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Background

This methodology report has been developed by British Waterways under the EQUAL
project. EQUAL is a European Social Fund (ESF) funded community initiative that aims to
test and promote new ways of combating discrimination and inequalities in relation to the
labour market through regional, national and transnational co-operation. "Equal Shares for
All" is a Development Partnership that is made up of ten partners, with British Waterways as
one of them.

The project undertaken by British Waterways has two components-

1. To undertake access audits in order to identify the condition of the canals with regard

access to work and services. The main objectives of this component were-

e Access Audits- development of methodology for access audits and
undertaking audits on the Welsh canal along with prioritising areas for
improvement based on the outcomes of the audits.

e Access promotions through website, leaflets and events.

e Liaison with local disabled access groups for access promotion and
consultations.

e Undertaking disability awareness trainings for the waterways along with
development of a tool kit for access audits and improvements.

2. To undertake background research regarding opportunities and employment creation

to support the development of good practice guide.

The following methodology report is an outcome of the first component of the project and
the methodology developed has been tested on approximately 73 miles of Welsh canals

towpaths.

Prepared by Nitika Bhakuni
September 2007
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background to canals environment

More than two centuries ago, the entrepreneurs of the industrial revolution saw the potential
of inland waterways for transporting goods cheaply and efficiently throughout Britain. They
developed an inland waterway network linking mines and quarries with factories, mills,
markets and deepwater ports. The towpaths were designed with horse in mind as horse
drawn boats were mainly used in those days.

By the mid 19" century railways started to dominate the transportation scene and canals
faced a real threat for their existence. The canal network declined, narrow canals became
unusable, filled with weeds, silt and rubbish, or converted to railways.

In the latter half of the 20th century, while the use of canals for transporting goods was dying
out, there was a rise in interest in their history and potential use for leisure. The canals
themselves provide open access by boat and now there are many boat hire companies who
are offering fully accessible boats. Walking, cycling, fishing and boating have become an
integral part of the canals today. With this diversification of use it is important that one
understands the implication of one activity on the other. The space requirements of all the
activities must be taken into consideration; things like placement of mooring areas, passing
places, fishing platforms, resting places need to be carefully thought about along with access
by boat. Apart from this canals also cater to regular users who walk/ cycle the towpath to

commute to work.

Designed with a horse in mind, rather than a buggy or wheelchair, towpaths are not always
easy places to reach or travel along. However, towpaths are usually wide and flat, so can be
ideal places for people to exercise or explore the environment.

1.2 Role of British Waterways
It is British Waterways’ policy to facilitate access for all sectors of society, and particularly for

disabled people. Provision for disabled people is part of BW s Corporate Social
Responsibility outlined in public documents such as Our Plan for the Future and the Annual
Report. BW s Vision is to increase the number of visitors to the resource and disabled
people form an important potential market. It is estimated that 1 in 5 of the population has
some form of disability.

British Waterways commitment to access for all is contained in its Disability Equality
Scheme (DES), produced in 2006 in response to the Disability Discrimination Act 2005. The
Scheme, and associated Action Plan, sets out how British Waterways will improve the
service it provides to disabled people. Key elements of the Scheme are to:

e Undertake disability audits of waterways, so that information is available on current
access conditions and to determine what needs to be done to improve access;



e Prioritise access improvements to bring visitor destinations and areas undergoing
regeneration up to a good standard of access (while implementing improvements
elsewhere as and when opportunities arise);

e Provide information about access and actively promote locations where access
quality is good (using formats and media that are easily accessible by disabled

people);

e Consult with and involve disabled people in improving and promoting the waterways.

The Code of Practice to the DDA says:

Where a physical feature makes it impossible or unreasonably difficult for disabled people
to make use of any service which is offered to the public, a service provider must take
reasonable steps to:

remove the feature; or
alter it so that it no longer has that effect; or
provide a reasonable means of avoiding the feature; or

provide a reasonable alternative method of making the service available to disabled
people.

Reasonable is not defined in the Act or its Code of Practice and is likely to be determined
over time by Case Law. However, factors that might be considered in determining
reasonableness include practicality, cost, health and safety and environmental and heritage
aspects.

1.3 Understanding Disability

DDA defines disability as a physical or a mental impairment which has a substantial and
long term adverse effect on a person s ability to carry out normal day to day activity. This
includes

Wheelchair users and ambulant disabled people

People with poor manual coordination or little strength.

