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Major Institutions Begin to Take the Lead in Global Trends toward Inclusive Transportation

Encouraging Reports from Development Banks, other agencies at AEI Roundtable

When the first plans were laid in 1990 to found Access Exchange International, there was an almost total lack of access for disabled persons to public transportation and pedestrian infrastructure in most of Latin America, Asia, Africa, and other less-wealthy regions.  Since that time, this Newsletter has documented the many projects, plans, legislation, and other initiatives which are beginning to transform the situation in key cities in the developing world.  Indeed, there is much that North Americans and Europeans can now learn from emerging “best practices” in Latin America and Asia.

An AEI Roundtable in Washington, DC, in January, 2002, heard more good news as major funding agencies reported on steps taken to address the need for inclusive public transport in the developing world.  Support by these agencies at policy or project levels can provide a powerful additional stimulus to increase the mobility of persons with disabilities in less-wealthy countries.

•  Ann Frye, who heads up the United Kingdom’s transport access at the national level, reported on the Charter on Access to Transport Services and Infrastructure adopted in 1999 by the European Conference of Ministers of Transport (ECMT).  The ECMT includes 41 member states at various levels of development.  The Charter “underlines the political commitment in Europe to ensuring that all new transport infrastructure should be constructed to take into account the needs of people with disabilities.”  

•  Frye also reported on Access to Public Transport, an official position paper published by the International Association of Public Transport (UITP) this past year.  The UITP has over 2,000 members in 80 countries throughout the world.  Noting that the UITP “considers that public transport has a duty to improve mobility for all,” the document addresses vehicle access, safety, public information, and other matters.

•  Charles Wright of the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) reported on measures taken in collaboration with AEI, including cooperation in preparing the Bank’s Portuguese and Spanish guides (Facilitando el Transporte para Todos), a workshop in Washington in 2000, and a seminar at the Bank’s annual meeting in Chile in 2001.  Major commitments to accessible bus and rail service in Brazil were noted.   An IDB publication distributed this past November reports more fully on the Bank’s emerging commitment in the field of inclusive transport for all (see below).

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“The freedom to travel, to go and come as one would like is a fundamental right.  One of the Bank’s main priorities is to continue offering support by ensuring adequate infrastructure and accessible transport for all persons.  We  hope to contribute to the dialogue on accessible transport with our publication, “Facilitando el Transporte para Todos” (Making Transportation Available to All).  The challenge is not one of cost; a good urban project does not cost more if it includes universal design concepts.  The challenge is changing notions of what our urban environment should look like and whom it should accommodate.”

- Enrique Iglesias

President, Inter-American Development Bank

(Quoted from the IDB Newsletter, Social Development, November 2001)

•  Kenneth Gwilliam and Gerhard Menckhoff of the World Bank reflected on issues of inclusive transportation from the perspective of the Bank. The Bank is adding a full-time Disability Advisor to its staff in order to strengthen its response to disability concerns. The Bank has identified the needs of disabled persons for access to public transportation in their Urban Transport Strategy Review, following input from AEI and other agencies.  Other materials submitted by AEI’s staff have been incorporated into the transport chapter of the Bank’s Sourcebook for Poverty Reduction Strategies, including case studies submitted by officials and advocates in South Africa, Costa Rica, Malaysia, Mexico City, Brazil, and Peru.  In addition, IDB and AEI staff reviewed accessible transport concepts and trends at a World Bank workshop in Washington this past November.

•  Other presentations at the Roundtable were made by Ling Suen (of the International Centre for Accessible Transportation -- ICAT -- in Montreal), Lilita Sen (of Texas Southern University), Dr. C.G.B. (Kit) Mitchell (retired from the UK’s Transport Research Laboratory), and Tom Rickert (Executive Director of AEI).  

ICAT joined AEI as a co-sponsor of the Roundtable.  (See Links for more information about ICAT.) 

Facilities for the event in Washington, DC, were provided courtesy of APTA: The American Public Transportation Association. 

------------

Costa Rica Issues Permits for 250 Ramped Taxis

Costa Rican authorities have announced the award of permits for 250 ramped taxis to enhance accessibility in that progressive Central American country.   The vehicles will be phased in over a three year period as part of a process which may result in 10% of the country’s 13,675 taxis being ramp equipped, as required by Costa Rica’s Public Law 7600. The taxi deployment is part of a larger mandate for access to public transport, education, health, recreation, and other public facilities. 

