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Pook se Bos, Cape Town
MobiSan: Communal urine diversion toilets in Pook se 
Bos, Cape Town

In 2009, the City of Cape Town installed a communal sanitation unit in the informal 
settlement of Pook se Bos. The MobiSan toilet is a dehydration urine-diverting sanitation 
solution, with the potential for future reuse of compost. The model is well suited to the 
environmental and institutional context where a high groundwater table and absence of 
gravity sewer connection makes installation of a formal reticulation network impractical. 
Furthermore, Pook se Bos is situated on private land impeding formal service provision 
by the municipality. The installed facility has provided residents with clean, hygienic and 
dignified sanitation facilities, and has been well received by the local community.

Pook se Bos, an informal settlement in the City of Cape Town comprised of 200 shacks 
(informal dwellings), is situated on private land preventing the municipality from providing 
permanent waterborne sanitation services to the community. Prior to 2009, sanitation was 
provided in the form of 35 100L container bucket toilets, which were often found to be in an 
unhygienic state.
Designed and built by a Dutch consortium, the City of Cape Town installed a MobiSan 
communal sanitation unit in Pook se Bos with the aim of improving sanitation in the 
community. Consisting of 13 dry urine diverting toilets, the facility is free to use and supervised 
by caretakers, with toilet paper provided at no cost to the community. The toilets have been 
widely accepted by the residents that recognise the improvement in the sanitation facilities and 
appreciate the privacy, cleanliness and dignity offered by the unit. 
The success of the MobiSan unit in Cape Town has provided a springboard for replication in 
other informal settlements, with new designs and local adaptations already under development 
in the municipality. 

The importance of the issue

In line with national policies, municipalities are responsible for the provision of basic 
services to all residents living on municipal land. Despite the settlement of Pook se Bos 
being established 25 years ago, as it is situated on private land the City of Cape Town is 
restricted from installing permanent services.
Prior to the installation of the MobiSan unit, residents were provided with 100L container 
bucket toilets, which the municipality emptied 3 times a week. With only 35 bucket toilets 
serving approximately 800 individuals, they were considered unhygienic by the local 
residents who found that the facilities provided a breeding ground for flies, produced bad 
odours, or were not operational due to vandalism.

Population: 800
Land area: : 1,3 ha

Part financed by the European Commission and running from December 2009 to November 2012, ACCESSanitation is working directly 
with cities in India and the Philippines to tackle inadequate urban sanitation. In addition, the project is also promoting sustainable 
sanitation on a larger scale through the transfer of good practice elsewhere in the target countries as well as from and to cities in Sub-
Saharan Africa. ACCESSanitation is coordinated by the ICLEI European Secretariat located in Freiburg, Germany. 
For more information visit: www.accessanitation.org
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Pook se Bos in context

Cape Town is located in the Western Cape, at the southern tip of the African continent. 
Approximately half of the City of Cape Town’s 3.4 million residents live in the Cape 
Flats, situated southeast of the central business district and marked by distinctively flat 
topography. Located in the suburb of Gatesville around 15km from the city centre, the 
settlement of Pook se Bos was established approximately 25 years ago and is situated on 
private land adjacent to an industrial area.
The settlement is home to approximately 800 people, living in 200 shacks (informal 
dwellings) that are clustered densely along Pooke Road. With a high rate of unemployment 
and poor general health of residents, it was imperative that the existing sanitation 
situation be urgently addressed, particularly with the aim of reducing the incidence of 
transmittable diseases related to sanitation, such as diarrhea.

The MobiSan Approach - providing residents with hygienic 
sanitation in a challenging institutional and environmental 
context

The informal settlement of Pook se Bos, established 25 years ago, is located on private 
land adjacent to an industrialized area of the Cape Flats. The city of Cape Town is therefore 
restricted from supplying the 800 residents, living in informal dwellings, with permanent 
formal basic services. Despite the fact that the City of Cape Town does not have the 
official mandate to provide basic services to the settlement, they have made efforts 
to ensure that the community gains access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation 
facilities, continually seeking to improve services for the residents.
Project Inception: a toilet system to address the challenging context
In 2007, a Dutch consortium approached the City of Cape Town to pilot a new communal 
mobile sanitation unit (MobiSan) which had been developed with funding from the Dutch 
Government. The consortium consisted of the Dutch non-governmental organization 
(NGO) Lettinga Associates Foundation and two Dutch companies working in the field of 
water and sanitation, Vitens-Evides International and Landustrie Sneek BV.
The City of Cape Town identified Pook se Bos as an ideal location to pilot the system, with 
the unit developed to operate independently of a waterborne reticulation network, water 
supply and electricity.The MobiSan toilet was deemed to be accepted by the community, 
with the unit being considered as a significant improvement to the bucket toilets that 
were in operation.

