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A pro-poor national transport policy must address the barriers to employment caused by the design and operation of public transport in a manner inaccessible to persons with mobility, sensory, or cognitive disabilities. Lack of access to transport also results in an inability to participate in existing education, training, health or social services which would otherwise be available.

Data on the incidence of disability varies from country to country and a lack of consistency may complicate the task of estimating demand for service and the economic impacts of getting to employment. Nevertheless, in any given population it is clear that at least 10% (UN data) to 12% (European data) of the population has one or more disabilities which result in making it somewhat difficult, very difficult, or impossible to use public transportation. This is especially true for the disabled poor in developing countries, given the correlation between poverty and rates of disability. However, whether a person is transportation-disabled depends to a great extent on how public transportation is operated and designed. When operated in a highly unsafe manner, public transportation may cause far more than 10-12% of the population to “become disabled” in terms of the ability of older persons, children, many women, and all those with even the most modest mobility concerns to safely board, ride and alight from buses, jitneys, and other transport vehicles.

Most of the design features and operational practices which assist disabled passengers also assist all other passengers. They are often very low cost. Examples include:

1. Vehicle and infrastructure design features:

• Vehicle design should include large print destination signs to assist those with visual impairments; prioritized seats for disabled and elderly passengers; adequate hand grips and plentiful vertical stanchions at doors and inside vehicles, painted in a bright contrasting color; non-skid materials for step and floor surfaces; and, where feasible, a retractible first step at a bus entrance (or a movable stool) to assist semi-ambulatory passengers.

• Transit terminals should have well-located signs with high-contrast large print to assist deaf and visually impaired passengers or with icons to assist passengers who cannot read; a low ticket counter for use by wheelchair users and short persons; tactile guideways to and within transit terminals and stops, and tactile warning strips at curbs and platform edges to assist blind persons.

• Unpaved bus stops could be made more accessible with a short (e.g., 2 meter) yellow curb piece, thus helping blind persons to position themselves behind the curb piece, persons with reduced vision to see the stop marker, and persons with reduced mobility to step up on the curb as a way to reduce the distance to the first step of the bus (usually the most difficult step to reach).

• Pedestrian pathways and buildings serving the public should incorporate inclusive design (level pathways of adequate width, curb ramps serving wheelchair users and all other pedestrians, ramps to public buildings, accessible bathrooms, etc.), noting that new construction can be made accessible at relative ly little cost compared with retrofitting old construction. Village roads, tracks, and paths should be kept free of obstacles and maintained in as accessible a state as possible.

Nearly all of these low-cost features also benefit all other passengers. There are also a variety of measures to assist passengers using wheelchairs, some of which are low-cost (policies permitting friends to assist a wheelchair user into a vehicle and fold his/her chair, ramped wayside platforms at key sites), others with greater cost (such as liftequipped buses), and others of varying costs which serve all passengers (such as lowfloor buses; or high-floor buses with bridges serving all passengers from high platforms, as in Curitiba, Brazil; Quito, Ecuador; and Bogotá, Colombia).

 2. Operational practices for passengers with disabilities also tend to assist all other passengers. These include:

• Establish regulatory mechanisms to enforce safe vehicle operation by private and especially informal sector transit operators, and establish positive and negative reinforcements to encourage safety and courtesy to all passengers

• Provide sensitivity training to transit personnel (including bus drivers and fare collectors) so that they will have direct experience of what it is like to use a wheelchair or crutches for mobility, to board a bus when blind, etc.

• Require that buses and jitneys come to a complete stop at bus stops and remain stopped until passengers have entered and positioned themselves for their ride

• Require drivers to call out key stops and require audible announcements at transit terminals, as an aid to passengers who are blind or partially sighted

• Disaggregate data on bus accidents where possible, to gain public support for key safety practices related, e.g., to injuries while trying to board a moving vehicle, injuries while crossing traffic lanes to get to a vehicle, or on-board injuries due to bad driving. Elders are far more likely to suffer severe injuries during a fall or accident than are other passengers suffering the same fall or accident, but specific data in each country will assist in quantifying this problem.

• Explore increased employment of women as potentially safer bus drivers.

• Consider alternatives to paying drivers “per passenger,” to remove the major incentive for unsafe operation.

In addition to design and operational features, the following should be noted (see case studies):

• Disabled persons and their NGOs should be consulted throughout the process of designing, operating and monitoring access to public transportation and related infrastructure. This avoids expensive mistakes. It is always best to do it right the first time.