Initial deployment of accessible taxis may occur in a cluster of cities in central Costa Rica, including the capital of San José.  The taxis will be required to display the disability logo and can be ordered by telephone or hailed on the street.

Costa Rica’s lead agency for implementing Public Law 7600 is its National Council for Rehabilitation and Special Education (CNREE).   The CNREE will be working with Costa Rica’s Ministry of Public Works and Transportation (MOPT) to implement the deployment of the accessible taxis, working with Javier Chavez, the new minister of the MOPT under the administration of Abel Pacheco, Costa Rica’s recently elected president.

Costa Rica is a major tourist destination and observers note that an accessible taxi fleet could be a special attraction for disabled and senior visitors who would benefit from access features.

CNREE Director Bárbara Holst Quirós told AEI,  “The beginning of access to taxis is a major step forward on the road to a totally accessible country.”  Noting the high cost of taxi fares, Holst Quirós went on to note that “access to the bus fleet remains the biggest issue in front of us.”  Disability advocates are concerned with lack of access to buses in that country and have petitioned the Interamerican Commission on Human Rights to make a finding that Costa Rica has failed to apply the requirements of Law 7600 concerning bus accessibility.  Advocates state that a seven year phase-in period for modified buses will end in 2003 with little having been done.  

AEI presented workshops in Costa Rica on accessible transport in 1999 and again in 2000, meeting with CNREE and MOPT officials as well as leaders in the disability community. 

------------

AEI Researches Access for Passengers with Disabilities to Minibuses and Vans in Mexico City and Puebla

The average American or European thinks of trains or large buses when they speak of “public transportation.”  But in much of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the lion’s share of transportation is provided by mini-buses or vans.  Usually, these vehicles are designed and operated in such a way that they are not accessible to many women, children, and seniors, to say nothing of passengers with even modest physical or sensory disabilities.  If access to small vehicles is ignored, millions of disabled persons around the world will be denied mobility.

To address this problem, Tom Rickert of Access Exchange International visited Mexico City in December, 2001, and again in March, 2002, to study issues of access to Mexico City’s fleet of mini-buses, called micros, which seat 20-25 passengers.  Rickert also journeyed to nearby Puebla to study access issues for vans, usually seating 11-12 passengers and  called combis in much of the world.  

AEI’s fact-finding visits were part of a larger project sponsored by the UK’s Department for International Development, with participation by agencies in Britain, South Africa, India, Malawi, and Mozambique.  Project results to date were reported at workshops in South Africa and the UK in June, 2002.  The project aims to develop a compendium of guidelines and standards for improving access to urban transportation for persons with disabilities in developing countries, through improvements in disability policy, infrastructure design, and transport operations.

Progress in transport and sidewalk access

During six visits to Mexico City in recent years, AEI has observed a growing commitment to enhance access to Mexico City’s large vehicles and has played a role by providing materials and workshops to government officials and disability leaders.  Five key subway stations have been retrofitted with access features and there are plans to equip eight more stations.  Fifty new lift-equipped buses are now deployed on major routes.  Thanks to excellent advocacy and good coordination between Mexico City transport and public works officials, 10,000 curb ramps have been constructed, prioritizing pedestrian access to accessible transit lines and stations.  A technical manual on access to public spaces and buildings has been issued by Mexico City’s Federal District.  Thus a significant start has been made on the road to access for all.

Mexico City’s Accessible Transport Working Group, chaired by Federico Fleischmann of Libre Acceso, draws members from disability, transportation, public works, and social service agencies.  Similar bodies exist in several Latin American cities and countries, bringing stakeholders together to plan for access.

Micros & combis dominate public transportation

However, a startling 73% of public transport trips in Mexico City are made on its tens of thousands of inaccessible vans and combis, mirroring the dominant role of small buses, vans, and three-wheeled vehicles in much of the world.  AEI is looking at low-cost improvements which could help passengers who have vision and hearing disabilities as well as those who are semi-ambulatory or use wheelchairs. 

