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Michael “Dreamcateher’.Ohre says he's often inconvenienced by people using the public restrooms for the'wrong reasons, such éaaggu-g;use,
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SANTA CRUZ » When Michael
“Dreamcatcher” Ohre walks into
one of downtown Santa Cruz’s
public restrooms, the artist has
taken to announcing his arrival.

“I have to wait all the time for
someone to wake up or pull the
needle out,” said Ohre, sitting on
a curb next to the Locust Street
Parking Garage. “About 50 per-
cent of the time I walk in there
and someone’s using (drugs). So,
when I enter the garage, I yell,
‘Get out of my bathroom.”

For those without a home,
regular place of work or enough
disposable income to casually
spend money at a retail estab-
lishment, finding a public bath-
room in Santa Cruz and beyond

gapsin service

is something of an art. Therein
lies a vicious circle: People liv-
ing on the streets become highly
dependent on access to public
bathrooms, which are often
closed for repair or delayed in
opening on a given day. Those
without access are then faced
with the option of doing their
private business in public, many
keeping empty plastic bottles
handy for quick relief. When hu-
man waste is left in more public
areas — in front of downtown
businesses, along sidewalks and
the San Lorenzo River levee, in
back alleys — the incidents of-
ten cause a domino effect of re-
percussions and more stringent
rules, rather than solutions, lo-
cal homeless advocates say.
The homeless are not Santa
Cruz’s only population that
seeks regular access to.clean,
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A woman uses a downtown parking garage restroom to change
clothes. Vandalism of public restrooms and portable toilets in
downtown Santa Cruz is forcing homeless people to relieve
themselves outdoors.

safe facilities when ohe of hu- Cover, who volunteers in lo-
manity’s most basic needs arise. cal outdoor cleanup efforts,
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including weekly San Lo-
renzo River levee-focused
efforts, takes particular is-
sue with the state of the
city’s only 24-hour port-a-
potty, at Laurel and Front
streets.

Last week, while pass-
ing the stall, a peek in-
side showed Cover graffiti-
scrawled walls, scorched
and melted plastic and piles
of toilet paper strewn inside
and out. Cover said she con-
siders herself a “pro-toilet”
person who hopes to see
more public facilities avail-
able, rather than less. The
Laurel and Front port-a-
potty, however, Cover be-
lieves was “meant to fail.”

“It was begrudgingly put
in. It’s a port-a-potty, as op-
posed to something that
could be halfway decent,
like the ones at the Board-
walk,” Cover said. “And they
allowed that sheer quantity
of graffiti to pile up in there.
That did not happen over-
night.”

The outdoor facility, first
installed around January
2014, is owned by a private
company the city contracts
to clean for $100 per day per
unit, five times a week, ac-
cording to city Public Works
Director Mark Dettle. Com-
paratively, the city’s park-
ing garage bathrooms are
cleaned every two hours by
city Public Works staff. The
bathrooms’ annual costs in-
clude $25,000 on vandalism
repairs, $84,000 on staffing
and supplies, he said.

About a year ago, the city
added two additional down-
town public port-a-potties,
at Cedar and Union streets
parking area and the Lin-
coln Street parking lot, both
open overnight from 10 p.m.
to 6 a.m., when the garage
bathrooms are closed.

Troubled waters

The new port-a-pot-
ties came last year during
a larger Santa Cruz City
Council discussion on how
to address the needs of the
public in the most effective
" way. Some proponents ‘of
the bathrooms have pointed
to a need to offer some dig-
nity to the poverty stricken,
while others say the city
needs to address issues of
public defecation.

In the past year, pub-
lic restrooms at the Santa
Cruz Small Craft Harbor
and Santa Cruz City Hall
have been put under lock
and key due to vandalism
and plumbing-related con-
cerns. The City Hall court-
yard was posted with re-
strictive use rules in May,
in part due to costs and ex-
posure to public urination
and defecation, city officials
said at the time. Santa Cruz
Public Libraries Downtown
branch staff report regular
difficulties with bathroom
patrons.

A pilot program in recent
years to keep parking ga-
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Homeless people can be seen on nearly every downtown
Santa Cruz block, adding to the public restroom issue.

rage facilities open 24 hours
was shuttered by the city
Public Works Department
due to rising costs for secu-
rity, repairs and staff safety
concerns. The additional
port-a-potty sites also were
initiated last year as a pilot
program, set to reviewed in
six months to a year.

During the council’s most
recent May and June budget
talks, city funding was set
aside for a bundled list of
homeless solution-oriented
projects, including estab-
lishing more public rest-
rooms and showers. The
council’s ad-hoc Homeless
Coordinating Committee
report rates establishment
of the new facilities as hav-
ing a “very high” human
and social impact.

“Enables individuals to
safety maintain basic hy-
giene and human needs and
dispels stigma associated
with visual uncleanliness,”
the city report states. “Im-
proves overall public health
for entire community.”

Doing business

The city’s 8-year-old
Visitor Restroom Pro-
gram, which pays down-
town businesses a $400-a-
month stipend to keep their
restrooms available to the
general public, has been
whittled down from three
to one business over the
years.

