Original Article

Iran J Public Health, Vol. 54, No.4, Apr 2025, pp.801-809

Assessing Environmental Health and Hygiene: A Study of Public
Restroom conditions at the 2020 Tokyo and 2024 Paris Olympics

Eun-ra Cho ', *Kyoung-lee Kim *

1. Institute of French Culture and Regional Studies, Chonnam National University, Gwangiu, South Korea
2. Asia Contents Institute, Konkuk University, Seoul, South Korea
*Corresponding Author: Email: trkrkim@hanmail.net

(Received 12 Aug 2024; accepted 10 Nov 2024)

Abstract

Background: We explored the perceptions, value, and social visibility of public toilets by comparing the im-
plementation of public restrooms at the 2020 and 2024 Olympics. We specifically examined how sociocultural
factors influenced restroom policies and development.

Methods: We conducted a survey of the history of public toilets as a form of public hygiene management in
Japan and France during the Olympics. The analyses compare Paris’s eco-friendly and Tokyo’s culture-oriented
approaches.

Results: The 2020 Tokyo Olympics demonstrated how public restrooms can promote cleanliness and hygiene.
However, the 2024 Paris Olympics adopted a practical, eco-friendly approach in response to the climate crisis.
Thus, the public restrooms in both cities provided novel examples of public health policies, integrating scien-
tific and cultural perspectives.

Conclusion: Although Tokyo successfully implemented its sanitation culture in its public restrooms, challenges
related to sustainability remained. In Patis, the perceptions of public restrooms have not yet been fully ad-
dressed. Nevertheless, the innovative approaches of both cities are expected to yield constructive outcomes for
the 2028 Games, demonstrating the future value of such policies.
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Introduction

Hygienic and safe defecation, which affects an
individual’s health, has only been possible since
the Industrial Revolution with the toilets being
connected to water and sewer systems (1). Ac-
cessing basic sanitation is considered a critical
environmental determinant of health, and gov-
ernments normally consider public toilets as a
basic and essential public service (2-4). However,

4.2 billion people around the world currently live
without “safe sanitation,” and an estimated 673
million people defecate in the open. In response,
the United Nations has designated November 19,
2021, as World Toilet Day, an official Interna-
tional Day of Observance that calls for actions
addressing sanitation (5).
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Public restrooms are also linked to tourism from
a hygiene perspective (6), and international sport-
ing events can increase the spread of infectious
diseases, potentially negatively impacting a host
city’s healthcare system (7). The negative envi-
ronmental impacts of mega sporting events most-
ly occur in the infrastructure, waste management
domains, and construction (8). Moreover, infec-
tious diseases accounted for less than 1% of
healthcare visits during the 1996 Atlanta and
2000 Sydney Olympics, while respiratory infec-
tions (6.7%) and gastroenteritis (3.7%) were the
most reported illnesses at the 2004 Athens
Olympics. At the 2008 Beijing Olympics, reports
of infectious diseases, including gastroenteritis,
decreased by 40% compared to 2007 (9). The
Tokyo 2020 Olympics set a new standard for the
health management of international sporting
events in the context of a pandemic by demon-
strating the continued effectiveness of WHO ad-
vice on implementing public health measures like
“social distancing, mask wearing and hand hy-
giene” (10). A review study on 20 years of Sport
and infectious risk reported skin infection with
methicillin-resistant community acquired Staphy-
lococcus aureus as the most marked risk which
was followed by Tinea corporis and capitis
(13.7%), and leptospirosis (11). Hence, it is essen-
tial to develop a thorough plan for sanitation and
hygiene based on the experiences of previous
host cities (12).

