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OVERVIEW OF REPORT
1.1 Some Local Authorities are now modernising their town streets in a way which makes them usable only by people with sight, thereby unintentionally excluding blind residents with little or no sight who may have been independently walking those same streets alone for many years.  This policy obviously discriminates against blind people, and therefore contravenes the Public Sector Equality Duty.  

1.2 In Coventry, blind people could independently navigate their town streets safely, and this report assesses their continued ability to do so after the modernisation is completed.   

1.3 This report should be read in conjunction with the attached guidance document “Access for Blind People in Towns”, which explains the abilities and limitations of blind people, those with little or no sight, when walking their town streets. 

2.0 SHARED SPACE: PRESENTATION AT COVENTRY UNIVERSITY 27/03/2014
2.1 Sarah Gayton presented her film showing NFBUK blind members in 8 towns around the country walking and talking on Shared Spaces, followed by pictures of the Coventry street changes presented by three Officers of Coventry Council, after which there was a question and answer session in which the audience took part.  The access issues involved are covered in the notes below.

3.0 COVENTRY PUBLIC REALM IMPROVEMENTS
3.1 Coventry has not followed the current trend of removing kerbs and crossings, but has instead taken an innovative approach of keeping these features and widening footways to inhibit speeding vehicles.  Pedestrians are therefore not forced to share the roadway with vehicles, nor are vehicles allowed to share the footways with pedestrians, so these changes do not follow the usual Shared Street conventions.

3.2 However, Coventry has followed some of the other Shared Space principles which are psychologically designed to make motorists drive slower and more carefully, but some of these changes are causing problems for blind people , guide dogs and some other disabled people.  

4.0 KERB HEIGHTS

4.1 Standard kerbs are 120 to 150mm (5 to 6 inches) high, but Coventry decided on very low kerbs, initially 40mm (1.6 inches), revised to 60mm (2.4 inches) in later phases after it was pointed out that guide dogs may not recognise the lower kerbs as places where they have been trained to stop.  Guide dog owners are presently advised to take along a sighted person to guide both them and their dog until the 40mm kerbs have had the adjacent road surface lowered to create a kerb height of at least 60mm.   

4.2 This problem is likely to persist for many years because road surfacing operatives are unlikely to bother with such apparently unimportant height instructions, so it would be safer to increase the initial kerb height by a further 20 to 30mm to avoid problems when future resurfacing takes place. 

4.3 There is a theory which says that drivers are very aware of the height of kerbs, and that when they are lowered or removed motorists will drive slower and more carefully, especially when traffic lights and many road signs are also removed.  Unfortunately most drivers across the country seem to be unaware of this subtle psychological hint, and often continue to drive in their usual way. 

5.0 BOLLARDS
5.1 Lowered and removed kerbs encourage enterprising motorists to swerve onto the footway without needing to stop, in order to pass stationary vehicles in the roadway or to park on the footway.  Bollards or planters are often then installed to replace the footway protection previously provided by standard height kerbs which are, as most drivers are aware, high enough to damage the alloy wheels of cars which drive over them without stopping.  This additional streetscape clutter then largely negates the clean and simple appearance which is a primary aim of Shared Space streets.  

5.2 Blind people of course prefer simple, uncluttered footways protected from vehicles by standard height kerbs, but Coventry has had to install bollards in various places to stop vehicles from mounting the footway.  These bollards are mostly low concrete balls about 40cm in diameter.  Walking into a bollard is a perennial problem for people with little or no sight, but when it is a conventional bollard over 1 metre high this is uncomfortable, but usually quite safe, whereas blind people can easily fall right over these low concrete balls, perhaps sustaining injury if they fall face down onto the footway or even into the road.   

5.3 Coventry Officers have promised not to install any more of these low concrete bollards, but it has been reported that those being damaged by vehicles are replaced with identical new concrete balls.  

5.4 A programme of replacement with conventional tall, iron bollards should be started immediately.  These will be more expensive than the concrete balls but, not being damageable by vehicles they will have a longer life, and their height and proximity to the bodywork of passing vehicles makes them more easily seen, thereby demanding better observation and careful driving from passing motorists.

6.0 PEDESTRIAN CROSSINGS
6.1 Coventry appear to be following the theory that removing all possible pedestrian and traffic lights which can stop vehicles will force motorists to drive more carefully, and also persuade drivers to stop voluntarily at junctions and pedestrian crossings when pedestrians or other vehicles wish to cross their path.  Zebra crossings without lights or audible indicators are therefore being installed, but Officers say that controlled crossings will be used in certain locations.    

6.2 In some places the road is being reduced to carriageways of only 3 metres (10 feet) wide between kerbs in order to slow down drivers.  This means that some pedestrian crossings will be only 10 feet long with vehicles approaching from one side only.  This sounds like a promising idea which should be followed up, but there needs to be similar kerbs on both ends of all the crossings.  Because I now have no sight, I have made the dangerous mistake of walking right across central pedestrian refuges on roads in other towns without knowing that they were there, when they consisted only of a change of colour on the flat road surface.   

