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Background

Corrour, located in the Lairig Ghru, the high-level
pass that cuts through the Cairngorm massif to the
Spey valley, is one of the oldest and best known of
‘bothies’. Maintained by The Mountain Bothies
Association, bothies are ‘simple shelters in remote
country for the use and benefit of all who love wild
and lonely places.'

Over the years, many of the Cairngorm shelters have been removed due to being considered an
‘attractive nuisance'. With the increasing numbers visiting the hills, the management of rubbish and
human waste has become yet another problem threatening the survival of bothies.

The Mountain Bothies Association (MBA), the National Trust for
Scotland, the Cairngorm Park Authority and Scottish Natural
Heritage has collaborated on a pilot project to resolve the
problem of accumulating human waste at Corrour bothy.

Site

Bothies are open shelters maintained as required by volunteers.
Access to Corrour from the nearest public road takes at least 3
hours by bicycle and foot. The surrounding land is bedrock and
bog and is considered a sensitive ecosystem where the addition
of external nutrients — from human waste, for example - is

undesirable. As a ‘wild and lonely place’ it was also considered undesirable to add further

constructions to the glen.
Toilet installation

Toilets at Cairngorm bothies are not unheard of - Ruighaiteachain in Glen
Feshie has had a flush toilet and septic tank in place for years and Bob
Scott's beautifully renovated bothy at Derry lodge has a squat toilet and
septic tank.

For Corrour, a supply of hill water would be unreliable in winter, ruling out
a water-based toilet. As the bothy is built on bedrock, adding a composting
toilet vault would require a construction above ground level, and this would
end up dwarfing the tiny bothy.

Having exhausted all other possibilities, the design team decided to modify
an industrial toilet system that uses geotextile bags. This technology
involves mascerating toilet waste, adding a flocculating agent to help the
solids separate out, and running the resulting slurry through a geotextile
bag. The woven structure of the bag allows liquid to pass through while
retaining the solids. The bag is detached, dried and disposed of when full.

Provision of Sustainable Toilets in Remote Rural Locations

Page 2



Experiments using tins of baked beans poured into the bags found the beans de-watering to a dry
mass in a few days, giving some hope that maceration and flocculating agents would not be
needed. The resulting design for Corrour consists very simply of a geotextile bag slung under a
straight drop pedestal.

After extensive negotiations with all concerned, Building Control and SEPA, helicopters flew in
tools and donated building materials, and a volunteer team set to work. A concrete base was
poured and a compact wooden structure added to the south gable of the bothy. The floor level of
the public space was set high enough to incorporate bags hanging underneath, and a secure
service space was created to allow access for handling and storage of the bags.

The toilets chutes were custom designed and built from stainless steel,
with ventilation ducting incorporated into their walls. Geotextile bags are
attached to a flange at the base of the steel chutes and held in place
with quick release straps. In operation, one toilet is supplied with a seat
and the other covered with a plywood plate. When the first bag is full, it
is left to de-water, and the seat and plate are exchanged. When the
second bag is full, the first is removed and hung on a rail to dry further
and a new bag attached to continue the cycle.

Composting toilets are normally provided with a bulking agent, or ‘soak’

to create suitable conditions for composting. Due to difficulties of supply, no
such soak is provided at Corrour. The liquid draining from the bags is run to a
small soakaway and men are advised to urinate outside, well away from the
bothy, to minimise the liquid entering the bags.

Results

The toilets have been in operation since February 2008 and have proven very
successful.

The anticipated problems of maintenance in a situation where MBA personnel

visit less than once per month have been minimal, indicating that users of the

bothy are well motivated to respect the facilities that have been provided for

them. The public space remains remarkably clean and maintenance primarily involves checking
the state of the bags and swapping them over as required. Considering the limited space and
contents of the service space, the smell and difficulties of changing over the bags are not
objectionable. There have been problems with rodents holing the bags, and this is being
addressed.

Any remote toilet is likely to become a receptacle for rubbish of all sorts — biodegradable or not.
Inspection of the contents of the first bag installed, 18 months later, showed no sign of any rubbish.
The contents were recognisably solid faeces and toilet paper, indicating that little if any
degradation of the contents was taking place.

Use is seasonal, but it appears that on average a new bag is required every 6 weeks. A full bag
can weigh up to 20 kg and then de-waters over a year to about 2/3 of that weight. The first bag,
weighing 12 kg after 18 months of storage, was carried out in a rucsac to Mar Lodge and the
contents disposed off in the septic tank there. In December 2009, 15 bags weighing 10-15 kg each
were removed by an all-terrain-vehicle to roadside storage where they are to be batch composted.
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Over the two years to date, approximately 200 kg of faeces
have been stored and removed from the glen, thereby
saving the surroundings of the Corrour refuge from further
pollution.

Our comments

Corrour toilet requires significant manipulation of bags of
faeces. The minimal servicing depends on users behaving
responsibly. Such a design can only be recommended in a
situation where no alternative is possible.

Cost

The custom steel chutes cost £150 and the geotextile bags cost a few pounds each. Most building
materials were donated.

All of the work, reconstruction, and negotiations have been done entirely on a voluntary basis
through the wish for Corrour to continue as an open mountain shelter.

Contact

John Cant
www.compostloos.org.uk

Photos copyright © 2009 John Cant and Bert Barnett

Drawing copyright O 2007 Bert Barnett

John Cant is grateful for financial support from Scotland Unltd towards travel expenses for the
development of the Corrour toilet.
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