ARGYLL AND BUTE COUNCIL

ENVIRONMENT, DEVELOPMENT AND
INFRASTRUCTURE COMMITTEE

ROADS AND INFRASTRUCTURE 19 MARCH 2026

PUBLIC CONVENIENCE DOOR ACCESS CONTROL PROJECT
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Council has been reviewing its public conveniences provision since the
Council budget meeting in February 2018. The original proposal at this
meeting was to close 30 public conveniences to realise the following savings

a. £0.010m in financial year 2018/19
b. £0.024m in financial year 2019/20
c. £0.024m in financial year 2020/21

This saving was not taken forward at this meeting, and it was agreed that the
service would progress sustainable models including -

e turnstiles and franchising;
e establishing a simpler asset transfer process; and
e updating the EDI Committee on progress by the end of 2018.

At its meeting on 6 December 2018, the Environment Development and
Infrastructure (EDI) Committee agreed to -

a. the principle of charging at 16 high footfall facilities,

b. the installation of honesty boxes at medium footfall facilities for a trial
period of one year and reviewed after this, and

c. promote, for a period of one year, the remainder of the facilities for
community ownership.

At its meeting in June 2024, the EDI committee was informed that 9 sites had
introduced charging at the beginning of that year, and the committee agreed
to defer the introduction of charging at the remaining high use sites until after
summer 2024.
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Since the introduction of charging via door-access payment systems,
performance has varied significantly. Four sites—Inveraray, Helensburgh,
Ardrishaig, and Lochgilphead—continue to generate the majority of income and
operate relatively well. The remaining five sites have reliability issues, and
negligible returns as a result of low usage.

Further to the EDI Committee decision of June 2024 to pause rollout pending
review, this report updates on financial and operational performance and
outlines a proposed way.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Members are asked to:

a.

Note the outcomes of the review of the door-access charging systems,
undertaken following the EDI Committee decision of June 2024 to pause the
rollout pending assessment of system reliability and income performance.

Approve the proposal to retain charging at the four higher-performing sites
(Inveraray, Helensburgh, Ardrishaig and Lochgilphead), where income levels
remain sustainable and operational performance is acceptable.

Approve the proposal that the remaining five sites revert to free access
supported by honesty boxes, on the basis that this provides a proportionate,
low-cost means of maintaining a public contribution mechanism at locations
where charging infrastructure is not commercially viable.

Note that public conveniences are a non-statutory service and that charging was
introduced as a means of supporting financial sustainability. The proposed
hybrid model ensures income continues to be generated in a way that is
proportionate and operationally manageable.

Agree that the remaining unspent funding from the original £300,000
programme (c. £150k) be held over for a further report setting out future options
for the Public Convenience estate.
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INTRODUCTION

Argyll and Bute Council operates 57 dedicated public conveniences across one
of the largest and most rural local authority areas in Scotland. The facilities and
services have consistently been highlighted by communities as an important and
valued part of local infrastructure, particularly in areas that support tourism, long-
distance travel, and ferry-based connectivity. However, they are not a statutory
service.

The net cost to the council of operating these facilities is £0.331m. Closure of
the facilities has been considered as a budget saving in 2018 and 2026. The
proposals were rejected on both occasions, and introducing payment for using
public conveniences was intended as a sustainability measure to offset part of
the operational cost while maintaining public access to valued facilities.
However, income from the system remains modest and operational effort to
manage the system disproportionate. In a full financial year, the income from
public conveniences is just over £67,000.

Four of the nine sites that currently charge for access (Inverary, Helensburgh,
Ardrishaig and Lochgilphead) account for over 90% of the total income raised.

It is therefore recommended that charging be retained at the four higher-
performing sites and that honesty boxes be introduced at the remaining
locations, providing a visible contribution mechanism at minimal ongoing cost.



3.0

RECOMMENDATIONS

Members are asked to:

4.0

41

4.2

4.3

a.

Note the outcomes of the review of the door-access charging systems,
undertaken following the EDI Committee decision of June 2024 to pause the
rollout pending assessment of system reliability and income performance.

Approve the proposal to retain charging at the four higher-performing sites
(Inveraray, Helensburgh, Ardrishaig and Lochgilphead), where income levels
remain sustainable and operational performance is acceptable.

