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Understanding Access to Physical Environment
Breaking the Barriers

Consumer Unity & Trust Society in partnership with Sightsavers is implementing a one year project on
‘Mainstreaming Disability in Rajasthan’ Under the project sensitisation workshops and access audits of
selected public buildings and offices were conducted with a view to mainstream Persons with Disability
(PwDs) in the development process and help them avail the public facilities on equal basis with others. So
far 19 sensitisation workshops with various NGOs and educational institutions and two access audits (Yaadgar,

Traffic Headquarters, and Sindhi Camp Bus Stand Jaipur) have been conducted.

Definition

The meaning of accessibility is the ability to reach,
understand, or approach something or someone. Barrier
in accessibility is a situation which could be physical
or otherwise, that obstructs or impedes accessibility.
Barriers break the travel chain and limit mobility and
adversely affect public safety by rendering the building
or facility unfriendly. Barriers may cause accidents and
lead to frustration if the user fails to pass through the
hurdles in the building.

Identifying Barriers

In Rajasthan the accessibility of PwDs in most of
the public utilities and government offices is inadequate
and the design of the building itself poses multiple
barriers. The most common barriers are outlined below:

Stairs at main gate without ramps and gradients is
the most common barrier. Even where ramps/gradients
are provided, many are too steep and without landings,
appropriate handrails etc. that cause impediments for
wheel chair users. It is rare to come across tactile ground
surface indicators at the entrances.

In terms of directions of access routes on the roads,
rarely can a PwD find the same. Further, most of the
routes are not segregated from the normal traffic route
with uneven surfaces, obstacles such as fittings, trees,
curbs, drainage and gratings which are positioned on
access pathways and create barriers for PwDs. Still the
non-international standard of signages are in use which
are without colour contrast, tactile surface, in braille
or audible signage.

It is noticed that the walkways in the public facilities
have undulating pavements and uneven steps which
are hazardous for PwDs, particularly those who use
wheelchairs and the blind. Often the pathways are
littered with chairs, coolers etc. which cause barriers
for them. In the public facilities and offices, parking

for PwDs is a big issue. There is a lack of adequately
sized and designated two wheeler and car parking spaces
for PwDs.

Making Barrier-free Public Facilities

It is, however, a fact that these barriers in the
government buildings and public facilities, continue to
exist due to lack of financial resources. Proper planning
and disabled-friendly design capacity of the concerned
is an issue. There is also lack of sensitisation among
decision makers about the accessibility issues and
cooperation among institutions. The culture of
accessibility has to be addressed by constructing
buildings without barriers.

The government has formed certain laws and codes
for making government buildings barrier-free and fully
accessible for PwDs but the implementation of these
laws and codes is very poor because of lack of
enforcement mechanisms.

Conclusion

An unfriendly environment can disable people with
health problems from participation and inclusion in
social, economic, political, and cultural life. Improving
access to buildings and roads, transportation, and
information and communication can create an enabling
environment which benefits not only disabled people
but many other population groups as well. As argued
above the prerequisites for progress in accessibility are:
creation of a “culture of accessibility”; effective
enforcement of laws and regulations; and better
information on environment and their accessibility. The
best strategy for achieving accessibility is usually
incremental improvement. Once the concept of
accessibility becomes ingrained, and as more resources
become available, it would be easier to raise standards
and attain a higher level of universal design.
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“Disability is not a brave struggle or ‘courage in the face of adversity. Disability is an art.

It's an ingenious way to live.” Neil Marcus

Visually Impaired Person

takes over as a Principal

K M Prabhu took charge as the Principal of Chikkanna
Government Arts College, Tiruppur. He was among a
group of people who took charge at various government
colleges, but there is a slight twist to his story. He is
the first visually impaired person to do so in the State.

Dr Prabhu, (55) an English language teaching expert,
had retinitis
pigmentosa and his
vision deteriorated
during his school
years. He lost sight
completely by the
time he finished
school. Undeterred,
he went on to
qualify in English
Literature from
Madras Christian
College with flying
colours, and then to
( complete his PhD.

He served in
Government Arts College, Nandanam, for many years
before he was deputed to BPS College, Haryana, to set
up language labs for students. He created six such labs
and managed to get the students to converse fluently
in English within six months.

Before taking charge at Tiruppur, Dr. Prabhu was
Assistant Professor and Head of the Department (in-
charge) at Presidency College, Chennai.

He has been technology-savvy right through starting
with the humble tape recorder, then moving on to the
computer, and more recently, 3G connectivity on his
mobile phone, using all of these as enabling devices.

A person’s attitude depends on his/her perspective,
he says. Quoting favorite lines from Milton’s Paradise
Lost. “The mind is its own place, and in itself; Can
make a Heav'n of Hell, a Hell of Heav'n”.

He also thanks Chief Minister Jayalalithaa and the
government for making things possible, adding to that
his hopes that they would facilitate his elevation to
Grade 1.

Offering his wishes to Dr Prabhu, Nethrodaya founder
C. Govindakrishnan says it is the first time that a
visually impaired person has taken charge as a Principal
of a government college.

The Concept of
Universal Design

Background

“Universal design is the design of products and
environment usable by all people, to the greatest extent
possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised
design” articulated Ron Mace, thus outlining what
would become a standard of usability for everyone.
Essentially, it emphasises the accommodation of
maximum possible users by tweaking design of products,
communications and the built environment.

The Indian handicap

The Universal Design Concept is so far, essentially
just a concept in India. Despite the international face
of the economy and the global presence of its culture,
we feel the need for more than just aesthetic value-
additions, or changes for the sake of change. We have
over 70 million PwDs, a figure that does not account
for the increasing number of elderly people and others.

That said, Universal Design in India and other
developing countries, needs to address additional issues,
primarily economic and social. Poverty, illiteracy and
lack of infrastructure are chief among these. Most
assistive technologies are accessible to those with funds
to spare. In those conditions, help to the disabled and
elderly is from the family. The concept that this need
not be so is yet to catch on.

Principles of Universal Design

The seven principles of Universal Design are:
e Equitable Use

e Flexibility in Use

e Simple and Intuitive Use

* Perceptible Information

« Tolerance for Error

* Low Physical Effort

« Size and Space for Approach and Use

Conclusion

The intent of universal design is to simplify life for
everyone by making products, communications, and the
built environment more usable by as many people as
possible at little or no extra cost. A slight moment of
thought at the planning stage may actually cut overall
costs in time and money. Sometimes small changes can
make the difference. There is no need to reinvent the
wheel.

be viewed at: http://www.un.org/disabilities/

The United Nations will host the Fourth Session of the Conference of States Parties to the Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities from September 07-09, 2011. This year's theme is “Enabling
Development, Realising the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities”. More details can




“Disability is a matter of perception. If you can do just one thing well,

you're needed by someone.” Martina Navratilova
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“Science may have found a cure for most evils; but it has found no remedy for

the worst of them all — the apathy of human beings.”
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CUTS Centre for Consumer Action, Research & Training (CART)
D-217, Bhaskar Marg, Bani Park, Jaipur 302016, India

Ph: 91.141.5133259, 2282821, Fax: 91.141.4015395, 2282485

Email: cart@cuts.org, Website: www.cuts-international.org/CART/
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