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The Toilet Board Coalition defines Smart Sanitation as a way to build resilience in cities, communities and sectors by

utilizing Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies to improve the collection and monitoring of wastewater for both

individualized and aggregate-level preventative health surveillance. 
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1. Introduction

The health of individuals and communities is more interconnected than ever, and emergent technologies have the

potential to improve public health monitoring at both the community and individual level. Biosensors are being developed

for a range of uses including monitoring illicit drug usage in communities, screening for viruses and diagnosing conditions

such as diabetes. Most studies were nonrandomized, small-scale pilot or lab studies. Of the sanitation-related biosensors

found in the literature, 11 gathered population-level data, seven provided real-time continuous data and 14 were noted to

be more cost-effective than traditional surveillance methods. The most commonly discussed strength of these

technologies was their ability to conduct rapid, on-site analysis. The findings demonstrate the potential of this emerging

technology and the concept of Smart Sanitation to enhance health monitoring at the individual level (for diagnostics) as

well as at the community level (for disease surveillance).

2. Strengths and Weaknesses of Biosensors in Sanitation Infrastructure

This literature review shows that there is interest in continued prototyping and piloting of biosensors in sanitation

infrastructure. These emerging technologies have the potential to gather preventative and behavioral health data about

individuals and populations that could save time and money compared to traditional methods. From as early as 2014,

mainstream publications and companies have promoted the concept of Smart Sanitation by predicting and provocating

that sewage systems will become ‘smart’ and could include ‘lab-on-chip biosensors’ which will permit continuous data

collection and real-time surveillance for viral outbreaks at the aggregate level . As one of the papers in our literature

review stated:

“Infectious diseases require rapid or even real-time detection to assess whether there is a need for the containment of the

disease carriers to certain areas and prevent the development of an epidemic. To this end, there is a need to develop

novel analytical tools that are able to accurately and rapidly monitor low levels of biomarkers/pathogens with minimal

sample processing by unskilled personnel at the site of sample collection.” .

Overall, our findings demonstrate that biosensors are being developed for use in the sanitation sector and preliminary

results indicate that these biosensors can collect useful health-related data. Additionally, biosensors could be used to

supplement standard tests that are already in place, such as colonoscopies, surveys or blood work testing to monitor

individual and population health more holistically.

However, many papers noted that despite the promising advantages that biosensor technology can bring to health

systems, this is a nascent field; therefore, it requires continued rigorous research and product development to reach its

potential. Additionally, the lifespan of these various biosensors from both a hardware and surveillance perspective is

largely unknown since the majority of the studies were lab-based or pilot studies . These systems may be less accurate

when applied to complex matrices such as sewage due to the variable mix of multiple contaminants, pathogens and

physical trash (such as used diapers or menstrual health products) that perhaps were beyond the scope of many of the

lab-based tests . Some experiments that did test real wastewater, sewage or human specimen samples in the lab tried

to account for temperature and other conditions that would be encountered in the field, but these technologies would still

require pilot testing to ensure they would be reliable on site.
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Additionally, there were some limitations that were only mentioned in a few papers (such as data privacy and

impracticalities for low-resource settings ), while some limitations were not mentioned explicitly but are feasible (such

as the potentially high costs related to biosensor technology or installation ). One paper also reported that “it is

uncertain whether the algorithm [that was used with the biosensor to detect ‘likely defecation events’] detects child feces

disposal, child latrine training and menstrual [health] management events as ‘likely defecation events’,” which is also a

notable limitation . The majority of the actual limitations reported for biosensors embedded in sanitation infrastructure

are technological rather than methodological barriers; therefore, they have the potential to be improved through iterative

changes in the various devices’ product designs and fine-tuning their technological prowess.

Despite the current limitations of biosensors, the long-term benefits outweigh the barriers. Public health stakeholders and

WASH practitioners should not be deterred from adopting biosensors into sanitation products and infrastructure and

should seek to further build the evidence base to determine the true global health potential that this Smart Sanitation
technology could have.

