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 are  
  you  
   sitting  
  down?

By Ray Ford  Illustration Allie Smith

We need  
to talk about 
alternative 

toilets

it adds up to about a quarter-kilogram a day, this 
package that everyone delivers, but no one wants to receive. 
In the city, it disappears with the pull of a lever and a watery 
flourish. At the lake, well, human waste is another element 
cottagers must come to grips with. (Figuratively, folks.) 

When conventional septic solutions won’t fit the lot or the 
budget, or your heart quails at another cheek-chilling stum-
ble to the outhouse, a composting or an incinerating toilet 
seems increasingly attractive. Maybe your septic can’t han-
dle another flush toilet, or you want to add facilities to a far-

flung bunkie. Let’s see: Pay $15,000-plus for a new septic 
system, or shell out two to three grand for a box that turns 
poop into fertilizer or dispatches it in a blaze of glory? As a 
bonus, self-contained composting toilets, like incinerating 
ones, require no permit. Bye-bye, Mr. Septic Cop.  

But wait: Maybe saving money and avoiding permits  
isn’t a basis for a good long-term relationship, considering 
you’ll spend years in, around, and—by some estimates—on 
the throne during your lifetime. Without the option of test 
drives, dating, or living together, how can you really know  
if an alterna-john is right—or wrong—for you? Rob Davis, 
president of EcoEthic, the distributor of the MullToa com-
posting toilet, has an easy personality test. “If you’re will-
ing to squat on the ground or take a leak on a tree, you’ll  

be much more in tune with composting than if you need  
a $1,400 Kohler with a pristine porcelain bowl.”  

On the other hand, maybe you’re already scribbling an 
angry letter to the editor about Cottage Life’s sick toilet 
obsession. That reaction—disgust—is thought to be an evo-
lutionary survival mechanism, helping us avoid the viruses, 
bacteria, and parasites that excrement can contain. But let’s 
suppress our primeval emotions and have an adult conversa-
tion about that human necessity, the toilet. ››
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sales manager with Canadian composting toilet maker Sun-
Mar. “It’s much more environmentally friendly. You’re not 
wasting water and you’re not producing effluent that could 
contaminate groundwater. Do you really want to risk con-
taminating your lake?” 

Still, we live in a flush-and-forget culture. “Most people 
want their cottage to be as comfortable as home,” says Mark 
Green, the chief building official for the Leeds, Grenville & 
Lanark District Health Unit. “They want a hot shower or 
bath. With poop, they want to see it go away.”  

Incinerating toilets do make waste go away (if you’re will-
ing to pay the energy bill), but composters transform it. They 
aren’t so much a mechanical appliance as a venue for a  
living, organic process that you must steward—like tend-
ing sourdough starter for bread. A little persnickety, until  
you get the hang of it.  

Composting toilets come in many shapes, sizes, and  
operating systems, but there are two main configurations: 
“Central” or “remote” systems feature a separate, large 
composting chamber connected to one or more toilet-like 
commodes; self-contained systems have the user sitting 
atop the composting chamber. Both often have electric 
heaters and fans to ventilate and speed composting, and 
mechanisms to mix the compost. 

The most rudimentary composting toilets, “batch” com-
posters, act as holding tanks until you remove the waste and 
compost it elsewhere. At the other extreme, some central units 
use water, foam, or vacuum suction to flush the commode. 
Prices range from about $1,600 for basic self-contained sys-
tems to $10,000-plus for elaborate, high-capacity units.

5 Top Tips
1 ] Check the numbers.  
Most makers rate toilets by number of users, 
but some count on as few as three daily  
uses per person. Others allow four or five.

2 ] Ladies first.  
“When you have more people over than the 
toilet is specified for, make it the women’s 
toilet,” says EcoEthic’s Rob Davis. “The 
guys can find a tree.” Consider making the 
“gentlemen outside” rule a standard oper-
ating procedure. 

3 ] Investigate the overflow.
A liquid overflow makes sense—until you 
consider the cost of hooking it into a cess-
pool or septic system compliant with your 
local building code. Unless your area has 
less onerous legislation, the only legal way 
to avoid the hassle is with a strictly self-
contained closed system.

4 ] Follow installation and operating  
procedures scrupulously.  
Most problems stem from sloppy installa-
tion or incorrect use. If in doubt, call the 
supplier for advice.

5 ] Be the DIY type.  
Keep the manual, parts list, and customer 
support number handy. Nervous? Ask around 
for a retailer or a toilet-savvy cottage handy-
man who provides service and first-person 
advice. Or seek a mentor among fellow cot-
tagers—a commodal consultant, a guide  
of goo, an oracle of ordure.

 

Fruit flies and fungus gnats  
love dry, cool compost. Discourage  
them by adding a little warm water,  
to boost microbial activity, and your 

toilet’s recommended bulking agent, 
to create a barrier. Aerating the pile, 

adding diatomaceous earth, and 
using pyrethrin bug spray 

can help too.

owners’ 
adviCe 
Composters 
• Buy extra capacity. In a four-person cot-
tage, buy a system rated for six. “You can’t 
run it to the limit all the time,” says owner 
Bert Weichel, a University of Saskatchewan 
lecturer in environmental studies.

• Avoid installation shortcuts. When Doug 
Dew bought his Parry Sound District cottage, 
it had a central unit jammed below. The cot-
tage is on pilings, so the unit was flooded  
by snowmelt and exposed to weather. Its 
heating element failed. “I’ve had it working 
for one year out of the past 10,” Dew says.    

• Educate visitors. Chandos Lake cottager 
Tim Mitra recalls the time guests “flushed” 
the composter by dumping water into it.  
“It was horrible,” he says. “Like soup.”   

• Be regular—with maintenance. “Pair it with 
other chores,” says Weichel. “Every few days, 
I clean the cat litter box. It’s right next to 
the composter, so it’s a perfect reminder.”

Incinerators
• Meter moisture. Curbing an Incinolet’s 
appetite for hydro is another reason for  
men to empty their bladders alfresco, sug-
gests cottager Lloyd Alter. After all, he  
adds, “it takes a lot of energy to evaporate 
liquid.” Meanwhile, a Storburn needs 
enough liquid for a slurry-like mix. “We’ve 
come to learn the right consistency,” says 
Lake Champlain, VT, cottager Joe Farnham. 
“Sometimes it can use a hit of water.”

Tiny flies!
     “Composting technology is cheaper,” argues Fraser Sneddon, 
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THe Bad 
Toilet owners must 
actively manage decom-
position, encouraging 
good microbes and  
discouraging bad ones. 
Get it wrong, and the 
bad bugs (which are 
“anaerobic,” because 
they thrive in low oxy-
gen) raise a stink.

THe Good 
Shrinks waste to 
less than a tenth  
of its original vol-
ume. Uses little or 
no water. Produces 
humus to fertilize 
trees or perennials.

Combine air, warmth, moisture, and food for oxygen-loving (aerobic) bacteria, which consume waste. Done right, the 
compost emits an earthy aroma, carbon dioxide, and water, and leaves minerals and humus behind. Some models, 
such as Envirolet’s Basic Plus or Biolan’s Composting Toilet, compost without added energy. Electric fans or heaters, 
however, aid evaporation and keep compost warm. The Envirolet DC12, for example, runs two 0.24 amp fans, which 
can be operated by battery or solar power. But what really distinguishes one composter from another is the mixing-
aerating system: Rotating arms in a BioLet (below) and a tumbling drum in a Sun-Mar are two of many mechanisms.

THe UGLY 
Signs of anaerobic 
apocalypse (and other 
microbial failures),  
as reported by cottag-
ers: “residual brown 
tar,” “mush,” and “like 
espresso, but smells 
much worse.”

THe iCK FaCTor 
Many folks don’t  
like “sitting over a  
pile of poop,” admits  
cottager Lloyd Alter.  
Some toilets come  
with retractable doors 
that open when you 
settle in place. With 
some, you can add 
bulking agent (a dry, 
carbon-rich material)  
to cover deposits, 
reduce odour, and  
aid composting. 

composting 
toilets

is wHaT Comes  
oUT saFe?  
Composting toilets usually 
produce warm, or “meso-
philic,” conditions between 
10°C and 45°C, in which 
low levels of pathogens 
may survive for months. 
Follow the manufacturer’s 
recommendations for 
emptying the unit and 
using the compost; some 
suggest a second round of 
“post-composting” after 
the toilet’s work is done. 
You may have to bury such 
waste or let it compost  
for another year or two.
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• Bathroom fans, chimneys, or open windows 
can cause downdrafts. Rob Davis recom-
mends using the toilet’s own ventilation 
system to clear shower steam. You may also 
need an air exchanger. 

Nothing’s happening and your “finished” 
compost looks distressingly like its  
original components: 

• Add moisture. Compost should be as damp 
as a squeezed-out sponge—about 50 per 
cent moisture. Stir compost, then shine  
a flashlight. “It should be moist enough to 
have a reflective glare,” says Sun-Mar sales 
manager Fraser Sneddon. Stir in a little 
warm water if needed (making sure you’ve 
got enough bulking agent). Cut back on  
fan use, which can dry out the compost.

• Add warmth. Composting bacteria stop 
working below about 5°C. For best results, 
keep the unit in a consistently warm room. 
Check the heating element.  

• Remove some compost. An overfilled  
toilet, without enough bulking agent or  
stirring, tends to produce a thick, inactive 
mass. Check the manual for instructions  
for removing a portion of the compost.

Incinerators 
• Inefficient burns require a maintenance 
check: With a Storburn, remove and clean 
the burner parts. When an Incinolet emits 
excessive odour, check the exhaust catalyst, 
which is similar to a car’s catalytic converter, 
and the vent, in which animals occasion- 
ally build nests.

How To 
TroUBLesHooT 
Composters 
Composting toilet problems tend to start 
with what the user puts into the toilet,  
not the hardware itself. “Service people are 
few and far between,” warns EcoEthic’s Rob 
Davis, “but most issues can be remedied 
over the phone or even in an e-mail.”

Something stinks and you suspect  
your toilet has gone anaerobic or isn’t 
venting properly: 

• Rebalance. Good composting needs a  
30:1 ratio of carbon to nitrogen. Your waste 
has more nitrogen (10:1 for feces; even  
more for urine). Adjust with the manufactur-
er’s prescribed additive, usually a carbon- 
rich bulking agent.

• Stir or mix compost to break up and  
aerate the pile.  

• Stop adding anything that could kill “good” 
microbes, including cleaners, or anything 
that won’t break down quickly, such as  
cigarette butts or tampons.  

• Check ventilation. Fans working? Stack 
blockage-free, long enough (60 to 90 cm 
above roof peak), installed properly, and 
insulated? A too-short stack may allow 
odours to settle, and an uninsulated stack 
may trigger condensation and frost buildup. 

• Check for excessive wetness. If your  
toilet has a drain, is it blocked?
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Incinolet incinerating toilet

THe Good 
The end result is 
sterile ash. 

THe UGLY 
On still days, pungent 
exhaust could send the 
neighbours indoors.

a smarT ToiLeT Can  
save THe worLd
In response to a challenge from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,  
a University of Toronto team (with 
partners at Western, Edinburgh,  
and OCAD universities and  
technical experts in Bangladesh) 
designed an off-grid smouldering 
toilet for developing countries.  
The initial concept was a urine-
diverting system: Each solid  
deposit was flattened by a hand-
cranked press, then spent a day  
drying as it rode a conveyor towards  
its fiery end. You could say it’s like  
adding another log on the fire.

Heat waste to about 600°C. The Incinolet (below) is akin to a self-cleaning oven, using an 
electric element to char waste. Fuelled by propane or natural gas, Storburn toilets incinerate  
30 to 40 uses at a time, in a process that begins “like boiling potatoes on a stove,” says  
company president David R. Gabriel.

incinerating 
toilets

THe iCK FaCTor 
The Storburn holds 
waste, vault-style,  
for days until full.  
Some use the com-
pany’s odour-fighting 
masking foam—but 
that’s only “for the 
timid,” scoffs Storburn 
user Joe Farnham.

THe Bad 
Energy demand.  
The Incinolet needs  
1 kilowatt (about 12 
cents at peak price)  
per use. (By com- 
parison, the electric  
fan and heater in a  
self-contained com- 
posting toilet will  
run between 6 and  
13 hours on the  
same juice.) A 20 lb  
barbecue-sized tank  
of propane handles  
90 to 120 uses of the 
Storburn.

Urine-diverTinG sYsTems 
When number one meets number two, urea in one and enzymes in  
the other create ammonia, and anaerobic decomposition generates 
hydrogen sulfide (rotten-egg stench) and methane. To prevent this, 
urine- diverting (UD) toilets have a divided bowl (below) that sends 
urine to a holding tank or cesspool. (Sorry, men, you now have to pee 
sitting down.) Solids, meanwhile, dry out and become less odorous, 
though they may need secondary composting in an outside cham- 
ber. “The smell is a lot less severe than with the old earthen pit privy,” 
says Morgan Millward, who installed a Separett UD toilet in his new 
outhouse on Wahwashkesh Lake.

Keep ’em  
separaTed

 Need more toilet reading material? Visit 
cottagelife.com/alternativetoilets

Vent
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CenTraL UniTs 
Central, or remote, 
systems separate the 
toilet and the com-
posting chamber.  
The cheapest, most 
reliable system is  
a direct drop, straight 
down into the cham-
ber. “Gravity, we can 
usually trust,” says 
Michael Kerfoot of 
Sunergy Systems,  
the Canadian distrib-
utor of the Phoenix 
composting toilet.