People with sensory impairments including impaired sight and hearing
People who lack memory, concentration or understanding.

In 2005 DDA extended this definition of disability to include people with progressive
conditions such as multiple sclerosis, HIV or cancer.

If we look at the definition carefully we would realise that there are a lot more people who
face similar kinds of difficulties as those faced by disabled people e.g. by age, temporary



illness or even the circumstances. For example the difficulties that are faced by any person
on a wheelchair in steering through barriers are similar to a parent steering a pushchair.
Hence if we exclude one we are quite likely to exclude the other.

To overcome the challenges faced by disabled people the concept of inclusive design is
particularly helpful as it acts as a catalyst in increasing the visitor numbers on to the site and
hence benefits the organisation with more income. It creates a sense of confidence in the
service provider and creates a positive image of the organisation.

If we look at the approaches to disability we come across two models; the medical model
and the social model. The medical model arose after the first world war and it takes the view
that what a person cannot do is due to his /her medical condition and that a disabled person
can expect to have restrictions and experience difficulties. This approach was changed
from1970 onward when emphasis was turned around to the environment rather than the
person. This is the social model, and it takes the view that the attributes of society disables

an individual.

Lately the concept of TAD (Temporary able bodies) is being recognised where the emphasis
is on inclusive design considering the fact that everyone is a temporary able body and hence

it becomes our own responsibility to plan for our unforeseen future.



Figure I.

Kinds of Disability

Physical Disability

Mobility

Unable to walk or walk
with some difficulty.
Generally uses
wheelchair, buggy,
walking aid, crutches or

Dexterity

Find it difficult to do
complicated or intricate
tasks with their hands.

Reach

Person with reduced
reach would find it
difficult to be positioned
immediately adjacent to
the task.

Balance

Generally seen in
people as a side effect
of cognitive or sensory
disability. People find it
difficult to balance and
walk on uneven
surfaces, use sticks.

Strength and stamina

Have problems in carrying out
daily tasks that require power,
including climbing a steep
slope or manipulating a
difficult lock. Also have
problems in carring out long
continuous tasks. May use
wheelchair/stick

Height

Person with dwarfism
will be short with
reduced reach, with
some degree of
mobility problems

walking stick
N\ 4 I
Needs Needs
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enough. etc should be

No barrier across the
path.

Even and smooth
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not too steep.

Suitable resting Places
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easy to operate
and information
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leaflets simple,
easy to
understand and
straightforward.
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Needs

Gates latches
handles are located
at a suitable height
directly adjacent to
the path.
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Needs

Smooth surface
and handrails to
be provided at
suitable points on
the path.

Suitable and
regular resting
places
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Needs

Width enough to let a
wheelchair through

Smooth even surface

Gradient and cross slopes
not too steep

Gates and latches easy to
operate

Resting places at regular
distance
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Needs

Remove physical
barriers that cannot be
negotiated,

Smooth path with no
steep gradients.

Locks and latches at
suitable height and
adjacent to towpath
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Sensory Disability

Vision

People who are blind or partially sighted
have problems in tasks that require vision.
A person may be totally blind, partially
sighted, have general vision loss,
peripheral vision, lesser areas of vision
loss. May have a sensitivity to glare.

People may use long cane, symbol cane
or guide dog, magnifying glasses etc

@eds

Distinct colour contrasting surface (e.g. crushed

stone or paved towpath can be distinguished
from the edge by grass)

Clear walking surfaces and tunnels
Free from unexpected obstacles

Locks and gates simple and straightforward to

use

Where possible information is available audibly

and tactually

Clear colour contrast on steps nosing and tactile

surface on the beginning and start of steps to

@icate change.

>
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Hearing

Person with hearing loss may have a
general hearing loss or loss of certain
frequency. Type and amount of loss will
determine if they can hear speech, birds
or countryside sounds.

People with hearing loss use hearing aid,
or a notepad for short messages

@eds

Difficulty faced by these people in
obtaining information from countryside
staff and other users. Hence information
needs to be available in visual and audio
format.

Needs signage along the canal to
suggest if it is a cycling route.

Vision and hearing

Degree of vision and hearing loss
experienced by a person can vary
considerably; person may have mild
or extreme vision and hearing loss,

Person who is deaf and blind may
wear a hearing aid with a long cane
with red band on it.

-

/Needs \

Needs of such a person would be
similar to visually impaired and
hearing impaired person.




Other Disability

Learning

Person will have difficulty
understanding complicated tasks
or instructions

llliteracy

Person may have problems with
written language because of learning
disability or if the first language is not
English

Speech

Person with speech impairment will
either be unable or find it difficult to
speak.

Electronic communication aid or
notebook and pen can be used to
communicate.

Multiple

Person may have complex needs
and hence staff should be willing to
communicate as required

N
¢

eeds

~

Information to be displayed in
an easy to use way

N~

Written information clear and concise.
Written information to be
accompanied with pictograms.

/Needs \
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Staff should be trained in good
customer service and willing to help
as required

/Needs \

~

/Needs \

Since such a person would have
complex needs, hence while
assisting, the staff should keep in
mind that meeting one need should
not preclude the meeting of other
needs.
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2 Access Audits

Access audits for the open countryside are a fairly new approach to evaluate the outdoors.

The pioneer work in the United Kingdom was undertaken by the Fieldfare Trust who

supported the development of the National Advisory Group (now the National Access

Forum), which includes organisations representing people with disabilities, countryside

service providers, national agencies and countryside user groups. This group ensures that

good practice and new intiatives are promoted and that the needs of users are central to all

projects.The group supported the development of the BT countryside for all good practice

guide in 1997 (updated 2005). The standards developed have been adopted as best

practice guidelines for access improvement by many countryside organisations. Further

guidance has since been developed in england through the Countryside Agence By all

Reasonable Means guide to inclusive access to the outdoors.

The first step towards access improvements is to undertake an access audits. Access audits
as the name suggests are audits or detailed surveys that are done on the site to determine
the existing condition of the path or route based on the principle of least restrictive approach.

Figure II.
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2.1 Role of audits for countryside service provider

e Audits provide a clear picture of accessibility of the facilities.

e They also provide good access information which is important for good customer
service.

e They help to prioritises our resources in the most important places

e Service providers will have clear access improvement needs while looking for

additional resources.

2.2 Role of Audits for disabled people

e Audit information lets disabled people make informed choices about where is
accessible.

e |t gives confidence to disabled users that they will find the level of access they
expect.

e |t lets them express a view as to where and how access might be improved.

2.3 Methodology adopted

The methodology is based on the use of Geographical Information System or GIS as a tool
for access audits. GIS can be used a spatial database management system. The process of
access audits results in collection of a vast amount of information which needs to be stored
in some kind of database system which will facilitate its use. Since the information is spatial
in character it is logical to use GIS. GIS has the ability to translate information in a map form
which may be very helpful in understanding the current scenario and planning for the future.
It becomes even more helpful as the information can be displayed and analysed in different

ways.

Advantages of using GIS
1. Large quantity of information can be stored.
2. Additional fields can be added and databases linked easily
3. Information can be analysed easily and displayed as map
4. Information can be displayed easily in different formats
5. Very efficient in updating information and maps get updated automatically.

The first step is to identify the attributes for which information is required. A background
study is a must to understand disability and the needs associated. Various countryside
organisations have worked on access for all issues and have devised guidelines for
acceptable standards. In the case of British Waterways access audits, the basic
accessibility standards have been adopted from the BT Countryside for All Standards, The
first edition of this guide came out in 1997 and a revised edition in 2005. The BT Countryside



for All good practice guide has assigned stages in the process of access improvements. In
the case of the waterways this approach has been modified in places to suite the waterway

environment.

Enhancing access to a wide variety of outdoor environments enables all individuals to have
the same opportunity to enjoy the benefits that they provide. However, it is equally important
to protect the outdoor environment and the experience it provides. When deciding access
standards one needs to keep in mind that we must not spoil the natural character of a rural
landscape in order to achieve a higher standard of accessibility, thereby undermining the
purpose for which people visit the place. In most situations, outdoors that provides greater
access for people with disabilities can be achieved without any or only minimal additional

impact on the natural resources.

Preserving our heritage is a high priority for all individuals. Therefore, it is important that any
changes that are made are in accordance with the character of the landscape. In some
cases it is not possible to change a feature because of its historic value and hence in such
situation alternatives should be explored to surpass the barrier. In case there are no feasible
options available, the information about the barrier should be made available to the public
before hand and also on site. The user then makes up his/her mind about whether to visit.

One challenging aspect of providing access along towpaths is to exclude the unauthorised
use of motorbikes whilst facilitating access for the disabled. British Waterways has devised a
Guidance on motorcycle barriers on waterway towpaths which emphasises the fact that
deployment of barriers should only be carried out as a last resort, since they can hinder
access for all.

Another important point to be considered is that the access surveys are integrated with other
surveys undertaken by the organisation. E.g. In the case of British Waterways there is an
existing Towpath Condition Survey for vehicular use which is integrated with a data
processing system called SAP ("Systems, Applications and Products in Data Processing") in order
to identify the works that need to be done on a particular section. The aim of access audits
would be to integrate disability aspects with this survey, so that there is a universal method
of reporting for SAP. This is important to ensurte that work required, as identified through the
surveys, are notified for action, either in the short or long term.

2.4 Preparations

Basic preparation for the survey is essential as it helps in organising work. There are a few
things that we have to consider before starting any survey work on the ground. One has to
decide on the survey schedule. 5 miles is the distance that one could comfortably cover in a
day, This may wary as per the availability of access points on to the route.



2.4.1 Equipment Requirement

Before going out into the field one needs to do a checklist of the equipment that is required

for survey.

1) Measuring tape 2) Hand held GIS and GPS equipped unit

3) Gradient measure

4) Camera with extra memory card
5) Mobile phone ( especially if auditing alone and in remote locations)

6) Life jacket- (health and safety requirements of some organisations when auditing
close to water)

7) Wet weather gear
8) Walking boots
9) First aid kit

10) Drinking Water

2.4.2 Attribute selection

This refers to the kind of attributes we need to collect information for. These can be found in
the Countryside for All Good Practice Guide. E.g. in case of access audits for canal
towpaths we need to collect information on (1) access points; (2) towpath condition; (3)
facility points. These aspects are further divided into attributes of width, slope, surface
condition, passing places, resting places, clear walking surfaces etc. Detailed information on
these attributes cab be found further down the document in the data collection section. It is
important to note down all the attributes so that there are no data gaps.



2.4.3 Desktop work (Creating master shape files for each attribute)

A GIS database can be stored in different file formats. The most basic and interchangeable
format used in GIS is shape file also denoted as .shp. Shape files are created in GIS, to
make the process of data collection more efficient. The results can be classified in
categories rather than recording each and every value. The categories can be derived from
the standards used for analysis, which are displayed as dropdowns fields in data collection,
e.g. width below 815mm, 815-1000mm and above 1000mm etc. The next step is to load the
master shape files and the background map (ordinance survey map) onto the handheld GIS

unit and create a new project.

2.4.4 Risk assessment

Before setting out on the surveys it is recommended that a risk assessment sheet is
prepared to determine the kind of risks that one may be exposed to while conducting the
surveys. These risks will then determine the mitigation measures to be adopted before
venturing out into the field.



3 Data Collection

Access audits have identified three attributes on which we need to collect information before
starting the survey. It is important to note the date and weather conditions. It is also
important to record any changes in the weather condition during the day. Information is
collected for the following aspects namely access points, towpath condition, and facility
points.

Figure lll Data Collection

Data collection

I
v v v

Access points Towpaths condition Facility points
Edge Signage

Width Width Car park

Slopes Slopes Tollets

Surface condition Surface condition Café

Type of access Clear walking areas Benches

General observations Surface breaks Picnic tables
Barriers

Distance between resting areas
Distance between passing areas

Landing and ramps

3.1 Access points

These consist of the actual entry points on the canal towpaths which may be in the form of a
gate, stile, ramp, stairs or an open gap. Various aspects such as width, slopes (both cross
and linear), locked gate, surface condition, use etc are measured. It is important to record
all the access points irrespective of their nature. The information is collected through GIS
and plotted on the map. The dataset required for the Access Points is as follows:

3.1.1 Primary use

One needs to know the user groups of the access point. It can be for public, private or British
Waterways operational use. In the case of access surveys this information is important as



some of the access points may be there, but are not for public use and may have locked
gates.

3.1.2 Condition of access point

This refers to the surface condition at the access point, which is important as this determines
the ease with which people can use it. The surface of the access point can be anything
ranging from hard smooth tarmac to rough unbound dirt. A smooth hard surface with well
defined edges that drains immediately would be ideal in urban areas. On the other hand, a
surface with some irregularities, a surface beginning to break up, with edges slightly eroded
with little ponding could be acceptable for a rural setting . While recording the surface
condition it s useful to note if there are any kind of roots or big stones jutting out as a result
of erosion or if there are loose stones on the surface, as they can be a potential slipping and
tripping hazard.

3.1.3 Width

Width is an important criterion to be ﬂ i
considered. Different users have & \

different width requirements e.g. a ’ﬂ

single person walking alone could pass W j o
through 600mm. On the other hand a ol P T

person on a wheelchair may need at

least 815mm to pass, though this .-;’8:‘\; !

would further change with respect to 3? xﬁ _

the size of the wheelchair. This is a 2 B~

curtail parameter as it will determine if s | ) ; il .
the user can actually enter the site. o AL I WL W

3.1.4 Type of access

This would include open access, gates
and barriers like stiles or bike barriers.
Open access is considered to be the
most appropriate one as it poses no
hindrance to the user. Gates are

sometimes unavoidable in places

because of safety reasons or stock control, hence it is important to design them accordingly.
The gates should not be very heavy to operate or difficult to open as they can be problematic
for people, especially those with reduced strength due to prolonged illness, old age or
dyslexia. It is also important to have the handles for the gates within easy reach for



wheelchair users. Stiles are not suitable for access and wherever possible should be
replaced with well designed gates.

3.1.5 Means of access

This criterion would define the actual entry onto
the towpath - if its level, a slope, ramp or steps.
Access point can also be constituted of a mix.
There may be a combination of slope and steps.
In this case one needs to note the predominant
feature and also record about the other in the

comments section.

e [f the access is through a gate, one of the important things to note is whether it is
locked or not. Locked gates are considered to be a barrier for access, as it is
impossible for people this disabilities to open locks unless they have a key. Also one
needs to note the working condition of the latches as there may be incidences where
the gates are not locked but the latches do not open easily and smoothly which again

is a barrier.

e Slopes refer to both the cross and linear slope. Steep slopes may be a barrier for
people with poor physical strength or wheelchair users who find it impossibel to go up
and difficult to steer coming down slopes.

3.1.6 Comments and Photographs
It is important to note any extra information that has not been covered and would be helpful

in assessing and further making recommendation for the access point. Every access point
evaluated must be supported by at least one photograph.

Advantages of taking photographs
1. Refreshes your memory back in the office.
2. Acts as a record for maintenance works

3. Helps in marketing and promotion  as it provide a clear scenario of change before

and after improvement works have been done.

3.2 Observation Points

Refers to observations made on the towpath regarding, width, surface, condition, slopes,
barriers, clear walking space, surface breaks, height rise, distance between resting area,
distance between passing areas, edge etc. These observations are taken every 250m along



the towpath which is neither too long nor too short to record changes. Any abrupt changes or

unusual features in this unit length should be recorded as comments.

The factors that determine the condition of the towpath are similar to the access parameters
but the thing that needs to be considered is that along the towpath the measurements are
taken on a linear basis i.e. for a particular length and hence the guidance is a little different

especially as far as width of the towpath is considered.

3.2.1 Towpath width

The width of the towpath not only affects pedestrian

usability but also determines the types of users that will

have access. Ideally for good quality inclusive access

the towpath should be above 1000mm. However, it is

recommended that the towpath width be at least 1200

mm wide when possible. This allows space for people

using assistive devices, such as a wheelchair, stroller,

or walker, to easily pass one another. If a narrower passage space is unavoidable, for
example under the bridges, the towpath width may be reduced to 815 mm for short

distances.

3.2.2 Towpath Surface and condition

The surfacing material on the towpath significantly affects which user groups can negotiate it
comfortably. The firmness, stability, and slip resistance of the towpath surface affects all
users but is particularly important for people using mobility devices such as canes, crutches,

wheelchairs or walkers.

Firmness is the degree to which a surface resists deformation by indentation when a
person walks or wheels across it. A firm surface would not compress significantly
under the forces exerted as a person walks or wheels on it. Surfaces like tarmac,
brick paving, concrete or rolled stone are firm and hard as compared to grass,

unbound dirt or loose pebbles.

Stability is the degree to which a surface remains unchanged by applied force so
that when the force is removed, the surface returns to its original condition. A stable
surface would not be significantly altered by a person walking or maneuvering a

wheelchair on it.

Slip resistance is based on the frictional force necessary to permit a person to
ambulate without slipping. A slip resistant surface does not allow a shoe heel,

wheelchair tyres, or a crutch tip to slip when ambulating on the surface.



