
THE CLIVUS MULTRUM 
Ivy Creek's Composting Toilet 

The Clivus at the Ivy Creek Natural Area was the first such facility built for public use in Virginia. The 
system uses a combination of heat, bacteria, air, water, and peat to convert liquid and solid waste 
into gases and a small amount of granular material that is removed (by the county) annually. This 
system eliminates the need for a septic tank or sewer lines. 

Below you will find a lot more information than you probably want about our clivus, but by 
understanding the ins and outs of it, will better prepare you to talk simply about it to the children. 

HOW THE CLIVUS WORKS 

The Clivus is a low-maintenance organic waste 
treatment system which uses natural biological 
decomposition to convert toilet wastes into a small 
amount of safe, useable compost. 

Near the top of the waste pile, oxygen-using soil 
organisms, including bacteria and molds, rapidly break 
down the substances that are readily degradable, 
releasing heat. Since a relatively small amount of 
material is added each day, the temperature rarely 
rises above 909 F. 

The material in the midportion of the pile undergoes 
continued gradual conversion of nutrients to fertilizer, 
and further slow breakdown of organic molecules. 

At the bottom of the tank, there is a layer of 
peatmoss or finished compost which supports the 
organisms responsible for the treatment of liquid. The 
liquid, which derives mainly from urine added at the 
back of the tank, goes through extensive biochemical 
changes as it passes through this layer, so that it 
reaches the cleanout compartment as a stabilized 
fertilizer and salt solution. 

Both the slow decomposition processes in the center 
of the pile and the treatment of liquid, are supported 
by the oxygen reaching the material via the air ducts 
near the bottom of the tank. 

As a result of the biological decomposition processes, 
most of the input material is converted to carbon 
dioxide gas which exits via the vent. The remaining 
thoroughly decomposed material at the bottom of 
the tank slides under the front baffle into the 
compost storage chamber. 

Both the compost and the liquid end-product are 
stable biologically and do not have an unpleasant 
odor. The compost has a bacterial content, texture, 
and color similar to that of topsoil and is valuable for 
its fertilizer and organic matter content. 

MAINTENANCE (done by Alb. Parks & Rec) 

The Clivus is similar to a garden compost pile in that 
it requires an adequate supply of air, sufficient 
moisture, and proper temperature to support the 
wide variety of beneficial organisms which transform 
the wastes into a safe and stable endproduct. 

The Clivus is designed to require minimal 
maintenance, but this maintenance is absolutely 
essential if long-term proper functioning is to be 
assured. 

Keep the toilet seat closed when not in use. 
The high vent of the Clivus, assisted by the in-line 
fan, creates a draft which pulls air into the compost 
removal section, then through the air ducts within the 
waste pile, and finally up the vent. 

Keep the Waste pile moist. 
Decomposition cannot proceed under dry conditions. 
Inspect the waste pile at least every two months and, 
if necessary, spray with a hose or watering can up to 
5 gallons a day for several days until the pile is 
thoroughly moistened. 

Remove Liquid End-product and compost. 
This liquid has been treated by the composting 
process and is safe and odor-free. It can amount to 
300 gallons per year depending on use and climate. 
Do not allow it to accumulate and block the air ducts. 
Inspect every 1000 uses. 

After a 3 to 5 year start-up period, up to 1/2 bushel 
of compost per year may become available in the 
compost removal chamber. 

Add Bulking Agent 
A bulking agent, such as peatmoss, shredded bark, 
sawdust, or food scraps, lawn clippings, etc., is 
needed to give the toilet waste pile proper texture, 
so that liquid will be absorbed and so that air and 
compost organisms can penetrate. 


