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Purpose of report

1. To update Members on the progress made to date towards refurbishing the Authority’s public toilet facilities.

Strategic Planning Framework

2. The information contained in this report is consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and strategic planning framework, and specifically, to “plan and manage all aspects of the Authority’s business so as to make the most effective use of our resources” (Corporate Plan, 2008/09).
Background

3. At the meeting of the Audit & Review Committee on 27 June 2008, Members discussed a paper which reviewed the condition and cleanliness of the public toilets operated by the Authority. Subsequently, at the meeting of this committee on 8 August 2008, Members agreed a funding package for refurbishing the ‘most needy’ of the Authority’s public toilets, namely those at Malham, Linton, Grassington and Aysgarth. 
Progress to date
4. The refurbishment of Malham Public Toilets started in November 2008 and is due to be completed in February 2009. There was a four week delay to the scheme when asbestos was discovered during initial works. Although an asbestos survey in 2005 indicated that the site was ‘clean’, the asbestos was only discovered when the hand wash unit was removed. The asbestos was not damaged by the builder and so caused no health and safety issues on site; it was removed by a specialist contractor once the 14 day notice required by Health & Safety legislation had been issued to the Health & Safety Executive. 
5. Work on Linton Public Toilets started in December 2008, and is due to be completed in early February 2009.

6. The refurbishment work for Grassington toilets has been contracted and is due to start in early February 2009, with completion by Easter 2009. The work on this and the preceding two refurbishments will have been achieved through a combination of contracting and in-house work by the Authority’s Maintenance Officer, which we have established as the best means of keeping costs within the tight budgets available.
7. Progress on the replacement and refurbishment of the public toilet at Aysgarth has proven much more problematic, owing to the nature of the site and later conclusions about the feasibility of the original proposals as their detail has been investigated further. Options considered so far are included as an Appendix.  Every effort is being made to provide a solution with minimum environmental impact, but the combination of proximity to the river, poor sub-surface drainage, the adjacent SSSI and general visitor amenity makes this site extremely challenging. At this stage it seems very unlikely that the scheme will be completed by Easter 2009.
8. Whilst progress at Aysgarth is clearly disappointing, two additional activities should have a positive effect on the site. Firstly, a complete refurbishment of the kitchen within the cafe, including new stainless steel kitchen units and flooring, will have been completed by the date of this meeting. Secondly, the cleaning contract for all of the Authority’s public toilets and other facilities (with the exception of the main offices) has been let, subject to final contract; it is intended that this will generate the improvement in the quality of cleaning that was identified as a necessity by the original Public Toilets review.
RECOMMENDATION
9. That Members note the progress made to date on the refurbishment programme.
Paul Drake
Project & Estates Officer
23 January 2009
Background documents: 
Customer Satisfaction with Toilets – Performance Improvement Review 2007/08, Audit & review Committee, 27 June 2008

Review of Public Toilets, Finance & Resources Committee, 8 August 2008

Appendix
Aysgarth: progress and issues to date

At the meeting of the Finance & Resources Committee on 8 August 2008, Members endorsed a recommendation ‘to remove the compost system and construct a new environmentally friendly on-site treatment plant and to undertake associated energy saving measures with the above’. It was also suggested that an option to utilise the main sewer option on the far side of the river at Aysgarth be re-investigated, as well as consideration being given to ‘other possible systems’.

Introducing a new sewage system on this site was always going to be challenging, due to the lack of a mains sewage connection, the large number of ‘users’  and the sensitive nature of the site. 

The predicted usage of the toilets has now been more accurately modelled on data collected since people counters were installed on site in June 2008. By moving way from a composting system, the alternative will be to have flush toilets (but still to use waterless urinals in the Men’s Toilets, to avoid further water flow). It is the major increase in effluent volumes, estimated at up to eight cubic metres a day during peak visitor times, which is the crux of finding a solution for the site.

The initial proposal was to make use of existing septic tanks, which pre-dated the installation of the composting toilets. The intention was to treat the ‘excess fluid’ outflow, typical of septic tanks, through a ‘Puraflo’ organic filtration system, and then to allow the resultant cleansed water to seep away down the banks below the site. Note that some such seepage already happens with the existing system, though it is of a magnitude less than that predicted from a system that uses flush toilets.