The informal settlement of Pook se Bos (Tarryn Quayle)
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Furthermore, with only 200 shacks present at the site, it ensured that the community 
could be served by a single unit, while still adhering to the municipality’s’ regulations 
pertaining to the minimum distance from a household to a sanitation facility.
In the long term, as a urine diverting system, it is anticipated that the reuse potential of 
the MobiSan unit will be further explored. The economic benefits of reusing human faeces 
and urine as fertilizers could consequently provide additional income for the community.
The Implementation Phase
In autumn 2009, the MobiSan unit arrived in Pook se Bos where it was assembled with the 
help of community volunteers. Representatives of the Dutch consortium accompanied 
the unit, ensuring that the system was correctly installed and the community informed 
on correct use. In addition, the consortium engaged directly with the community in order 
to establsih technology acceptance and raise awareness with respect to hygienic sanitary 
behaviour. The municipality further contributed to the efforts of improving the quality of 
life in the settlement with the installation of 5 stand pipes to provide safe potable water 
to the residents.
The MobiSan unit
The MobiSan unit comprises 13 urine diverting communal toilets, in which urine is 
separated from faeces in individual chambers. However, the children’s’ toilets are only 
connected to the faeces chamber, as it is considered too difficult for children to use the 
urine diversion system correctly. The unit divides the toilets by gender and age, providing 
seven toilets for women, three for men, and the remaining three for children. Additionally, 
12 waterless men’s urinals are located on the back of the unit.
Operation and Maintenance
While not essential for operation, the municipality provided the toilet block with electricity 
for lighting to improve the safety for users and to power the ventilation, further reducing 
the incidence of bad smells. A piped water supply was also provided for hand washing. 
In addition, the municipality appointed local caretakers to supply cleaning materials and 
toilet paper for residents and to ensure the unit was not vandalized or misused. 
The municipality empties the faeces chambers every six months and the urine tanks every 
2 months. Until the reuse aspect of the system is fully developed, the faeces are disposed 
of via landfill and the urine at wastewater treatment plants. 

The informal settlement of Pook se Bos with the communal MobiSan toilet block in 
the background. (Jeannine Geiser)
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Results

The MobiSan unit has now provided the community of Pook se Bos with clean and 
hygienic communal toilets for more than two years. 
Anecdotal evidence from discussions with community members suggests that residents 
greatly value having clean, private and hygienic toilets that can be accessed as needed 
during the day. In addition health benefits have been noted, especially among women 
and children, within the community.
While the urine diverting technology was novel when initially introduced with many 
residents having a preference for conventional flush toilets, the MobiSan toilets have 
subsequently been fully accepted by the community. Residents are happy and proud of 
the MobiSan unit and recognize the improvements it has brought.
Furthermore the constant presence of a caretaker at the toilet unit accounts for cleanliness 
and a lack of vandalism. In addition, this role has provided employment within the 
settlement. The provision of toilet paper and soap for hand washing, in combination 
with consistent hygiene awareness raising by the caretakers, has contributed to improved 
health conditions throughout the community.

The MobiSan unit houses 12 waterless men’s 
urinals that are located on the back of the unit 
(T.Quayle)

Entrances to the MobiSan installation comprising 13 urine diverting 
toilets: Toilets separated by gender, providing three male toilets; three 
for children and seven for women (J. Geiser)
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Lessons learned

The MobiSan project in Pook se Bos is viewed as a success story in the City of Cape 
Town’s efforts to provide the urban poor with sanitation services. Some aspects of the 
project that were crucial for its success could be adopted in other sanitation projects.
Recruitment of caretakers: communal toilets are often the only solution to provide 
residents with sanitation services in informal settlements. However, there is a history 
of vandalism, misuse and maintenance challenges in these settings. The MobiSan unit 
in Pook se Bos has been highly successful in avoiding these pitfalls, largely through the 
recruitment of two caretakers from within the local community who are paid by the 
municipality. The unit is constantly supervised by one of the caretakers who ensure that 
the unit is respected by community members, reducing the risk of vandalism and misuse. 
Furthermore, the caretakers provide residents with regular information, education and 
awareness-raising concerning sanitation and hygiene in general, and more specifically the 
correct use of the urine diverting MobiSan toilets.
Provision of toilet paper: the City of Cape Town provides the MobiSan users with toilet 
paper, at no cost to the individual or community. The caretaker distributes the toilet 
paper from his office upon request. Provision of toilet paper reduced the incidences of 
other materials being utilised and introduced into the system that could result in costly 
maintenance. Furthermore, use of toilet paper only is especially important should the 
municipality explore the potential reuse of the faecal matter as other materials such as 
newspaper may not decompose effectively enough to allow for composting reuse. 
Local acceptance: the MobiSan (dehydration) urine diverting toilets were a novel system 
when first introduced to the community, and despite a large number of the community 
initially preferring water borne sanitation options the technology has now been fully 
accepted by the residents. This is a promising development for future sanitation projects 
in the area, where institutional or environmental constraints prevent the installation 
of conventional water borne sanitation. Provided the sanitation system proposed is 
considered to be hygienic, smell free and economically viable, users seem to be willing 
to accept and use it. 

Replication

The successful implementation of a dehydration urine diverting toilet system, which 
allows for the possibility of reusing human waste as fertilizer, has been acknowledged 
by the City of Cape Town. Replication has already started with the city-wide roll-out 
of commercially available equivalent technologies (Enviroloo – Olieboom/50 units, 
Dunoon/43 units and Afrisan – Klipheuwel/500 units). As the MobiSan units in Pook se 
Bos were imported from overseas and were financially supported in the main by a grant 
from the Dutch government, exact replication is not economically feasible. However, 
local producers have already started to design similar toilet models, which are being 
implemented successfully in the municipality.
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Budget and finances

The MobiSan project in Pook se Bos was to a large extent financially facilitated by a 
grant from the Dutch government which covered the majority of the capital costs 
(approximately US$ 480,000). The City of Cape Town contributed a further US$ 15,000 
towards the capital costs. Maintenance costs since the start of the project have been 
kept low, not exceeding US$ 1,500 per month as the municipality provides soap, toilet 
paper, wood chips for the faeces chamber, cleaning materials, and pays for the emptying 
services and the employment of two local caretakers.
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