Approve the proposal that the remaining five sites revert to free access
supported by honesty boxes, on the basis that this provides a proportionate,
low-cost means of maintaining a public contribution mechanism at locations
where charging infrastructure is not commercially viable.

. Note that public conveniences are a non-statutory service and that charging was

introduced as a means of supporting financial sustainability. The proposed
hybrid model ensures income continues to be generated in a way that is
proportionate and operationally manageable.

Agree that the remaining unspent funding from the original £300,000
programme (c. £150k) be held over for a further report setting out future options
for the Public Convenience estate.

BACKGROUND

Charging for public conveniences was explored as part of the 2018 review of
the Public Convenience estate.

In 2020, a budget of £0.1m was established as part of the 2020 Council
budget setting process to progress a charging project.

Progress on the project was significantly delayed by the COVID-19 pandemic.
During 2020-2021, the industry largely shut down, suppliers were unable to
undertake site visits, and manufacturing capacity was restricted. Internally,
Council resources were diverted toward supporting communities and
maintaining essential services. As a result, work on the specification, market
engagement and procurement stages was paused for an extended period,
and the tender was not issued until 2022.
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A number of solutions were evaluated, and electronic door-access systems
(payment-release doors) were considered the most appropriate for our needs.
These have low capital requirements and are regarded as suitable for
unmanned facilities. They support both cash and contactless payment, and
have the additional benefit of not introducing any new physical barrier, as
users continue to open a standard door after payment. They are widely used
by other local authorities and considered the most proportionate solution.

A tender was issued via Public Contracts Scotland in April 2022. One
compliant bid was received from a contractor with extensive experience
delivering similar systems elsewhere in the UK. The value of the tender
return, however, was significantly above the original £100,000 capital
allocation. An internal options paper therefore proposed a reduced-scope
rollout.

Following further consideration, Members approved an additional £200,000 of
Crown Estate funding in 2022/23, increasing the total budget to £300,000.
This uplift enabled the Council to proceed with the full proposed programme
of installations at the priority high-footfall sites, instead of the reduced
programme previously being considered.

Given the scale and geography of Argyll and Bute, a phased approach to
installation was used. Phase One covered nine sites between late 2023 and
spring 2024 to allow systems to bed in before wider deployment.

However, shortly after we experienced a range of operational issues,
including communications faults, weather-related mechanical problems,
payment failures and vandalism. In most cases, when faults occurred the
system defaulted to free-access mode, resulting in lost income and customer
frustration. These issues required frequent officer intervention across multiple
teams.

As a result, the EDI Committee in June 2024 agreed to pause the remainder
of the programme pending a full review of system reliability, income and
operational sustainability. As a result, Phase Two has not been progressed.

DETAIL

The budget for rollout of electronic door-access systems is £0.300m, with
£0.132m spent to date on hardware, installation, ICT setup, and project
management. If the EDI committee agrees to

It is proposed that the remaining funding be held over and a further report
brought forward with options to improve and modernise the existing facilities at
retained charging sites, enhancing accessibility, durability, and customer
experience.



5.2

Income data has been collated, with key findings being:

Inveraray: High income and sustained performance (approx. 50% of all
income); ongoing issue with infrastructure, resolution proposed by contractor

Helensburgh, Ardrishaig, Lochgilphead: Moderate and stable income levels;
sporadic faults

Other sites: Low or negligible income; frequent periods in free mode due to
faults or vandalism.

5.3  Cash remains a significant payment method (40% of income in 24/25), requiring
continued collection activity and associated cost.

5.4  The income from the Oban facilities, while not part of the scope of this project,
since they have pre-existing paddle gates, has been included as it forms part of
the overall total.

Table 5.4

Facility Income Comments

2024/25

Inveraray £28,509

Oban £11,234

Helensburgh £9,641

Lochgilphead £8,583

Ardrishaig £4,974

Glenmorag £1,133

Port Bannatyne | £1,312

Colintraive £1,179

Tighnabruaich | £466 Negligible income during Financial Year
2025/26. Has suffered vandalism and was
not considered cost effective to replace
damaged infrastructure vs income/usage.