6.3 Controlled crossings with lights and audible signals are both preferable and safer as they give blind people confidence that traffic will stop, and the audible beeping from the other side of the road then guides the blind person across and ensures that they don’t drift off the side of the crossing on the way over.

6.4 At the meeting an official theory was expressed that traffic lights at pedestrian crossings can increase the risk of serious injury, because pedestrians’ can be over-confident that drivers will always stop at a red light.  The implication is that blind people who cannot see vehicles should always pause for a few seconds where they can be seen by approaching drivers before stepping onto any road or crossing, and then walk across slowly to give speeding drivers time to see them and stop or swerve to avoid hitting them. 

6.5 When walking along a footway to a light controlled road junction, blind people would previously use the rotating cone under the control box to tell them when they could cross safely during the pedestrian phase.  This is the ideal way for all blind people to cross roads, thereby avoiding the need to step out in front of moving vehicles which they can’t see or hear.  

6.6 However, when traffic lights are removed from road junctions, blind and some other disabled people will then be unable to cross in different directions at such convenient places, needing instead to turn the corner to find a pedestrian crossing.  After crossing the side road they can then walk back to the junction where they can turn the corner to continue walking in their original direction. 

6.7 The distance between junctions and crossings is therefore important and will govern the extra walking needed by some disabled pedestrians, and this distance will also allow vehicles to clear the road junction without the temptation to accelerate excessively, and if the next crossing or junction is in plain view this should also inhibit further speeding. 

6.8 As traffic lights with their pedestrian phase are removed from road junctions, blind and other disabled people are losing their major crossing points, and each set of traffic lights removed will require several additional nearby pedestrian crossings to maintain continued safe street access for disabled people.  If replacement pedestrian crossings are of an inadequate number or location, these disabled people will be forced to walk long distances out of their way in order to reach their destinations.   

6.9 In contrast, there could well be pressure to install as few crossings as possible in order to persuade most able bodied pedestrians to walk shorter distances by crossing streets in random places, sharing the roadway with vehicles in accordance with shared space theory.  This is a very effective way to keep many independent blind and disabled people away from their town centres.        

6.10 At the meeting there was a discussion over whether it would be possible to install some sort of detector to tell blind pedestrians when it was safe to step onto a zebra crossing and this was agreed to be a good solution if at all possible. 

7.0 COVENTRY: ACTION REQUIRED

7.1 All kerb heights should be measured, and where necessary, adjacent road surfaces lowered to ensure that all kerbs are at least 60mm high and safe for use by guide dogs.  

7.2 There must be a similar kerb at both ends of each pedestrian crossing.   

7.3 A programme of replacing low concrete bollards with conventional robust iron ones at least one metre tall should be started immediately.

7.4 Consultations should be held with physically and sensory disabled people to decide on the location and number of pedestrian crossings, bearing in  mind that each junction from which traffic lights are removed will require several adjacent crossings in substitution, to allow continued circulation by disabled people who are not able to cross between moving vehicles.  

7.5 Investigations should be made to find a way which can inform blind pedestrians when it is safe to cross on a crossing without lights or audible guidance.

8.0 CONCLUSION: COVENTRY 

8.1 After Coventry’s planned Public Realm improvements are completed as above, blind people who have avoided their town should be able to return, but they will find that they need to learn new techniques, walk much further to find crossings, with the whole exercise taking more time and being much more stressful than it used to be.   

8.2 This is the penalty to be paid by a disabled minority in order to control motorists, who are also expected to materially change their existing driving habits, all in the hope that everyone will then be able to conform to the current traffic flow theories.      

9.0 CONCLUSION: SHARED SPACES
The Shared Space street principle as it is being implemented in many UK towns is highly unsatisfactory because:  

9.1 It is unsafe for, and excludes independent blind people.  

9.2 When traffic volumes and speeds are high and all kerbs and crossings have been removed, even able bodied people have found it very difficult in some towns to dash across the road in the gaps between moving vehicles. 

9.3 Kerbs only need to be removed when vehicles are intended to run onto the footway.  This requires the raising of the road surface to footway level and the realignment of surface water drainage which often constitutes over 70% of the cost of such a scheme. 

9.4 This expensive alteration is often made just to produce a different streetscape appearance, in anticipation that this visual change will psychologically persuade motorists to drive slower and with more consideration for others.

9.5 Guide dogs are taught to stop at kerbs but when these are lowered or removed they can get confused and lead their owners unknowingly into traffic. 

9.6 Blind white cane users can lose orientation and are likely to get lost if they lose contact with the building frontages or try to cross a street without kerbs and crossings.

9.7 Streetscape designers often ignore such problems because they are apparently given inadequate information about people with sensory impairments, so the attached short guidance document “Access for Blind People in Towns”, circulated by the DfT, sets out the abilities and limitations of people with very little or no sight, to assist the appropriate professionals to produce fully inclusive townscapes which are safe and accessible for everyone to use.
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