Public restrooms in countries preparing for mega
international sporting events are often improved
by adopting international sanitation and technol-
ogy standards and introducing new features. For
example, South Korea implemented public re-
stroom modernization projects during the 1986
Asian Games and the 1988 Seoul Olympics (13),
and Japan made similar efforts during the 1964
and 2020 Tokyo Olympics (14). The Paris 2024
Olympics established a public health policy of a
“low-carbon, green Olympics,” and the Paris Or-
ganizing Committee (COJOP 2024) increased the
number of sanisettes (self-cleaning, portable public
toilets) and street urinals along the Seine River
and around the Olympic venues.
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We analyzed the public restroom policies of the
Tokyo 2020 and Paris 2024 Olympic Games in
terms of public sanitation according to the cul-
tural differences between the East and West. By
comparing the status and improvements of pub-
lic restrooms at the Tokyo 2020 Games (which
introduced Western-style, accessible, and gender-
neutral restrooms) and the Paris 2024 Games
(which introduced temporary eco-friendly re-
strooms), it explores how the traditional mean-
ings of “hygiene” and “safety” in public re-
strooms are changing in sociocultural and histori-
cal terms. As a result, this will influence the need
for sustainable public toilet hygiene (15).

Historical trends in public restrooms in Japan
and France

Public restrooms in Japan

Japan's public restroom policy was established as
part of national sanitation measures in response
to three cholera outbreaks between 1822 and
1886. Japanese society continued to use human
waste as fertilizer until 1989 but began the large-
scale construction of sewers in the 1950s, with
substantial investments in sewer infrastructure in
preparation for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics. As a
result, the "nostrils of colonization" were fully
internalized (16).

While most public toilets in Japan are free, paid
toilets were first installed in Shinjuku Station in
the 1960s and in many commercial facilities in
the 1980s. However, when Japan Railways (JR)
was privatized in 1987, it focused on improving
user service to overcome the “4Ks” (kurai, dark;
kitanai, ditty; kowai, scary; kusai, smelly). As a re-
sult, the distinction between free and paid toilets
diminished, and by 2013, 24 out of 37 (64.9%)
paid service JR toilets were either closed or con-
verted to free service. With the recent increase in
tourist visits to Japan, 24-hour facilities like con-
venience stores have also begun opening their
restrooms to the public. However, the recent in-
flux of visitors has raised concerns about the in-
creased cleaning and water bills in such re-
strooms at popular tourist destinations, necessi-
tating further revisions to the city’s sanitation
policies (17).
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Public restrooms in France

The 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro and
the 2023 British swimming championships in
London confirmed that human waste, if not fully
treated in wastewater treatment facilities, can pol-
lute rivers and become a source of waterborne
diseases (18). Recognizing this problem, the city
of Paris invested €1.4 billion to improve the wa-
ter quality in the Seine, but a Canadian athlete
still vomited 10 times during a triathlon event at
the 2024 Paris Olympics (19).

The pollution in the river was closely linked to
the use of public toilets, making it an important
issue in the history of modern public health poli-
cy in Paris. The Count de Lanvuto (1781-1869)

installed 478 Vespasian toilets on major avenues
to reduce the pollution of the Seine (20), and
Georges-Fugene Haussmann (1809-1891) en-
trusted the engineer Eugene Belgrand with the
design and construction of Paris's water supply
system, and later oversaw the overhaul of the
sewage system. As a result, by 1900, Paris had
become the most hygienic city in Europe (21). As
a result, the expansion of the water and sewage
system was considered to have had a positive im-
pact on cholera prevention. Cholera-related
deaths in Paris (blue) had already fallen sharply
before the increase in buildings connected to the
sewer system (orange) (22) (Fig. 1).

Evolution de la mortalité associé au choléra en fonction du
raccordement au tout-a-1'égout a Paris de 1830 a 1950
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Fig. 1: Cholera-related mortality in Paris and the proportion of buildings connected to sewer systems (22)