Sandbank £326 Negligible income during Financial Year
2025/26. Has suffered vandalism and was
not considered cost effective to replace
damaged infrastructure vs income/usage.

TOTAL £67,357

5.5 The door access system has not delivered the intended return on investment.

While income generation remains concentrated at a small number of sites, a
number of installations operate below sustainable thresholds.
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A review of comparable authorities confirms that charging models are only
viable where there are consistent footfall and secure, resilient infrastructure. In
rural and low-volume sites, the administrative and maintenance burden
outweighs the financial gain.

A more cost effective model is therefore proposed where charging is retained at
high-performing sites, and honesty boxes are installed elsewhere. This
approach balances cost recovery with service quality and public expectation.
This proposal is based on

a. The success of the initial scheme (nine sites), and which sites met these
goals (e.g. Inveraray, Helensburgh)

b. Data, e.g. transaction data, fault logs and income summaries to evaluate
performance.

c. Operational Challenges, i.e. where there are frequent faults, vandalism and
labour intensive maintenance, cash collection costs and logistics.

d. Financial Performance, comparing the cost of continued investment versus
the income generated. This has demonstrated that further spend is unlikely to
yield proportional returns. In addition, 90% of income has identified as coming
from just four sites, supporting partial retention of the door access system.

The recommendation includes mitigations like signage, communications, and
contractor engagement, and proposes a shift to honesty boxes at low-
performing sites, reducing complexity and cost.

At the five sites proposed for honesty boxes, it is proposed to convert the
existing coin boxes to honesty boxes with clear signage.

This approach has negligible running costs, and maintains a visible contribution
mechanism that helps offset consumable and cleaning costs.

The pilot phase has demonstrated that while charging can work in select high-
footfall locations, it is not viable across the wider estate. A simplified hybrid
model offers a more efficient and sustainable way forward.

NEXT STEPS

At the council meeting on 25 February 2026, it was agreed that the council
would not close public conveniences, and that the service will review
arrangements and report back in 2026/27.
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A more strategic approach is therefore required that recognises the
importance of public conveniences for communities, tourism, and wellbeing,
whilst also recognising that the council has finite resources to provide this
service.

It is therefore proposed that the service continues to review existing service
levels and identifies how expenditure can be reduced and partnership working
improved. Alternative provision will be investigated, particularly where
communities can be involved through co-production and / or community asset
transfer. This approach was agreed at the budget council meeting in February
2018, and was again referenced at the budget council meeting on 25 February
2026. Whilst this approach has not yet been fully developed, preparatory work
has taken place in the intervening period.

CONCLUSION

This review of the door access charging systems has demonstrated that, while
charging can operate effectively and sustainably at a small number of
highfootfall sites, it is not a viable model across the wider estate. Income
generation remains- heavily concentrated in four locations, with the remaining
facilities experiencing significant operational issues, low usage, and
disproportionate maintenance demands.

The proposed hybrid approach, i.e. retaining charging only at the higher
performing- sites and reverting the remaining locations to free access supported
by honesty boxes, provides a more balanced, proportionate, and financially
sustainable solution. This model maintains public access to valued facilities,
secures ongoing income where achievable, and reduces complexity and cost
where charging is not justified. It also aligns with the council’s wider priorities of
sustainable service delivery, community involvement, and responsible use of
resources.

The recommended approach enables the council to continue providing an
important non statutory- service in a way that is resilient, affordable, and
responsive to community needs.

IMPLICATIONS

Policy — this change, if approved, would be a variation to the current position
on charging for access to PCs, reducing the number of sites.

Financial — it is not expected that the proposed change will have any
significant financial disbenefit.



8.3 Legal — none known.

8.4 HR - none known.

8.5  Customer Service — signage and simplified messaging will be developed.
8.6  Risk — financial risk noted above.

8.7 Climate Change — none known.

8.8  Fairer Scotland Duty — none known.

8.9  Equalities - protected characteristics — none known.

8.10 Consumer Duty — none known.

8.11 Island Communities — one known.

8.12 Children’s Rights and Wellbeing — none known.

Kirsty Flanagan

Executive Director with responsibility for Roads and Infrastructure
Councillor John Armour

Policy Lead for Roads, Transport and Amenity Services
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