Bookshop Santa Cruz on
Pacific Avenue is the last
business standing, though
more businesses are wel-
come to take part, said Julie
Hendee, city development
manager. The effort, said
Bookshop’s Casey Coonerty
Protti, costs the business
about $40,000 to $50,000
ayear in maintenance, sup-
plies and repairs. Coonerty
Protti said the majority of
the public is very respect-
ful of their restrooms, and
even offers to contribute fi-
nancial donations to offset
the store’s costs. Some is-
sues arise, however, with
people washing up, stuffing
objects in the toilets, graf-
fiti, drug use and other van-
dalism, she said.

Coonerty Protti, who
serves on the city’s Down-
town Commission, said her
father Neal Coonerty, a for-
mer Santa Cruz mayor and
county supervisor, decided
years ago that public bath-
room access was a basic ne-
cessity for downtown visi-

tors. Public bathrooms also
make good business sense,
she said.

“There was this one mo-
ment where he (Coonerty)
was at another business and
somebody asked to use the
bathroom for that business
and that person said, ‘No,
we don’t have bathrooms.
You need to go across the

‘street to Bookshop Santa

Cruz,” Coonerty Protti
said. “So, he started using
the phrase, ‘If it takes a full
bladder to get somebody
into Bookshop Santa Cruz,
I'll take it. As a business,

you spend tons of market- a

ing dollars trying to figure
out, how do you get people
to want to come into your
store, and they do because
they want to use your bath-
room. It’s not necessarily a
bad thing for business.”
Former Visitor Restroom
Program participants Pizza
My Heart and Cafe Grat-

itude phased out over the.

years, the former after a
remodel, the latter due to
“major vandalism,” Hen-
dee said.

‘Sabotage’

Ohre, who lives on Santa
Cruz’s streets, said that
at times the various pub-

"lic bathroom closures can

seem coordinated or even
malicious. ,
“If we just had a bath-

' room attendant like they

do in other places — they
have a bathroom atten-

.dant at City Hall. They

have an attendant at the li-
brary all day that it’s open
— it gets sabotaged, but

not as much,” Ohre said of

the port-a-potties. “At least
twice a month there’s some-
thing that has to be fixed in
all of these bathrooms,.even
the port-a-potties. I don’t
know what it is.”

Homelessness issues ad- «

vocate Brent Adams has
taken the state of Santa
Cruz’s public bathrooms to
heart. He launched a Face-

. book page dedicated to the

“Downtown Santa Cruz
Bathroom Task Force,” re-
cruiting a team of volun-
téers that at one point in-
cluded former Councilman
Micah Posner, to create
their own cleaning shifts
for the port-a-potty at
Laurel and Front streets.
After the city upped its
cleaning contract agree-
ment with the bathroom’s
vendor, Adams has con-

tinued regularly posting
photographs, sometimes
of human waste spread
around the downtown,
other times of the inside

. of the bathrooms.

As a volunteer, Cover
said she believes whatever
the reason that Santa Cruz’s
public bathrooms face dam-
age issues, “you can’t op-
erate on a knee-jerk re-
sponse.”

“There are cities through-
out the world that honor
that basic human need.
You do need to address
that,” Cover said. “If it re-
quires cleaning up, which
it does, you just need to do
it. It’s part of the fact that
we’re ‘a tourist town and
you can’t just say, well, I
give up, there’s all these is-
sues and needles or what-
ever. You just need to con-
tinue to clean this up.”

Obstructions

Even where Santa Cruz
does offer clean, function-
ing public bathrooms, there
are limitations on their suc-
cess, said Santa Cruz’s Food
Not Bombs founder Keith

.McHenry. Those who are

homeless and carrying all
of their possessions need
“buddy” when they go
to the bathroom, to watch
that their possessions do
not get stolen, especially if
they are traveling by bicycle
— which are banned from
inside the parking garage
bathrooms, he said.

“A lot of people are just
saying, why are they going
to the bathroom outside,”
McHenry said. “It’s because
they can’t get in.”

The Santa Cruz County
Health Services Agency
raised the alarm about in-
creasing reports of Hepati- |
tis A infections throughout
the county, with a particu-
lar focus on the homeless
community. In addition
to conducting community
vaccination clinics and up- |
ping their outreach efforts,
county officials urged the
public to wash their hands
frequently, especially after
using the bathroom and be-
fore handling food.

McHenry said access to
clean water for washing
up is difficult in the home-
less community. Food Not
Bombs, which holds weekly
free meal distributions, has
purchased a mobile hand
washing station in recent
weeks to complement hand
sanitizer and food prepara-
tion gloves already on. hand
McHenry said.

“I understand the ongo—
ing dilemma, the house-
less do not have the pri-
vacy of a personal place to
take care of private needs
so some will improvise to
meet their needs, and un-
fortunately private behav-
ior (like bathing or using
drugs) is not acceptable in
a public location and cre-
ates problems for other us-
ers of the facility,” Dettle,
the Public Works director,
said of restrictions on use of
public bathrooms with run-
ning water.