3. Population- and Individual-level Health Considerations of Smart
Sanitation

Transforming sanitation infrastructure into a health diagnostic tool has implications both on the population and individual

levels. At the population level, decision makers and public health practitioners could use biosensors that have been

integrated into public sanitation infrastructure to mitigate and prevent infectious disease outbreaks . On the individual

level, there is also a demand for personal health monitoring. Similar to the biometric sensors integrated into consumer

products such as the Apple Watch  or Fitbit , there appears to be a growing demand for individuals to use Smart
Sanitation products to inform their lifestyle decisions and personal health investments. There are already at-home

diagnostic methods available, such as Cologard’s colon cancer screening kit where individuals can mail stool samples to

be tested , which have potential to be improved and streamlined with the use of biosensors.

There has been an influx of Smart Sanitation private sector products on the market, such as TOTO’s Flow Sky Toilet in

2018, a toilet that is equipped with a biosensor to capture the flow rate of the user’s urine as an integrated urological

medical examination , and Pampers’ ‘smart diaper’ in 2019, which tracks an infant’s sleep and urine patterns which is

oftentimes a recommended practice from pediatricians . These technologies represent the burgeoning market and

demand from consumers for Smart Sanitation-related products for monitoring their individual health.

While there are a myriad of innovative opportunities for further research in the field, it is imperative that these products

account for data privacy. Capturing data about individual-level health data, as opposed to information gathering about

population-level health, must often adhere to regulatory standards such as the Health Insurance Portability and

Accountability Act (HIPAA) Privacy Rule  in the United States of America and the General Data Protection Regulation

(GDPR)  in the European Union. Smart Sanitation consumer products should be developed in such a way that is in line

with these standards to safeguard individual-level health data while also fostering consumer trust as a result of

transparent data protections in these products.

4. The Covid-19 Era: Furthering the Case for Increased Smart Sanitation
Research

The need for embracing and further researching the implications of Smart Sanitation has been underscored by the

widespread societal implications of the Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19). Recent studies have also shown SARs- CoV-2,

the virus causing COVID-19, is shed in feces which means that fecal-oral contamination could be another route of

transmission . Biobot, a wastewater epidemiology startup, has conducted opioid and COVID-19 wastewater analytics

and monitoring within the United States to create data-driven maps for community-level decision makers to see as the

disease spreads in real time . Researchers in Spain are now collecting samples approximately twice a week from over

250 wastewater treatment facilities for improved COVID-19 surveillance through sewage . This would be an ideal place

to implement biosensors in sewage systems, which would allow for this data collection to occur more quickly with less

potential for exposure for field workers and lab technicians.

However, due to the nascent nature of this sector, the preventive health benefits of the Smart Sanitation Economy will

likely not be realized quickly enough to meaningful impact the COVID-19 pandemic. Beyond current pathogenic testing,

next generation Smart Sanitation biosensors could be made to detect a wide array of biomarkers to mitigate and monitor

future epidemics.
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5. Conclusions

The findings of this systematic review demonstrate the public health potential of biosensors as an emerging technology

and how Smart Sanitation can be used to enhance health monitoring at the individual level as well as at the community

level. Most studies were nonrandomized, small-scale pilot or lab studies and revealed that few biosensors have been

used in toilet or human sewage settings outside of lab tests. Many of the biosensors provided real-time continuous data

and were reported to be more cost-effective in terms both time and money when compared to traditional surveillance

methods. The most commonly discussed strength of these technologies was their ability to conduct rapid, on-site analysis.

The use of biosensors in sanitation is a nascent field that has the potential to promote global health security and

strengthen health systems. In order to effectively develop and implement these technologies for public health surveillance

and individual health monitoring at a large scale, more robust research is needed to evaluate and improve existing

biosensors technologies to not only ensure the efficacy of their use but also their compliance with global data privacy and

human study protocols. Additional research in this field could also identify gaps where next generation versions of the

biosensor technologies can emerge.

References

1. Alm, E.; Turgeman, Y.J.; Ratti, C. Smart Toilets and Sewer Sensors Are Coming. Wired UK. 21 March 2014. Available
online: https://www.wired.co.uk/article/yaniv-j-turgeman (accessed on 22 August 2019).

2. Zhugen Yang; Barbara Kasprzyk-Hordern; Christopher G. Frost; Pedro Estrela; Karine Iversen; Community Sewage
Sensors for Monitoring Public Health. Environmental Science & Technology 2015, 49, 5845-5846, 10.1021/acs.est.5b0
1434.