Fortunately, Mexico City’s Ministry of Transportation and Highways, known as SETRAVI, has already taken the lead in requiring that thousands of highly polluting older micros be replaced by improved and somewhat larger vehicles.  Up to 10,000 over-age, polluting, and inaccessible vehicles are being bought from their owners, who must replace them with vehicles which have wider entrances, more hand grasps, improved seats and -- in many cases – greatly improved use of color contrast on stairs.  Future improvements on mini-buses and vans could include retractable front steps, color-contrast on grab bars, higher sidewalks at bus stops (in combination with more incentives for drivers to pull over to these stops), and a wide range of other design and training practices to assist all passengers and especially those with mobility and sensory disabilities.  

------------

Mexican Disability Rights Initiative Approved by UN General Assembly 

A process to create an International Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was approved in December, 2001, by the United Nations’ General Assembly in response to an initiative by Mexican President Vicente Fox.  It is hoped to include language on accessible transportation in the proposed document.  Fox has also created a cabinet level Disability Office under the leadership of Victor Hugo Flores. 
------------

Demonstration Projects Needed in Latin America:  

AEI has submitted ideas for demonstration projects in Latin America to colleagues at the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank.  Based on input from stakeholders in Mexico, Central and South America, these suggestions are aimed at assisting in driver training, small vehicle design, use of ramped taxis, accessible pedestrian infrastructure, and service routes.

------------

Watch for news of our new guide, Making Access Happen: a guide for advocates and planners of accessible transportation.  This publication is scheduled for distribution by the end of 2002.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

News and Notes from Around the World

Note to readers:  We invite news from your country about programs and events in our field.  And do keep us updated if you have changed your postal or e-mail address.

ASIA

• China:  A national-level meeting is planned to implement a design code for access to urban roads and buildings, as reported by Li Zheng of China’s Research Institute on Standards and Norms in Beijing.  Plans for model cities to demonstrate good code practice are in the works. . . . Work is far advanced in equipping 45% of Hong Kong’s 18,000 taxis with “talking taxi meters” by the end of 2003, a boon to blind or visually impaired passengers who also are benefiting from tactile/braille vehicle ID plates being progressively installed on the fleet, as reported by Joseph Kwan.

• Tactile warning tiles on crowded train platforms have saved lives in Japan, especially of blind passengers.  Japanese authorities are considering further improvements, including automatic sliding gates opposite train doorways and electronic transmitters. . . .  The Tokyo Metropolitan Government has issued an access guide to barrier free trains, buses, and taxis in that city.  The guide “details all stations in Tokyo; lists buses with entry slopes (ramps), or low floors with no steps; lists taxi companies with car lifts or revolving seats; and maps the layout of Haneda Airport.”  Three other guides to accessible pubic facilities are also available, per reports in The Japan Times sent to AEI by Walter Spillum in Tokyo. . . .  The 10th International  Conference on Mobility and Transport for Elderly and Disabled People (TRANSED) is being planned for May 23-26, 2004, in Hamamatsu City, Japan.  AEI urges concerned agencies to prioritize participation in this conference during their annual budget process. 


AFRICA

• Republic of Togo: Access will be on the agenda of a conference on “Urban Mobility for All” in Lomé, Togo, November 12-15, 2002.  Information at http://www.codatu.org.
LATIN AMERICA

• São Paulo improves rail station access:  Metropolitan Trains of São Paulo, Brazil (known as the CPTM in Portuguese) is retrofitting 70 existing rail stations with access features so that they will conform with similar features at newly constructed stations.  The retrofit will be accomplished over a ten year period ending in 2010, serving stations along 318 kilometers of rail lines fanning out from metropolitan São Paulo and serving an average of 868,000 passengers on work days.   (Source:  Charles Wright of the Inter-American Development Bank)

Note:  This is in addition to the plans for 80 accessible bus terminals in the State of São Paulo, reported in our January 2002 Newsletter. 

• Accessible Bus Rapid Transit moves forward in Latin America:  The universal design of Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) systems has now become a cutting edge concept in the world of mass transportation. BRT service was initiated in Curitiba, Brazil, several years ago, with some lift-equipped buses and door-to-door services for disabled passengers not on BRT routes.  The concept was copied by Quito, Ecuador’s trolley line.  Now this approach has been successfully implemented in Bogotá, Colombia, with its TransMilenio express bus service.   An announcement in May, 2001, by the Municipality of Lima, Perú, indicates that this may be the next major city to construct a BRT system.  Floor-level boarding may not only be for Latin  America’s large cities:  The smaller city of Cuenca, Ecuador, has laid plans for a similar system and officials in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, have expressed interest in this approach.