• While many countries have national legislation requiring some level of access to transportation, all countries need detailed regulations and work plans to implement and monitor such legislation.

• Small pilot projects using different accessible transport modes (non-motorized, fixed route, door-to-door) provide an opportunity to learn about accessibility issues and expand their use in a local context.

• Constituencies benefitting from improvements in non-motorized transport (NMT), and NGOs serving poor people and women, should work together with disability agencies and other stakeholders, given their shared interests in the inclusive design and operation of all transport.

For further information, see Mobility for All: Accessible Transportation Around the World at www.independentliving.org

Case studies

1. South Africa: Comparing different modes of accessible transport in Durban and Cape town 2. Costa Rica: Implementing national transit access legislation 3. Malaysia: Disability NGOs reach out to other stakeholders in Penang 4. Mexico: City departments look to NGOs for help in planning a network of accessible transport and infrastructure in Mexico City 5. Brazil: City officials implement a master plan to provide accessible pedestrian routes in Rio de Janeiro 6. Peru: Architects and an NGO plan a demonstration project for accessible pathways in a neighborhood of Lima

1. South Africa: Comparing different modes of accessible transport in Durban and Cape town

Recognizing the need to address the mobility needs of people with disabilities in an incremental manner, the South African government decided in 1998 to experiment with various forms of accessible transport. Accessibility solutions could not simply be imported from First World countries with vastly different cultures, opportunities, and levels of resources. Instead the home-grown versions of systems developed elsewhere were designed to find a “best fit” for local conditions.

The city of Cape Town was the site for testing a door-to-door “dial-a-ride” system. Use of the service was restricted to disabled residents of two low-income residential areas. Four ramp or lift equipped vans were operated by the local bus contractor. Eligibility screening was undertaken by a participating disability organization.

Another service concept – a fixed-route, scheduled bus service operating on the service route model – was tested in the city of Durban. Two used buses were fitted with wheelchair lifts and other features, and used to transport disabled passengers daily from two outlying low-income residential areas to the city center. The route ran via frequently visited destinations such as hospitals, special schools, and pension pay points.

Both services were very popular with users and demonstrated the need for public transport services to cater for people with reduced mobility. This is an important first step in a society where disabled people are still largely invisible and public perceptions need to be changed. The projects also helped to leverage local political will to continue and expand the services. Plans have been made to expand the door-to-door service to cover the entire Cape Metropolitan Area, while the fixed-route system may be included with local bus contracts.

Monitoring of the services has yielded a wealth of information on cost effectiveness, user impacts, and operational issues. Echoing international experience, the door-todoor service was almost twice as expensive as the fixed-route system (on a per passenger basis), although it served a wider range of users. This information is now being incorporated in developing a national strategy for accessible transport in South Africa.
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2. Costa Rica: Implementing national transit access legislation

Public transportation in Costa Rica is a service regulated by the Ministry of Public Works and Transportation and provided by private companies. The most important advances in accessible transportation for disabled persons during recent years have been in the legal and legislative field.

• In 1996, Law 7600 was implemented as Costa Rica’s Equal Opportunities Act for Disabled People. This law covers areas such as education, health, communication, labor and transportation, among others. The chapter on transportation mandates new technical measures to provide public transportation for the disabled, including a requirement that 10% of taxis should be accessible for all as well as access to bus and taxi stops and terminals.

• In 1999 the Costa Rican Legislature ratified the Interamerican Convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination against people with disabilities, prepared by the Organization of American States.

Governmental actions have been taken in order to meet these legal requirements, including the elimination of turnstiles at bus entrances, the formulation of accessibility standards for buses, the concession of 10% of cabs as accessible taxis and, still in the Legislature, proposed regulations for access to fixed route bus transportation . In addition, during the past three years the National Council on Rehabilitation has been providing training in accessible transportation to public officials as well as reviewing experiences on accessible transportation in other countries.

Non governmental organizations of the disabled have been monitoring all governmental actions; they have been active in advocating accessible public transportation for all as a matter of civil rights and also to improve their living conditions. In Costa Rica, these NGOs have become a key element in assuring that laws and regulations are implemented.

Accessible transportation is a new topic in Costa Rica. This small country has the legal framework that allows disabled persons to place accusations in Courts. However, the most important part, which is the actual implementation of the laws, still lies mainly in the future. Costa Rica’s aging population will increasingly be in need of accessible transportation, providing another reason to establish a consensus among all stakeholders to find the technical and economic resources to uphold the right of disabled persons and all Costa Ricans to have freedom of movement.
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3. Malaysia: Disability NGOs reach out to other stakeholders in Penang

The Society of Disabled Persons of Penang (SDPP) is a disabled persons’ NGO formed in 1988 with 250 mainly low-income members from all major ethnic groups. The SDPP recognizes transport as a key concern of disabled persons and has sought accessibility to transport since its inception. The response of government authorities has been slow and thus the SDPP feels a strong need for additional advocacy for accessible transportation.