In Paris, La Madeleine, a large public restroom
that was open from 7 am. to midnight and
charged 1 franc, was installed in 1905. In 1930,
1,230 toilets were installed, and modern public
toilets (sanisettes) were installed in 1981. Fig. 2
compares the location of public restrooms in
each arrondissement with the number of reports of
street urination, in which 2A displays the “street
urination” incidents per arrondissement. Fig. 2B
shows the number of public toilets in each arron-
dissement of Paris, showing that neighborhoods
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with more open urination have more public toi-
lets. Notably, the 1%, 2™ and 3™ arondissements
have less than 2% of all public toilets, while the
18™ arrondissement had 12% concentrated within
its boundaries (23). As a result, Paris has focused
on installing public toilets to improve sanitation
in the northern part of the city, where many low-
income residents live. However, in preparation
for the 2024 Olympics, the city also built a sys-
tem of urinals, sinks, and urine-discharge dry toi-
lets (UDTTs) in the 14™ arrondissement.
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Nombre de
signalements

(A) “The Neighborhoods of Paris Where It
Smells Like Urine.”
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(B) Public toilets in Paris.

Fig. 2: Frequency of street urination and installation of public restrooms by arrondissement (23)

Methods

This study analyzes the status and future value of
public toilets from a scientific, social, and cultural
perspective in the context of the sanitation poli-
cies established by the Tokyo 2020 and Paris
2024 Olympic Games. A literature review was
conducted to examine the history and current
infrastructure of public restrooms in Tokyo and
Paris. The authors focused on a sociocultural and
historical exploration that compares the differ-
ences in public restroom user perceptions, de-
sign, and future value based on the public health
policies of the two cities.

Results

Tokyo: Public vestrooms as culture

In hosting two Olympic Games, Japan has
changed local perceptions of public restrooms,
which were once associated with anxiety, dirt,
and unpleasant odors, to one that focuses on
cleanliness and safety. For the Tokyo 2020
Olympics, Japan promoted a new image of Japa-
nese public restrooms as a form of “hospitality”
(omotenashi) (24-25). The Cabinet Office’s Quality
of Life Research Committee even recommended
that the Japanese government set an example of
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clean, convenient, state-of-the-art restrooms for
the world (26). As a result, public restrooms in
Japan have become more “omotenashi’ (hospitali-
ty-oriented) than “high-tech”. Fig. 3 represents
the perception of citizens and the reasons for not
using public restrooms.

As a result, international travelers who have visit-
ed Japan in the past 10 years have provided posi-
tive feedback about the country’s public re-
strooms as free, clean, and easily accessible. In-
ternational travelers cited hygiene (60.6%),
friendliness (55.9%), safety (51.0%), delicious
food (35.2%), and omotenashi (34.1%) as Tokyo’s
most attractive features (27). They related hygiene
and omotenashi to the availability of clean, Western
style restrooms. In 2018, the Japan National
Tourism Organization therefore decided to re-
model approximately 40% of the 4,000 Japanese-
style public restrooms in major tourist destina-
tions with Western-style restrooms. Taking it a
step further, the Japan Foundation partnered
with local companies and world-class architects
to launch the Tokyo Toilet Project. The project
involved the construction. We replaced it with a
higher resolution image from their site of 17 pub-
lic restrooms by renowned architects in Shibuya,
a popular tourist destination and a key area for
the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 3: Japanese perceptions of public restrooms
Source: nippon.com

In 2023, the movie Perfect Days was released, doc-
umenting the daily lives of the cleaners involved
in the project. The “story” of the public toilets
has become cultural omotenashi content, represent-
ing Japan’s emphasis on hygiene and cleanliness,
and the Tokyo Toilet Project has become a
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source of “toilet tourism” due to its outstanding
designs. Launched in March 2024, the “toilet
tour” provides two options—the two-hour “Ex-
press” and the four-hour “Standard”—and costs
around $24 (27).
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Fig. 4: Tokyo wards ranked as most popular among foreigners (2022) (25)

Paris: Public restrooms for science

The opening ceremony of the Paris 2024 Olym-
pic Games took place on July 26, 2024, and lasted
three hours and 15 minutes, with more than 160
boats parading along a six-kilometer course from
Pont d’Estaing Ritz to the Trocadero. COJOP
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2024 provided 700 paid toilets for opening cere-
mony attendees, while the city of Paris provided
900 free private toilets and 500 urinals (organized
in 125 blocks of four), for a combined total of
2,100 toilets (28).