• AEI participates in Mexican conference on higher education and disability:  Tom Rickert of AEI reviewed the role of transportation for students with disabilities at a conference on disability access at Mexico’s universities, held in Puebla in March, 2002.  The event was co-sponsored by the Mexican Presidency, DIF (a major government social service agency), and the Autonomous University of Puebla.

• Lima:  An access guide to fifty theaters and cultural centers was published recently in Lima, Peru, describing access features as well as barriers to access.   Sponsored by PromPeru, CONADIS, and Peru’s Ministry of Housing and Construction, the publication takes its place alongside a growing body of access guides to public facilities found in major Latin American cities.

•  Trinidad and Tobago:   The University of the West Indies is promoting research to make transportation accessible in that Caribbean nation, per a report from Anton laFond. 

EUROPE AND RUSSIA

• Russia:  Train service between Moscow and Nizhniy Novgorod is now accessible.  And in northern Moscow, seventy major public buildings are scheduled for accessibility retrofits over the next two years, as reported by Valeria Sviatkina.  The facilities include eight hospitals, local government buildings, theaters, savings banks, sport facilities, hairdressers, and saunas.   Seventeen dedicated free-parking zones for disabled drivers are also planned.

• UK:  Dr. CGB (Kit) Mitchell’s recent itinerary has included several presentations in the USA, including at AEI’s Funders Roundtable in Washington, plus a visit to our agency in San Francisco and meetings in South Africa,.  Dr. Mitchell plans to review accessible transportation concepts as part of his presentations in China in June. . . . British accessibility specifications for small buses (9-22 passenger seats) have been approved, as reported by Campbell McKee in January at the Transportation Research Board annual meeting in Washington. Information at www.dtlr.gov.uk, e-mail dptac@dtlr.gov.uk,  or fax (44-2079) 446-998. . . . For recently issued tactile guide standards in the United Kingdom, go to                                                                 http://www.mobility-unit.dtlr.gov.uk/tactile/index.htm.
• The Netherlands:  The Dutch Ministry of Transport will sponsor a regional conference on improving access for older and disabled people on October 28, 2002, per Dr. ALW van Herk.  Info at Ad.Herk@dgp.minvenw.nl. 

NORTH AMERICA
•  Honoring a pioneer in the USA:  A  plaque in honor of accessible transportation  pioneer John Edmonds (1933-1996) was unveiled at a ceremony on April 25 marking the completion of accessible stops on San Francisco’s light rail lines.  Nearly 100 raised platforms have been built to date, following up on an idea first suggested by Edmonds in 1975.  Edmonds was a mentor of AEI’s Executive Director and John’s pioneering efforts helped inspire the creation of Access Exchange International twelve years ago.   Friends and relatives of Edmonds participated in the ceremony, along with AEI Board members and Michael Burns, General Manager of San Francisco’s Municipal Transportation Agency. 

• USA:  The American Public Transportation Assn. (APTA) plans to include developments in our field during its Triennial Annual Meeting and Expo in Las Vegas, September 22-25, 2002, including a report from Bogotá, Colombia’s, TransMilenio bus system. . . .AEI’s Board of Directors has been further strengthened with the addition of Peter Straus, Director of Service Planning for the San Francisco Municipal Railway.

GENERAL

• Research on pedestrian access is moving forward around the world.  Older persons suffer the majority of severe pedestrian accidents at crosswalks.  Wider crosswalks help everyone get across more safely.  “Traffic calming” (such as narrower traffic lanes, speed reduction, and raised crossings) also helps, as does good street lighting, refuge islands or median strips in crosswalks, good color contrast, and a spectrum of other measures. International standards for accessible pedestrian traffic signals are being prepared, assisted by research on audible and tactile signals.  (Reports by Maryvonne Dejeammes of France’s CERTU, and others, at TRANSED in Warsaw and TRB in Washington.)     

