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Policy summary

This policy is about ensuring equal access to the physical environment, and the freedom to move about the community in relative safety, which is a fundamental right of all people who are blind, deafblind or who have low vision. Moving about the community and having safe and independent access to public amenities including off-road paths, enables one to work, gain an education, participate in sport, leisure and recreational activities and to be counted as an equal member of society. When footpaths are both shared by cyclists and pedestrians, the safe access of these paths is reduced for people who are blind and have low vision.  Pedestrian and cyclist pathways should be kept separate wherever possible, and we call on Australian governments and regulators to develop and adopt legislation and standards to ensure this occurs.
If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team, please contact us:

Vision Australia

Policy & Advocacy Department

Tel:

1300 84 74 66 (within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:

advocacy@visionaustralia.org
Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:

1. To clearly articulate Vision Australia’s considered position on the design of pedestrian amenities for the safe access of people who are blind or who have low vision specifically in relation to Shared Use Paths; and;

2. To set out what Vision Australia will do to ensure that this policy is taken into account by mainstream bodies, including all levels of government, regulators, business and the community.
Policy Context

People with disabilities have the right to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life.  This right is guaranteed in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD), as signed and ratified by Australia.  Access to safe public amenities is a necessity if this right is to be realised.  People who are blind or have low vision have a right to equitable access to the community, which includes access to footpaths in a safe manner.  

When cyclists and pedestrians share pathways there is an increased potential for pedestrians to be injured.  Cyclists move much more quickly than pedestrians and often more quietly.  People who are blind or have low vision rely upon environmental sound as an essential aid to independent mobility.  When paths have both pedestrian and bike traffic it is therefore more difficult to accurately judge the amount and direction of traffic, thereby increasing the level of personal danger and decreasing the opportunity for independent mobility.

The potential for conflict between bicycle users and pedestrians on shared paths is widely recognised by various governments, both nationally and internationally.  Examples include the Queensland Cycle Strategy 2003 and the New Zealand Walking and Cyclist Strategies 2005.  Austroads has also recognised specific issues faced by pedestrians who are blind or have low vision. A 2006 report commissioned by Austroads on shared path usage highlighted the importance of taking into account the different needs of people with disabilities in path design, surface texture and signage.  

For more information on standard footpaths please refer to Vision Australia’s Street Furniture and Items on Footpaths Public Policy 2008. 

Definitions

Shared Use Path

A path that is designated for use by both the riders of bicycles and pedestrians

Separated Footpath
Two separate paths, one designated for bicycle use only and one for pedestrian use only.

Footpath

A path that is designated for pedestrian use only.

Bicycle Path

A path that is designated for bicycle use only.

Policy Details

1. Vision Australia asserts that people who are blind or have low vision have the right to conveniently and safely access all off-road paths.  These paths are defined in state and territory road rules and the right to equal access to the physical environment is codified in Article 9 of the UN CRPD.

2. Vision Australia asserts that all off-road paths designated as a “footpath” should only be used by pedestrians.

3. Vision Australia strongly recommends that separated footpaths be provided in preference to shared use paths as this minimises the potential for conflict between pedestrians and cyclists.

4. The pedestrian footpath and the bicycle path should be physically separated and not immediately parallel to assure a safe passage of travel for both modes of commuter and to minimise accidental crossover. We further draw attention to the fact that methods of indicating path separation where both paths are parallel, such as different levels and different surfaces, can create hazards for people who are blind or have low vision, and thus emphasize the preference for physical separation.
5. Pedestrian footpaths should have a minimum width of 1.8 meters, as stated as desirable in Austroads Part 13 (1995).
6. Vision Australia recognises that it is not always possible to retrofit existing shared use paths in a timely manner due to space limitations and planning cycles. Where there are shared use paths Vision Australia stipulates the following requirements:

A. The absolute minimum width should be no less than 2.5 metres.
B. Maximum widths should be determined by the guidelines as set out in Austroads Guide Part 6A: Pedestrian and Cyclist Paths (2009), which indicate: where calculations of user volume and directional split stipulate widths in excess of 3.9 metres, separated footpaths are recommended.
C. A speed limit should be implemented for cyclists and pedestrians not exceeding 10 kilometres per hour, as is recommended for Brisbane’s Gateway Bridge, and Vision Australia endorses this standard for all shared paths.
What we want government to do

Governments especially at the state and local level with regards to this policy, have the primary responsibility for meeting Australia's obligations as a signatory and ratifier of the UN CRPD. Vision Australia therefore calls on Australian governments to take a range of measures, including the following:
1. Governments and regulatory authorities need to amend pertinent legislation and regulations to reflect the recommendations in this policy which provide a safe environment for people who are blind or have low vision to access off-road paths.

2. Federal and state authorities should investigate safe and efficient on road solutions for cyclists, thereby decreasing the need for separated footpaths and shared use paths and increasing the safety for all pedestrians including those who are blind or have low vision.

3. Where absolute minimum standards are not met, shared use path status should be removed until the path is retrofitted.

4. State and local authorities need to ensure that education on the use of off-road paths, including shared use paths, is provided to the community.  This should include raising awareness around pedestrians who are blind or have low vision.

Having made the necessary legislative and regulatory amendments, the following should then apply:

1. All new and upgraded paths must follow the amended regulations.

2. State and local authorities ought to undertake an audit of all shared use paths to determine adherence with regulations.

3. State and local authorities must develop plans to retrofit substandard paths to meet amended regulations.

4. Federal, state and local governments ought to allocate adequate funding during budgeting cycles to action retrofitting plans.
5. State and local authorities ought to do periodic reviews to ensure path widths, design and user volume remains current.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy
Vision Australia, in working to materially realize the safe access to the community for people who are blind or who have low vision as set out in this policy, will:
1. Promote this policy to all levels of government and to road safety authorities, as well as to the general community.

2. Continue to assist clients in the development of independent travel skills through our Seeing Eye Dog and Orientation & Mobility services.

3. Advocate on behalf of individual clients to improve independent access to the pedestrian environment.

4. Continue to educate community groups and individuals on the importance of equal access to the pedestrian environment for people who are blind or have low vision.
How this Policy has been developed

This Policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, national and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.

Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every two years. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. It has been formed through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that there are approximately 300,000 people in Australia who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Some estimates suggest that this number will almost double over the next two decades. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this trend. 

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.
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