SDPP advocacy has been varied and has met with mixed success. In 1998, the SDPP and leaders with mobility disabilities worked with representatives from the visually impaired, hearing impaired, and other NGOs to present their needs to the Penang Island Municipal Council. While one stretch of road was improved immediately, other followup did not occur. Meanwhile, SDPP’s advocacy continued through statements published by Penang’s supportive media.

SDPP also strengthened its efforts by working with other local transport advocacy groups. They are in close contact with leading advocates of non-motorized transport. SDPP members joined bicyclists when NMT advocates celebrated the demarcation of a cycling path for Penang. They went beyond disabled persons’ transport problems and learned about the transport problems of other stakeholders. In turn, NGOs advocating NMT have begun to support disabled persons’ mobility concerns.

In 2000, the SDPP co-organized a workshop featuring a British expert in the accessibility field . The well-attended meeting including top officials from government bodies, including the general hospital, Traffic Police, the Penang Island Municipal Council, architects, town-planners, and other disabled persons’ groups. Detailed local press coverage provided Penang’s residents with unprecedented coverage of accessible transport issues.

SDPP has also published a book on non-handicapping environments and is currently translating a guide to accessible public transportation.

Penang remains an inaccessible city with the mobility problems of persons with disabilities given low priority. However, local awareness of access issues has increased. The SDPP feels that the time may be ripe to refocus its advocacy on the national government, since transport is a centralized issue in Malaysia. SDPP leaders point out that there are programs in place to educate, train, and employ persons with disabilities and that laws are in place to make sure that buildings are accessible. They feel, however, that access to transportation is a missing link in disabled persons’ quest for independent living.

Based on material from Tan Kuan Aw of the Society of Disabled Persons in Penang, Malaysia. To learn more, e-mail to tanka@pc.jaring.my

4. Mexico: City departments look to NGOs for help in planning a network of accessible transport and infrastructure in Mexico City

An office of disability affairs was formed in the executive branch of Mexico’s government following the election of its new president. This office is headed by a disabled person and includes other disabled persons including an architect on its staff. A very strong advisory role was delegated to a non-governmental organization, Libre Acceso (Free Access), whose founder is coordinating a Work Group involving government agencies such as the Integral Family Development System of Mexico City, the Department of Public Roads and Transportation, the Metropolitan Transport System, the Department of Services and Construction, and, most recently, the Passenger Transport Network, with the collaboration of different non-governmental organizations.

The Work Group began with the evaluation of accessible public transportation and with an accessibility project for selected Metro (subway) stations. Later, Libre Acceso became involved in curb ramp evaluation and design review. Efforts focussed on prioritizing the placement of curb ramps throughout Mexico City in order to optimize the use of a relatively low budget for this activity. Design guides have been published as well, to assist in performing accessibility audits of buildings and infrastructure needing improvements in order to become accessible to those with mobility, sensory, or cognitive disabilities. Libre Acceso points out that it is far less expensive to provide full accessibility to new construction than to modify old construction.

Libre Acceso was also asked to provide guidance on accessibility features to be retrofitted at five subway stations. Two of the ten subway lines were selected, with four key outlying stations connected with a center station.

Later, the Work Group participated in the decision making process to authorize more than 3,500 new curb ramps (beveled “curb cuts” to assist wheelchair users and others) on main avenues each year, taking care that they follow international standards and prioritize accessible pedestrian routes to the five newly accessible Metro stations.

Twenty lift-equipped buses and four lift-equipped trolley buses were deployed several years ago along high use routes and acted as a feeder to these five stations. More recently, fifty new buses equipped with lifts and other accessibility features were added, serving five complimentary bus routes which also connect with the original accessible routes and subway stations. The resulting integrated inter-modal network (pedestrian routes, buses, trolley buses, and subway) illustrates the results of involving disabled people and all other stakeholders in a decision making process which maximizes impact in spite of severe budget constraints.

It is hoped to copy this model in each of Mexico’s 32 states in order to build a National Accessibility and Transportation Program for Disabled People.

