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Accessible public toilet facilities to promote dignity, health, and social inclusion

This resolution is a call for accessible, clean, free public toilets which are fundamental to inclusion and wellbeing, especially for women, older people, disabled individuals, parents and carers. It invites WI branches to take meaningful action—through advocacy, partnership, and community engagement—to support local authorities and civil society in reversing the closure trend and ensuring dignity for all.
Proposer’s position

This resolution calls for an increase in the number of public toilets in the UK. The proposer would like to see these public toilets be clean, safe and free so that the restrooms are accessible to all members of the public who need them most. The proposer believes that this can be done through political advocacy at both national and local levels, as well as through partnering with relevant organisations such as the British Toilet Association. 

The scale of the problem

According to the British Toilet Association (BTA), the UK has lost about 50% of its public toilets. Research by the Audit Commission found that there were just over 6,600 public toilets in England in 2000, the BTA believes the number now stands at around 3,300 in 2025. The exact number of public toilets closed in Wales is unknown, as local authorities do not provide consistent data, however, there is evidence of significant closures. For example, Conway County in North Wales closed more than half its facilities in 2024.
Public toilets in the UK have decreased mainly due to cuts to local authority budgets announced in 2010. Funding challenges have made it difficult for councils to fund and maintain facilities, and there is no legal requirement for them to provide public toilets. However, in Wales, the Public Health Act 2017 requires local councils to develop and regularly update a local toilets strategy but it does not legally require them to provide and maintain public toilets themselves. Instead, the strategy must assess community toilet needs.
The lack of access to public toilets significantly impacts women, people with health issues and those with disabilities.  According to a report by The British Journal of Nursing in 2024, several studies have identified that women use toilets more frequently than men for reasons such as pregnancy, menstruation, incontinence and responsibility of children.
· UTIs/Cystitis – In an article published in 2024 by The Guardian, women spoke of an increase in UTI’s due to having to hold in their urine while in public, and as a result were hesitant of leaving the house in fear of not having access to a toilet. According to a study by Jude (a bladder health brand), 41% of respondents reported that they have experienced UTIs, bladder and kidney issues as a direct result of holding urine when in public. 

· Menstruation – According to the BTA, 22.5% (15 million) of the UK population menstruates. Not having access to safe, clean and appropriate toilets during menstruation can cause discomfort and psychological stress, and adds to the discrimination women and girls already face because of menstruation-related taboos. Furthermore, using the same sanitary product for too long can increase the risk of infection. 

· Menopause and pregnancy – These conditions increase a woman’s need to use the toilet because the bladder is weakened or compressed. Hormonal changes during perimenopause can lead to heavier bleeding, requiring more frequent changing and washing. 

· Mothers and caregivers – Women and girls are usually the main caregivers of children, sick or older relatives and community members and people with disabilities. They are more likely to accompany others to the toilet, and therefore, they need accessible and practical facilities to support themselves in addition to those they are caring for.
Women are taking drastic measures to cope with the lack of public toilets in their communities. A lack of suitable toilets can constrain a woman’s personal freedom and mobility, health, and involvement in political and recreational activities. Jude reports that 37% of those surveyed regularly change their plans, or have cancelled meeting friends and family due to the lack of access to public toilets in the UK. Furthermore, 67% of women said that they regularly dehydrate themselves as they can't trust that there will be a toilet available, should they need to go. This can cause chronic dehydration, which aside from being a leading cause of UTIs, can cause a range of health problems, ranging from headaches and fatigue to kidney stones.
There are 16.1 million disabled people in the UK, according to the disability charity Scope, and according to the 2021 Census, disabled females made up 18.7% of the English population while the percentage in Wales was slightly higher at 22.3%. Disabled women and girls face double the disadvantage because toilets that do exist are rarely designed and constructed to be fully accessible and safe for them. 

The current situation

As the statistics above show, there is a rapid decline in public toilets in the UK. With more toilets closing than re-opening, women in particular are facing major health and social implications.

Due to the fact that local authorities simply do not have the money to re-open public toilets and subsequently maintain them, many communities are taking matters into their own hands by way of the ‘community public toilet scheme’. This scheme partners local businesses with councils to allow the public to use their toilet facilities free of charge. Participating businesses display a sticker and receive a small payment from the council to cover maintenance and open their facilities, which can include wheelchair access and baby changing areas. These schemes are a cost-effective way to increase the number of available public toilets in convenient locations. In some cases, council’s give up to £1000 to businesses who take part in the scheme. Many members of the public are not aware that the scheme exists.

At present, there is no data on how many businesses are currently signed up to the scheme in England and Wales as there is no single national registry collecting this information. 

In November 2025, the BTA published the results of a new nationwide survey which revealed that 92% of the British public is calling for increased government funding for public toilets. The BTA is urging the Chancellor to ringfence funding for public toilet provision, arguing that clean, accessible facilities are essential for economic participation, public health, and social inclusion. The BTA is also calling for public toilet provision to become a statutory duty for local councils, ensuring long-term accountability and access.

Points to consider

· There is plenty of scope to team up with other organisations to campaign on this matter, such as the British Toilet Association, Bladder Health UK, Cystitis & Overactive Bladder (COB) Foundation, Bloody Good Period, Age UK and Muscular Dystrophy UK. 
· This resolution would increase women’s wellbeing as it is an issue that affects women predominately, due to menstruation, pregnancy, menopause and incontinence. Therefore, it is an issue the WI would be well placed to campaign on.
· Given the financial challenges local authorities face, it may be more achievable to support community toilet schemes rather than lobby for new toilet blocks to be opened. 
How could the WI work on this issue if it was passed?
A local-only campaign would be developed by the NFWI if the resolution is passed, taking into account developments since then. To help inform your discussions, here are some ways the WI could consider working on the issue. 
At regional and local levels, WIs could work with the council to encourage local businesses to take part in the community public toilet scheme by informing them of the reasons why it is important, as well as the benefits it could bring to the business and the community. This could be done by facilitating conversations, distributing leaflets and organising meetings of discussion. 
Additionally, WIs can raise awareness within the community about the scheme, so that those in need of toilets when in public know they have options they can rely on. WIs could also empower and support people to have confidence in asking the question  ‘Can I use your toilet’. 


 



Further information

Age UK
The London Loo Alliance 
British Toilet Association
 Legalise Loos Campaign
The Chartered Institute of Plumbing and Heating Engineering 
‘Love your local lav’ campaign 
Video Content
Toilets4London
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