The 2024 Paris Olympics collected urine from
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open toilets to recycle it into fertilizer as part of
its commitment to a “low-carbon, green Olym-
pics” in response to the climate crisis (29) (Fig.5).
Urine recycling began in eco-villages in Sweden
in the 1990s, and the Gotland Project has collect-
ed more than 70,000 liters of urine from watet-
less urinals and special toilets to make fertilizer
pellets (30). To promote urine collection and re-
cycling in France, the Ecole des Pays de Paris
Tech has an OCAPI research program, and

VINCI Autoroutes has developed a new model
in collaboration with Topi Organics to process
400,000 liters of urine annually (31). As a result,
France has plans to utilize approximately 30 bil-
lion liters of urine annually to fully replace chem-
ical fertilizers. The success of these initiatives is
driving the demand for dry toilets and toilets
equipped with urine separators, underscoring the
necessity to minimize the overall risks to both
human health and the environment (32).

(A) Sanisettes and urinals along the Seine

(B) Sou Fujimoto. Nishisando: 3-27-1 Yoyogi
The Tokyo toilet list (2020)

Fig. 5: Public restrooms at the Paris Olympics (A) and the Tokyo Toilet Project (B) (31)

Discussion

While public toilets at the Olympics are focused
on maintaining public hygiene and preventing
infectious disease, Tokyo’s 2020 Games empha-
sized soft power as making these facilities a cul-
tural space of omwtenashi to reflect their cultural
mindset, and the 2024 Paris Games emphasized
urine recycling as a response to the climate crisis.
Japan’s public restrooms demonstrated their
commitment to maintaining and managing
“smart” public restrooms with the Tokyo Toilet
Project. Since the initiation of the project, the use
of public restrooms has increased sevenfold in
Hatagaya and fivefold in Nishisando. Satisfaction
with public restrooms has risen from 44% to
nearly 90%, while resistance to using public re-
strooms has decreased from approximately 30%

Available at:  http://ijph.tums.ac.ir

to 3% (33). With their design and hygiene stand-
ards, Tokyo’s public toilets have become a unique
tourist space in the city, considering inclusivity
and maintaining their value as a public facility.
Such a presentation of public toilets is compliant
with “The Sanitation Triangle model” which is a
theoretical and practical model for global sanita-
tion and involves ‘health, materials, and socio-
culture’ (34). Accordingly, the Tokyo 2020
Games developed public toilets as part of the
city’s architecture and art through the Tokyo Toi-
let Project.

Public toilets in France brought scientific effi-
ciency to the forefront by turning urine into an
eco-friendly fertilizer for the 2024 Olympics, in
line with a “Low Carbon Green Olympics” mis-
sion. A typical toilet consumes an average of nine
liters of water per use, and if an adult uses it four
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times a day, it pollutes about 13,000 liters of wa-
ter per person per year. At key venues and tourist
attractions for the 2024 Olympic Games, 185
(42%) of the existing sanisettes were replaced with
new models, with the remaining 29 upgraded by
2025 (35). The new sensors reduce water use by
two-thirds and are powered by 100% renewable
energy, reducing electricity use by one-third.
UDTTSs, which collect urine separately for recy-
cling, significantly reduce water use in areas with-
out existing drainage systems and are thus essen-
tial for sanitation. In Paris, where new indoor
public toilets are difficult to introduce due to the
historic architecture, the city has adopted a scien-
tific policy of recycling urine as fertilizer to re-
duce carbon emissions rather than reducing the
“visual filth” and odor of curbside toilets (36).

Conclusion

A country’s public restroom policy can evolve
beyond the traditional categories of mindsets
about health and hygiene. The architectural de-
sign in Shibuya, Tokyo, reflects Japan’s culture of
consideration, respect, and hospitality for an in-
clusive society, while the urine recycling system in
Paris symbolizes a scientific and ecological identi-
ty aimed at overcoming the climate crisis.
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