Based on a paper by Francisco Cisneros Rivero of Libre Acceso in Mexico City. To learn more, e-mail fcisneros@presidencia.gob.mx

5. Brazil: City officials implement a master plan to provide accessible pedestrian routes in Rio de Janeiro

In Rio de Janeiro, the urban revitalization process was initiated using the principles of universal design. The “Rio City Project,” implemented by the municipal government in 1994, incorporated the demand for inclusive barrier-free design put forward by the Independent Living Center of Rio de Janeiro (CVI-RJ), a non-governmental organization which has accumulated expertise in this field.

The main structuring axes in the city were chosen, including the most important thoroughfares in 14 districts . A competition was held for architectural projects aimed at solving common neighborhood problems. Each stretch was studied by a different architecture firm, with its own autonomous urban renewal proposals.

This partnership launched a rich experience of transforming a previously inaccessible city. It lasted three years, from drawing board to construction. During this period, CVI-RJ supervised the implementation of inclusive (universal) design through weekly meetings, daily visits to construction sites, and drafting reports to the City Government.

When the accessibility process was launched in the Rio City Project, the goal of universal design including a focus on design with all users in mind, regardless of their physical abilities, based on estimates that over half of the population does not fit the standard stereotyped individual for which most infrastructure has been designed around the world. Based on this principle, universal solutions included ramps at crosswalks which serve all pedestrians as well as more specialized solutions such as texture-coded footways to guide the visually impaired. The goal was to guarantee accessible routes on repaved footways serving some 560 square kilometers.

During the Rio City Project, CVI-RJ had to deal with the fact that accessibility is still a recent trend in Brazil. Hundreds of architects and engineers were dealing for the first time with the issue of eliminating barriers, yet they took a serious and open-minded approach. CVI-RJ had to accept the limitations of adapting an existing city, which is very different from working accessibility into a city’s original design. Even so, the project became a benchmark for accessibility in Brazil, visited by professionals from other areas of Brazil. Also, disabled people began moving to the city’s remodeled areas to live.

Accessibility is subject to unceasing d ynamics and modifications. No place that has been accessibly remodeled can be considered permanently accessible. External factors interfere constantly and must be monitored. The success of pro-accessibility efforts thus depends directly on a commitment to maintenance, publicity, and monitoring.

An accessible infrastructure also increases the viability of accessible public transportation. Rio de Janeiro’s expanding Metro (subway) system provides an example. CVI-RJ won a legal action in 1994 and followed up with technical assistance to a commission formed to have oversight over access improvements in Rio’s subway stations. New access features include stair lifts for wheelchair users, which, while not representing universal design principles, do improve the mobility of wheelchair users and others with mobility concerns.
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6. Peru: Architects and an NGO plan a demonstration project for accessible pathways in a neighborhood of Lima

Since 1998 APRODDIS (The Association for the Development of People with Disabilities) has played a vital role in the quest to remove architectural barriers in Peru and to reduce poverty among people with disabilities by more fully integrating them into mainstream society. In the process, APRODDIS has produced a design manual for architects, based on accepted international architectural design regulations, that has since been used to review architectural plans and existing structures in two Lima districts.

Over a six month period in 2000, local work groups of architects, city officials, local citizens, and APRODDIS’ team worked closely in the Bellavista Pilot Project. The initial goal of the project was to raise community awareness of the need to provide access to public places and to specifically identify architectural barriers within Bellavista.

The District of Bellavista of Callao (Metropolitan Lima) is a unique community in that people with disabilities have formed cooperative living sectors where human ingenuity and perseverance have worked to overcome many of the social and architectural barriers that limit people with disabilities’ access to public resources. Home to five major health centers, Bellavista must accommodate an even greater number of people with disabilities who visit the district to utilize these services from throughout the nation. Unfortunately, the very people in need of service are frequently denied access to these centers and to other community resources due to inaccessible conditions.

Thanks to the community-based approach in this pilot project, a path was forged towards a district-level commitment to follow through on a long -term plan to make Bellavista accessible to all citizens, as well as to provide a model for both Peru and the developing world.

APRODDIS hopes that these successes will lead to a multi-phase project that will develop new district-level accessibility codes and regulations in Bellavista, re-construct and retrofit the district, and implement accessible transportation services. At the same time, this project seeks to launch an extensive local media campaign and hold neighborhood meetings with the goal of providing critical awareness about the issues facing people with disabilities and the universal benefits of facilitating their more active participation in society.

The project draws on the support of various public and private sector agencies and may demonstrate relatively low cost approaches to addressing barriers in the developing world and in demonstrating the leadership of grass roots organizing in the socioeconomic development of Peru.
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