Chapel Hill Rd. site

The restrooms at Wrightwood Park are part of the picnic shelter
building

Restroom building being delivered to Bethesda Park site