3. Seung-Min Park; Daeyoun D. Won; Brian J. Lee; Diego Escobedo; Andre Esteva; Amin Aalipour; T. Jessie Ge; Jung Ha
Kim; Susie Suh; Elliot H. Choi; et al. A mountable toilet system for personalized health monitoring via the analysis of
excreta. Nature Biomedical Engineering 2020, 4, 624-635, 10.1038/s41551-020-0534-9.

4. Ghosh, P.; Bhattacharjee, D.; Nasipuri, M. Intelligent Toilet System for Non-invasive Estimation of Blood-Sugar Level
from Urine. IRBM 2020, 41, 94–105.

5. Porecha, M. Soon, Poop down Memory Lane; No s#@t Talk | MIT Team in City to Work on Smart Toilet That Will
Capture Vital Data from Excreta. DNA. 29 January 2015. Available online: https://www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report-
dna-exclusive-poop-down-the-memory-lane-2056431 (accessed on 22 August 2019).

6. Kang MAOA; Jun Mab; Xiqing Lia; Zhugen Yang; Rapid duplexed detection of illicit drugs in wastewater using gold
nanoparticle conjugated aptamer sensors. Science of The Total Environment 2019, 688, 771-779, 10.1016/j.scitotenv.2
019.06.325.

7. Yang, Z.; d’Auriac, M.A.; Goggins, S.; Kasprzyk-Hordern, B.; Thomas, K.V.; Frost, C.G.; Estrela, P. A Novel DNA
Biosensor Using a Ferrocenyl Intercalator Applied to the Potential Detection of Human Population Biomarkers in
Wastewater. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2015, 49, 5609–5617.

8. Timur, S.; Seta, L.D.; Pazarlioǧlu, N.; Pilloton, R.; Telefoncu, A. Screen printed graphite biosensors based on bacterial
cells. Process Biochem. 2004, 39, 1325–1329.

9. Guanyue Gao; Deyu Fang; Yuan Yu; Liangzhuan Wu; Yu Wang; Jinfang Zhi; A double-mediator based whole cell
electrochemical biosensor for acute biotoxicity assessment of wastewater. Talanta 2017, 167, 208-216, 10.1016/j.talant
a.2017.01.081.

10. Shah, D. Toto Flow Sky Measures Urine Flow Just by Urinating in the Toilet. Available online:
https://fareastgizmos.com/other_stuff/toto-flow-sky-measures-urine-flow-just-by-urinating-in-the-toilet.php (accessed on
21 August 2018).

11. Ha Thi Minh Pham; Martin Giersberg; Linda Gehrmann; Karina Hettwer; Jochen Tuerk; Steffen Uhlig; Gerold Hanke;
Peter Weisswange; Kirsten Simon; Keith Baronian; et al. The determination of pharmaceuticals in wastewater using a
recombinant Arxula adeninivorans whole cell biosensor. Sensors and Actuators B: Chemical 2015, 211, 439-448, 10.10
16/j.snb.2015.01.107.

12. Gagnon, C.; Lajeunesse, A. Persistence and fate of highly soluble pharmaceutical products in various types of
municipal wastewater treatment plants. Wit Trans. Ecol. Environ. 2008, 109, 799–807. Available online:
https://www.witpress.com/elibrary/wit-transactions-on-ecology-and-the-environment/109/19028 (accessed on 1 June
2020).

13. Chapron, K.; Lapointe, P.; Bouchard, K.; Gaboury, S. Highly Accurate Bathroom Activity Recognition using Infrared
Proximity Sensors. IEEE J. Biomed. Health Inf. 2019.



14. Webster, T.A.; Sismaet, H.J.; Conte, J.L.; Chan, I.J.; Goluch, E.D. Electrochemical detection of Pseudomonas
aeruginosa in human fluid samples via pyocyanin. Biosens. Bioelectron. 2014, 60, 265–270.

15. Bunyakul, N.; Promptmas, C.; Baeumner, A.J. Microfluidic biosensor for cholera toxin detection in fecal samples. Anal.
Bioanal. Chem. 2015, 407, 727–736.

16. Silva, N.; Gil, D.; Karmali, A.; Matos, M. Potentiometric Biosensor for Acrylamide Determination in Wastewater Using
Wild Type Amidase from Pseudomonas Aeruginosa. Wit Trans. Ecol. Environ. 2008, 109, 789–798. Available online:
https://www.witpress.com/elibrary/wit-transactions-on-ecology-and-the-environment/109/19027 (accessed on 1 June
2020).

Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/history/show/9224


