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Introduction
An accessible community benefits us all and works to ensure that everyone in society, including people with disabilities, live independent, comfortable and fulfilling lives.  Inclusive communities are able to meet the needs of their members and to foster equity in opportunities and active community participation.  As baby boomers age, and as the number of people with disabilities in British Columbia continue to rise, it will become increasingly important for communities to acknowledge the need for improvements in accessibility.

In April of 2005, SPARC BC held a dialogue on accessibility, in partnership with the SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue. One of the main purposes of this event was to recognize that accessibility entails more than the obvious issues commonly associated with disability – wheelchair ramps, Braille, and elevators, for example.  In order to provide a truly accessible society, we must examine all the ways in which people are systematically excluded, and that can range from the lack of wheelchair access, to the lack of a strong equal opportunities policy, to the persistent and underlying discrimination that many socially excluded people face.

Beyond the Obvious: Exploring the Accessible Community focused on five components of an accessible community: transportation, housing, employment, recreation and participation.  Using a mixture of presentations, small break-out discussions and group feed-back sessions, participants explored their own experiences of accessibility and social inclusion.  The day-long event encompassed eighty participants coming from all levels of government, non-profit organizations, and disability activists to examine the issues around access.  For some participants, this was the first time in which they had really reflected on their community through a disability lens.  

Dialogue Discussion: 5 Components of an Accessible Community

Access to Transportation

Although this segment of the dialogue was entitled “transportation”, it really explored the ease with which people could move around in their homes and communities – signage, ramps, and building design were some of the things taken into account.  “Moving around”, as participants called it, was the key to social inclusion – for instance, what would be the use of providing accessible employment or recreation if people were still unable to physically get there?  

Participants felt that the systems and processes surrounding accessible transportation needed improvement.  There was a significant lack of proper consultation with people with disabilities during the planning process.  Moreover, awareness could certainly be raised for the users of the public transit system – often, simple measures such as giving more time for someone to board a bus was all it would take for public transit to become more accessible.  Designated accessible parking was important. 
However, it was not only transportation that was challenging.  Much of the built environment was also inaccessible.  Participants believed that mandatory accessibility audits should be performed on all buildings.  Building codes should reflect universal design principles, as it would be more expensive to modify buildings after the fact, than to plan for accessibility.

Accessible Living

Accessible living considered not only the physical provision of shelter, but also the range of resources and programs that people with disabilities can use to live independently and with dignity.  Ideally, people with disabilities would have safe, comfortable, affordable, and accessible housing.  However, the reality at present was far from the ideal.  Participants felt that there was little political will to provide adequate housing – the little that was available was inadequate, inconveniently located far from town centers and the facilities that all people should be close to.  It was also usually inaccessible by public transit.  

Participants argued that at the heart of this disparity between the ideal and the reality was the fact that people with disabilities remain excluded from the political process, despite the efforts of activist groups.  Independent living is, ironically, dependent upon the resources that the government decides to allocate.  Changes in government can threaten and undermine access to housing and thus, it is not surprising that people with disabilities are at a high risk of becoming homeless.

Access to Work

The discussion on access to work centered on assumptions about the capabilities of people with disabilities.  One of the main barriers to employment was the belief that people with disabilities need expensive, major adjustments to the workplace – extended renovations and costly equipment, for instance.  However, the largest adjustments that participants reported needing were in the attitudes of employers and co-workers.  There was a significant lack of awareness amongst co-workers, and people with disabilities felt unsupported and excluded.  These attitudinal barriers also resulted in unfair hiring and retention practices.   Thus, ongoing disability awareness training, a strong equal opportunities policy, and flexible working arrangements would be the most effective changes to the work environment.  

Access to Recreation

Recreation is often considered unimportant and overlooked when considering issues of access.  However, participants recognized the impact that access to recreation has on one’s physical and emotional well-being, and that these opportunities are significant in creating inclusive and accessible communities.  It also can offer opportunities for the disabled and the able-bodied, to come together in fun and spontaneous environments where issues of disability are not quite so prominent, thus creating greater long-term social inclusion.  However, because people with disabilities experience economic - as well as social - exclusion, poverty can impact every aspect of their life.  Recreation, therefore, falls by the wayside when people are trying to fulfill their more basic needs.  Thus, affordability was the main concern during the discussion.  

Access to Participation

Participation was defined as the ability to become involved in public life, through involvement in the electoral process and the committees, governing bodies, and non-profit organizations that represent the local community.  Participants examined these, and the more general systemic and attitudinal barriers to social inclusion that transcend mobility issues.   During the discussion, several key points arose touching upon systemic and social issues.
Stronger systems should be in place to encourage participation, particularly for marginalized groups such as people with disabilities.  These need to encompass both the systemic barriers, through things such as equal opportunities policies, and the more intangible attitudinal barriers, through comprehensive disability awareness training.

Attitudinal change was also considered extremely important.  Although community leaders should take the initiative, true social inclusion needed to come from the grassroots level, with everyone in the community taking responsibility.  The term, “disabled”, while at times necessary, was a label which excluded many people who fall outside of the narrow and changing definitions of disability.  Moreover, it stigmatized and alienated.  Instead, society should become more accessible to all, rather than expecting “disabled” people to fix and improve themselves.
Recommendations
The dialogue process successfully encouraged thoughtful and meaningful conversations on the importance of community accessibility.  The recommendations generated by the dialogue will support further discussion concerning accessibility and stimulate future action.  

1. There should be a universal and inclusive definition of accessibility and disability, in order to ensure that people are not excluded from accessing the services and programs they need.

2. Discrimination and lack of understanding present some of the most significant barriers to access.  Programs, such as disability awareness campaigns, need to be implemented to address these problems.

3. Community design should plan for accessibility.  Genuine public consultations with diverse community groups can facilitate mutual understanding; however, urban and social planners need to recognize that accessibility is not just an afterthought, but a goal.

4. Community organizations that focus on accessibility should have better communication networks.  Participants felt that organizations operate without knowing what the others were doing, which led to duplication and gaps in service provision.

5. There should be a commitment to increase funding to programs for people with disabilities.  Participants felt that no community could become truly accessible without the necessary resources. 
“Let us choose accessibility, let us choose acceptance, and let us do it on purpose.  We need to look within ourselves, offering solutions in a way that they’ll be heard, accessing our hearts and reaching the hearts of others.”

- Leila Rahemtulla, Dialogue Weaver
Please contact Emese Szucs, Manager of Accessibility Programs, SPARC BC at emeses@sparc.bc.ca for further details, and to get a copy of the complete report.
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