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Background


The Accessibility Working Group was formed in September 2000 by the Director of Student Affairs in response to a request by the Assistant Vice-President – Operations and Services. While its initial mandate was to conduct an assessment of the University accessibility standards in recent new construction and renovation projects, the Working Group also spent some time addressing the state of physical accessibility on the campus as a whole.


The Working Group included students and staff members, some with disabilities, some without. 


Membership of the Accessibility Working Group:


Ihor Kotowycz, Manager, Design Group (Co-Chair)


Ericka Duffy, SAC Equity Commissioner (Co-Chair)


Janice Martin, Coordinator, Disability Services for Students


Kirston Harwood, Disability Generalist, Disability Services for Students


Elan Ohayon, Graduate Student, Governor


Mahadeo Sukhai, Graduate Student


Maritza Jackman, Undergraduate Student


Manon Le Paven, APUS President, Undergraduate Student


Deanne Fisher, Project Officer, Student Affairs (resource person)





The Working Group met nine times throughout the fall and winter of 2000-2001 and sought additional input and participation from students who could not make a long-term commitment to the process. The Working Group also benefited enormously by information provided by the SAC Wheelchair Access Committee, which has been a primary sponsor of physical accessibility projects at the University for the past ten years.
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Design Standards for New Construction


Audits of Recent Construction Projects


The Working Group conducted audits of recent construction projects in order to assess the efficacy of the University’s current design standards with respect to accessibility. The Working Group chose to audit four projects:


The Munk Centre for International Studies: a major renovation to a building which was previously inaccessible, to convert residence space to academic space.


The Faculty of Physical Education and Health (Athletic Centre): a mixture of renovated, accessible areas (eg. locker rooms) and largely inaccessible areas (Benson wing).


Graduate House: a new residence building with barrier-free units.


Robarts Library (first and fourth floors): site of ongoing renovations to improve accessibility, including a grade level entrance, height adjustable work stations, way-finding systems.


The four projects audited were selected to provide the Working Group with a variety of building types (academic, residence, student activity, library and study space) and to include both new buildings, and older buildings requiring minor and major renovations.


The audit process was intended to gather users’ perceptions of the physical accessibility of a building or portion of a building, and not to rely on detailed technical knowledge. The Working Group developed an informal, user-friendly checklist (see Appendix A) in order to guide members in considering the accessibility of a building or area, and prompt them to document their responses to such features as entrances, signage, visibility, and maneuverability. The audits involved a number of students and staff with hearing, vision, mobility and chronic medical disabilities, although none of the members used a wheelchair or scooter. 


Detailed assessments of the four projects are available upon request. It was not the Working Group’s intention, however, to single out four buildings for scrutiny, but rather to gather examples of how design standards are interpreted and executed and to look for ambiguities or contradictions in the standards.


�
In general, the Working Group was surprised to find that even in the campus’ most recent new buildings, inadequacies exist. The Working Group noted a number of concerns found in one or more of the buildings audited:


Inappropriate selection of materials for walkways and entrances, such as pea gravel, or the creation of uneven surfaces, such as the stonework leading to the entrances of the Munk Centre, should be avoided or an alternative, smooth, route provided.


The design and placement of interior signage was a concern in almost all of the buildings audited. Colour schemes and type faces chosen often impede readability for people who have low vision. In some buildings, a lack of signage created not only frustration on the part of those with low vision, but led to confusion generally. 


Lifts that rely on the use of a key reduce independence. Where possible, elevators should be installed. 


Braille controls should be installed in elevators.


The use of temporary, unsecured ramps (which may exist for loading purposes rather than as an accessibility measure) should at least be marked with signage to note it as a potential hazard.


Non-slip treads on staircases and/or marking potential hazards should be brightly coloured to make them obvious to people with low vision.


New technologies to enable people who are deaf or have a hearing loss to participate fully should be incorporated into conference, residence and classroom facilities whenever possible. 


In residences that have accessible units, all common areas should also be barrier-free. For example, the television room, laundry room and outdoor patio at Graduate House were not equipped with automatic door openers. 


Visual fire alarms should be installed in areas of buildings with a great deal of ambient noise (eg. pools).


Careful attention should be paid to lighting to ensure it meets the needs of people with low vision.


Reception and information counters should have sections that are lower for people who use wheelchairs and scooters.


Accessible drinking fountains should be installed in accessible areas of buildings.


Some of the Working Group’s most serious concerns in conducting the audits involved the operational state of equipment and other features. For example, the automatic door openers to the Munk Centre were not functioning at the time of the Working Group’s visit. At Robarts Library, the public elevator to the second, third, and fourth floors was not in operation and no explanation was posted. 


The Working Group assigned a sub-committee, made up of Ihor Kotowycz and Janice Martin, to review the barrier-free standards in place in other jurisdictions and to make recommendations on a new set of comprehensive standards for the University of Toronto.


Design Standard Review


The University's Design Standard is provided to all consultants and staff members working on capital projects and major retrofitting initiatives, to ensure compliance with the University's design and building expectations, as well as provincial building code requirements. In addition to the specific requirements for the University, the Design Standard also references a number of documents on barrier-free design, including:


The Council of Ontario Universities’ Barrier-free Checklist for College and University Campuses


The Association of Higher Education Facilities Officers’ Removing the Barriers – Accessibility Guidelines and Specifications


The Canadian Standards Association’s Barrier-free Design: a national standard of Canada


Ontario Ministry of Education’s Designing for the Physically Disabled


Where these standards have either conflicted with each other, or have not met the University community’s needs, specific University of Toronto standards have been developed and documented. For example, the University’s preferred standard for slope of ramps is 1:18, rather than the 1:12 required by the Ontario Building Code. 


Members of the Working Group were given a copy of the Design Standard and an orientation to understanding how it works. A sub-committee of the Working Group carefully reviewed the relevant sections and related documents. As a result, University staff have created a single section to address barrier-free issues, incorporating the most current information on inclusive design strategies. The draft Barrier-free Accessibility Design Standard is attached as Appendix B of this report.


 User Committee Process


The Working Group believes many of the problems and oversights it witnessed in its audit process can be avoided if people with disabilities are more involved in the planning process. As a result of consulting a member who uses a wheelchair, for example, the Athletic Centre created a locker room that is, in many respects, a model in barrier-free design. The current practice is to submit plans to the Coordinator of Disability Services for Students for review. The Working Group believes that the involvement of people with disabilities or barrier-free consultants during the consultation process would prevent significant and costly changes in the later stages of design and construction.
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Assessment of the St. George Campus


In addition to evaluating the University design standards as applied in new construction, the Accessibility Working Group also established a sub-committee in order to conduct a review of the St. George Campus as a whole and to map out a plan of action to create a barrier-free campus. This sub-committee was co-chaired by Ericka Duffy, SAC Equity Commissioner, and Kirston Harwood, Disability Generalist for the Disability Service and involved students from a number of academic disciplines.


This Committee did not conduct an extensive audit of the campus but drew upon the following sources of information in order to draw general conclusions on the state of campus accessibility:


The Office of Space Management’s on-line accessible entrance database


A list of outstanding projects from the SAC Wheelchair Access Committee


Personal familiarity with the campus


Most buildings at the St. George Campus are at least partially accessible to people with physical disabilities. Very few, however, are “barrier-free”. In reviewing the campus, the Working Group noted that there are:


Buildings which have no accessible entrance (Nursing, Admissions & Awards, 1 Spadina)


Buildings which have one accessible entrance but it is not a main entrance or an appropriate entrance (Sidney Smith Hall, Galbraith/Sandford Fleming)


Buildings in which only portions are accessible (International Student Centre, Hart House)


Buildings which are accessible but lack features that would make them truly barrier-free: eg. clear signage, braille controls on elevators, accessible reception desks, drinking fountains, ergonomic seating, etc.


The Working Group recognized that making the St. George Campus accessible is a long-term undertaking requiring some difficult choices in terms of priorities. However, the Group does believe significant progress toward a Barrier-Free U of T can be made over the next several years with a sustained investment in accessibility initiatives. 


One of the major challenges to enhancing accessibility in the coming years will be the loss of a major funding source. The SAC Wheelchair Access Fund, established in 1990 with a $30 levy for full-time undergraduate students, raised close to $3 million. This fund has been largely depleted, with the exception of an endowment generating approximately $30,000 annually for small accessibility projects. 


The following table provides examples of accessibility projects which are currently in need of full or partial funding, or have recently been funded. The list has been provided here only to give some indication of the range and cost of the improvements needed in order to create universal access to St. George Campus facilities, and is not intended to be an exhaustive inventory.





BUILDING�
PROJECT DETAILS�
ESTIMATED COST �
�
CIUT Radio�
Ramp, main floor washroom, door operator�
$100,000 �
�
North Borden (First Nations House)�
Elevator�
$450,000 �
�
Sidney Smith Hall, South Wing�
Elevator�
$500,000�
�
Faculty of Physical Education and Health�
Elevator & door openers in Benson Wing�
$600,000�
�
Sussex Court�
Lift to entrance & accessible washroom�
$150,000 �
�
Admissions & Awards�
Elevator�
$300,000* �
�
Hart House�
Elevator, linking of east & west wings, accessible washrooms�
$1.3 million �
�
Earth Science Complex�
6 door operators�
$30,000�
�
Faculty of Nursing�
Elevator�
$470,000�
�
Innis College�
Elevator�
$500,000�
�
University College/Diablos�
Ramp & lift�
$230,000�
�



*The estimate for 315 Bloor W. was done in 1996 and did not include the required relocation of a mechanical room.





�
Future Work


The Accessibility Working Group was established to complete a specific task – a review of the University design standards and an audit of recently completed capital projects. However, accessibility is not an issue that can be solved and left alone. On a campus such as this one, and in an institution that seeks to recruit the most talented students, regardless of a disability, progress toward a barrier-free campus will require a continuous and coordinated effort. This responsibility should not be left to Disability Services for Students: it has neither the mandate nor the resources to shepherd the University’s accessibility initiative. 


The adoption of new design standards for accessibility will ensure renovations and new construction reflect a commitment to barrier-free design, and that future building will be fundamental in the creation of an inclusive rather than exclusive university community. 


Physical barriers at an institution such as the University of Toronto contribute to the negative stereotypes of persons with a disability as being unproductive and uninterested in improving their status quo. If the University of Toronto can offer its students equal access to top quality education, there is the potential for it to become a leader in raising the social conscience of Canadian society generally. 


The Accessibility Working Group suggests a standing committee, with the appropriate allocation of resources, be established in order to provide a forum for the involvement of students, staff and faculty in moving the University of Toronto forward in its effort to become barrier-free. 
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