Two problems arose with this proposal: firstly, the filtration system used peat, which, for conservation reasons (including imminent involvement with a major peat land conservation project) we were keen to avoid using if it was sourced unsustainably. The peat itself is derived from the Irish peat industry, and is almost certainly not sustainable. However, the alternative option if not used would have been a very significant increase in lorry visits to empty the septic tanks, so on the balance of 'least damage’, the peat filter system would seem to be the lesser evil.
However, further examinations on site have suggested more difficulties, again with their source in the much larger volume of effluent now predicted. Consultations between the architect and a local sewerage firm identified an option where the outfall from the septic tank (potentially, without the need for filtration) would be ‘distributed’ beneath the upper edge of the woodland immediately below the site, so maximising the ‘filtration’ effect of a soak away. This was to be achieved by a continuous buried pipe along the full length of the south side of the car park, the pipe having a surface punctured by innumerable holes through which the (now filtered) effluent would seep out into the substrate.

To test the practicality of this scheme, the old septic tanks were emptied and cleaned (to establish the volume of effluent that they would be capable of holding) and permeability tests were done on the ground beneath the edge of the car park, to check its suitability for seep drainage. Unfortunately, the conclusion of this investigation was that the ground had only limited additional capacity to take more fluids, since it now appears that the surface water from the (tarmac) car park, although initially engulfed by surface drains, also then feeds to seeps along the edge of the car park. So discharging effluent along this edge of the site could mean effluent passing to the surface of the woodland and then flowing down towards the road below.
A further solution was then proposed, to install the Puraflo system and to considerably extend the outfall pipe to increase the capacity for seepage into the woodland area. This would involve creating the soak away at the top of the wooded slope as originally suggested, then, after an inspection chamber, installing a further section of soak away piping zigzagging down through the wood for another 70 m, at the end of which would be a further inspection chamber from which any final residual flow (from peak usage) would then feed into an existing surface drainage pipe beneath the road, to fall into the river.
This solution, with the need for trenching of pipes, would almost certainly damage the woodland: whilst the latter is not part of the SSSI which covers much of the Aysgarth Falls area, it is an important and positive part of the landscape of the site. Damaging it to pipe sewage effluent (albeit heavily filtered) into the river would be something of an ‘own goal’, particularly as the high discharge peak would coincide with lowest water conditions in the river (during fine summer weather), with a small but highly unattractive risk of a pollution issue.
From discussions with the Environment Agency and other advisors, this proposal has now been revised. The surface water drainage from the car park could be taken to a new chamber at the bottom end of the lower car park near the footpath, and a revised layout of soak away pipe work installed, to deal with any residual flow (of cleansed water) that may still flow into the river, whilst reducing the impact on the woodland.
To establish whether this proposal is practical, given that it is dependent on the physical nature of the area of the proposed soak away pipe work, we have commissioned a hydrogeologist to provide technical advice on the specific ground conditions, position and suitability of soak ways and likely volume discharge into the river (and whether such a discharge could be avoided altogether). If this does look like a viable solution, then we will undertake further work to:

· identify the most suitable sites for the positions of chambers and pipelines
· assess the impact on the woodland
· identify the potential for visible ponding or flow from peak discharge onto the riverbank area
· confirm calculations on soak away rates and agree peak flow calculations
· apply for discharge consent to the Environment Agency
· agree screening methods to the tanks and any other installations, and obtain planning permission, as necessary.
Accessing mains sewerage. Discussions with the Highways Agency confirmed that there was no mains drainage close to the site, with the nearest being on the opposite side of the River Ure. Although it might be possible to pump sewage across the river in a pipe that descended the Ure Gorge, traversed the river bed, and then ascended to meet the newly-installed sewage treatment station on the far (south) bank, the river at this point is not only a Site of Special Scientific Interest but is also subject to flood pulses that would be likely to damage any pipe work unless the latter was extremely robust. The alternative, of attaching a sewage pipe to, or embedding one within, the bridge at this point, would also not seem to be a good solution: the site is a famous view-point for visitors, as well as being a Grade II listed building. The capacity of the newly-installed facility on the far bank has not been investigated, but it may be that it could have difficulty in dealing with the effluent volumes that are likely to be generated by the National Park Centre toilets, assuming that it was designed with the buildings it now serves in mind. We could commission a further feasibility report to investigate this option, but officers feel that this would be a very challenging approach, and it might be better to revisit the original decision if this was the only option. 
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