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12.10  CASE STUDY - Loch Garten Osprey Centre 
RSPB Scotland 
Abernethy Nature Reserve 
Nethybridge 
Inverness-shire 
PH25 3EF 
 
OS reference: 
 
The study team have not visited Loch Garten. Richard Thaxton, Site 
Manager-Loch Garten, Scotland has very kindly sent this report and 
photographs which we reproduce verbatim. 
 
Background 
 
The Osprey Centre receives 35,000 visitors each spring & summer season, 
(1st April to end-August).  It is a remote site with no mains water, sewerage or 
power, and is a heavily designated site.  This had precluded any form of toilets, 
including septic tank options owing to the likely nutrient enrichment of 
surrounding habitats from septic tank run-off. Only with the advent of 
composting toilet technology, was it possible to provide toilets. 
 
Toilet design, working & maintenance 
 
Planning issues & building regulations meant that our visitor reception / toilet 
block building could only be of limited size.  This restricted the size of the 
composting chambers that could be used.  Our toilets consist of:  
 
Gents   three urinals and one toilet bowl 
Ladies   four toilet bowls 
Disabled persons one toilet bowl 
 
The Gents & Disabled toilet facilities empty into one composter tank, the ladies 
facilities into another. 
 
The tank is divided into two chambers, with a sloping floor between the two 
halves.  The liquids run down the slope and drain into the lower sump chamber.  
Solid material remains in the upper chamber. 
 
At the end of each day, a few handfuls of softwood shavings are put down each 
toilet bowl.  This not only improved the aesthetics for users the following day, but 
also more importantly keeps the waste pile loose and aerated, which facilitates 
the breakdown of material. 
 
We have low power fans in the toilet roof, (powered by a generator & battery inverter system which 
provides all the power needs for the Osprey Centre), which draw air, carbon dioxide, water vapour 
and odours out of the tanks, vented out through the roof. This throughput of air is vital to the 
breakdown process.  At sites without power, alternative sources of power to drive fans could come 
from small roof-mounted wind turbines or photovoltaic cells – we are currently exploring both of 
these alternative options. 
 
In Strathspey, with potentially low temperatures from October onwards, microbial breakdown will 
slow.  The low-energy fans running 24/7 help the breakdown process to continue. 
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The fans prevent the toilets from smelling.  They draw air etc. from the tanks, 
drawn down from the toilet bowls, effectively pulling odours away from the toilet 
user.  This can be seen by (carefully!) holding, say a cigarette or a match at the 
toilet seat and you will see the plume of smoke drawn away from you, down into 
the tanks. 
 
In our case, it took an initial season for the breakdown culture of bacteria and 
other microbes etc. to become established.  An accelerant can be added to the 
tanks to help develop the culture medium. For example, DWT 360 Waste 
Digester & Odour Eliminator, which consists of selectively adapted strains of 
bacteria designed to digest the compounds in toilet composting systems, vault 
toilets and septic tanks. 
 
Having removed some material and stored it in a plastic dustbin for six months, 
I then had some samples tested by Scottish Agricultural College (SAC) and e-
coli, salmonella, and other pathogens etc could not be found at all! 
 
Our toilets are only used from April to August.  They are closed from September 
to end of March.  This gives a six-month period (without further contributions) 
for the material to break down.  Once the waste has composted it is not 
particularly smelly and does not resemble human waste at all, looking and 
smelling just like earth or commercially bought potting compost.  If you 
presented someone with a bucket of this material, they would not readily identify 
it as human waste.  When in this composted condition, any maintenance tasks 
or removal of the material is not especially unpleasant, no more so (in fact 
probably less so) than working with farmyard manure or when mucking out a 
stable. 
 
However, our site constraints have meant that our chambers are relatively small (shallow).  This 
results in a conical accumulation of waste material beneath each toilet bowl chute.  Gradually this 
heap gets closer to the toilet bowl chute and it is necessary to knock this over and rake the 
material flat.  This is an extremely unpleasant task because the waste material is fresh and 
contains some sanitary napkins etc too.  In our case, this involves entering the toilet block 
basement, opening inspection hatches and reaching in with a long handled rake to level the waste 
piles.  The rake is stored after use, in a strong bleach solution. 
 
The above task can be avoided if tanks are as big as site conditions allow.  Depending on volume 
of usage and the size of the tanks, it might never be necessary to undertake the above raking 
maintenance.  From my experience, the bigger the tanks-the better. 
 
As the sump fills with liquids, this is periodically pumped out by a North of Scotland Water Authority 
(NOSWA) tanker.  Large tanks would negate this too. 
 
Small tanks require us to remove material before each visitor season.  Having closed to visitors in 
late August, the material is left in situ until the end of February when, in the run up to a new 
season, we remove most of the material, leaving enough to continue the cocktail of breakdown 
culture.  From within the toilet basement chamber, material is shovelled from the inspection 
hatches into plastic dustbins with clip-shut lids.  This we store for a further six months before it is 
used as a fertiliser.  As mentioned above, remove of material at this stage is relatively innocuous. 
 
We have no water at our site.  Hand washing is by moist hand-wipes, which are anti-bacterial, anti-
fungal, anti viral etc.  These are in bucket-like dispensers fixed to the wall in each toilet. 
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The composting toilets at Loch Garten have proven a great success.  Firstly, by enabling us to 
provide toilets for staff, volunteers and visitors, when before there were none, except a single 
chemical Elsan closet. 
 
They have proven to be an attraction in their own right!  Visitors are curious about the technology 
and we use them as an interpretative tool to convey environmental messages as part of the green-
credentials package the Osprey Centre demonstrates.  The toilets convey three key messages to 
visitors 
 

·  Water conservation – they don’t use any 
·  Recycling – use is made of the composted waste 
·  Habitat protection & site safeguard – there is no run-off; it is a total containment system. 

 
An interpretative panel explaining the above is fixed to the inside of each cubicle door, so users 
cannot help but get the message. 
 
In 2003, the Osprey Centre was awarded Gold in the Green Tourism Business Scheme, re-
awarded again in 2005 and again in 2009.  This was in part based on the composting toilet 
provision for visitors.  They have been visited by many others agencies and individuals, looking for 
similar solutions to toilet provision in remote locations��


