
Have you noticed that as a woman, you make it a point to use bathroom before leaving home for 

any longish period of time? Have you taught yourself to ‘hold it’ because of fear of using a public 

toilet? Have you noticed long queues outside the ladies toilet in a mall or at an airport while the 

Gents’ never looks busy? The Soroptimist International Bombay Chembur (SIBC) registered as 

Soroptimist Welfare Association (SWA) got together with MES Pillai College of Architecture, Navi 

Mumbai to ask precisely these questions on the occasion of World Toilet Day on 19th November 

2020.  

World Toilet Day is an official United Nations international observance day falling on 19 November 

every year to inspire action to tackle the global sanitation crisis. This action is linked to the UN 

Sustainable Development Goal of “water and sanitation for all by 2030”. One can read more about it 

here: https://www.un.org/en/observances/toilet-day. Our country has faced an immense challenge 

in providing workable sanitation facility for her people despite the campaigns and efforts by 

successive governments. While provision of toilets for every household remains a distant dream in 

rural areas and in urban slums, there is also observed a serious lack of public toilet facilities in our 

cities. The ones that exist are woefully poor in quality. This makes it difficult for everyone, 

particularly women, to exist in public space and to occupy it for several reasons, ranging from 

livelihoods to recreation.  

We decided to focus on this issue of lack of sanitation in urban space with multiple activities with an 

aim of raising awareness among students of architecture about access to public sanitation and to 

explore the role of architectural design in improving the quality of such facilities. First, we 

announced an inter-college design competition where the students were asked to select a real-world 

context in which to propose innovative public toilet architecture that can achieve good standards of 

hygiene as well as impart a better imageability to a public space. The ongoing pandemic has brought 

the needs of public hygiene in a sharp focus. How will a utility such as a public toilet function in a 

post-COVID urban scenario? This is the central question that this competition seeks to address in the 

context of Navi Mumbai region. As we go to press, the entries are being examined by an 

independent jury. We are confident that the young minds will explore architecture of public toilets 

with a fresh approach that will change prevailing perceptions around them. 

The other exciting activity was online screening of an award-winning documentary ‘Q2P’ by Paromita 

Vohra, an acclaimed writer and filmmaker who in her work explores feminism, love and desire, 

urban life and popular culture. ‘Q2P’ is a film about toilets and the city. It sifts through the dream of 

Mumbai as a future Shanghai and searches for public toilets, watching who has to queue to pee. The 

film observes who has access to toilets and who doesn’t, using wit and humour tells us about small 

acts of survival women engage in to ease their existence. Toilet becomes a talking point to hold a 

mirror to the tremendous inequalities of our shining metropolis not just of gender but also of class 

and caste, and to the calculated silences around them. The filmmaker joined the audience of 

architecture students, teachers, Soroptimists from SIBC and NASI and engaged in a stimulating 

discussion after the screening. The highlight of this event was how it succeeded in making everyone 

think and actually talk about toilets and bodily acts of urination and defecation, the subjects 

otherwise considered a taboo in polite society. We feel that precisely by breaking the silence around 

normal biological acts that we will be able to achieve the goals set out by the UN, embodied in 

World Toilet Day. 

 

Dr. Smita Dalvi 

Member and Coordinator for Project Sanitation, SI Bombay Chembur 

 

https://www.un.org/en/observances/toilet-day

