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FOREWORD

THE WIDE RANGE AND CLEAR PRESENTATION of well-designed projects in this book will make it an invaluable resource for architects and students, but I hope it will be equally inspiring and informative to those who are responsible for historic buildings, for whom accessibility should be an essential priority.

The examples provide ample evidence of what can be achieved and their success should encourage those who take on the challenge of making historic buildings more inclusive. Collectively, they establish a standard for future projects that is a matter of social justice when we consider the opportunities in life that are denied when access is difficult or impossible.

Drawing on their long experience and using a case study approach, David Bonnett and Pauline Nee demonstrate conclusively that inclusive design can be both elegant and effective. They set out clearly the key elements of inclusive design, establishing the context and providing a checklist for practising architects that is designed to ensure that all necessary considerations are addressed.
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Visitors moving towards the new accessible entrance at Queens House Greenwich, located below the famous Horseshoe steps. (Illustration: John Darvill, RIBA MSAI)



Their brief history of legislation describes the successes and failures of campaigns to put access on the national agenda over the last fifty years, recognizing the important contribution of organizations like Historic England. The book also makes apparent the role that policy-makers – and the agencies and funders like the National Lottery Heritage Fund that help transform policy into practice – have played. I’m particularly proud of the contribution of Arts Council England over a long period, noting that so many of the case study projects have benefited from Arts Council and National Lottery funding.

Our role in supporting inclusivity in capital projects goes beyond the provision of financial resource. Encouraging ambition and creativity in cultural organizations that are working towards access is integral to our approach. For many of the case studies in this book, and other capital projects supported by Arts Council England, the key to achieving inclusive design has been a commitment to partnership working – learning from people with disabilities in their communities about what access and inclusion means to them.

As this book makes clear, effective consultation is fundamental to good design. The systematic consultation method, which was devised by the Arts Council and is highlighted here, should generate inclusive solutions for improving historic buildings.

I urge all those interested in our historic legacy to consult this book. I believe it will inspire those involved in the design process to approach accessibility challenges with confidence. It should also encourage custodians of historic buildings to prepare demanding briefs that will lead to high-quality design in buildings that welcome all and embrace the social model of disability.

Nicholas Serota, Chair, Arts Council England


INTRODUCTION

IN AUTUMN 2004 THE CENTRE FOR ACCESSIBLE ENVIRONMENTS (CAE) published the 100th issue of its quarterly journal, Access by Design. The editorial opening by CEO Sarah Langton-Lockton modestly set out, perhaps for the first time, a definition of inclusive design to ‘shed light on this simple but for many, still an elusive concept’. There were five principles, the last of which says, ‘Inclusive design aims to provide buildings and environments that are safe, convenient, equitable and enjoyable to use by everyone, regardless of ability, age or gender.’
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The Royal Festival Hall on London’s South Bank.



Significantly, that same year the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) adopted the principles by setting up the RIBA Inclusive Design Award. Two years later in 2006, the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) expanded on the concept yet further, concluding that inclusive design ‘creates new opportunities to deploy creative and problem-solving skills’. This last point exactly captures what this book is about. It is written for architects, surveyors and others involved in creatively solving the problems presented by historic buildings that prevent them from being accessible to everyone.

The book will be of interest to students and practitioners alike. In the early chapters it makes the point that the UK’s substantial number of historic listed buildings are still in use as places of work, education, entertainment, worship and more and that in order to retain and enhance their value to society they must function inclusively. How this challenging ambition can be reconciled with the long-standing objectives of building conservation is explained.

To better understand the concept of inclusive design, the book sets out the elements that need to be met by any building – old or new – for it to be inclusive. This is, in effect, a way of testing a design that can be applied at the outset of a project, a process usually referred to as an access audit. How this process is undertaken is explained, on-site for an existing building, but equally well on-plan for a new building.

The main section of the book relies on twenty-six listed building case studies, most of which have involved the author over the last twenty-five years. Each study is focused primarily on achieving step-free access into the historic building where originally there was none. Other case studies look at internal circulation. This book focuses on step-free access, as the changes necessary to achieve this are more likely to have an impact on the historic fabric. Of course, for a building to be truly accessible, the designer must also address the needs of those with sensory, ambulatory or intellectual disabilities. Such considerations are described briefly in some of the case studies but are addressed more fully in other publications.

Despite the considerable differences between each building and the solutions devised, a pattern can be discerned. The skills applied by the various project architects and the solutions arrived at all appear to be different, but they are not. By analysis the book identifies five typologies that recur. This method of analysis will be of particular interest to those applying their problem-solving skills for the first time as students of architecture, but also for creative people in practice. The case studies demonstrate how ideas have successfully been brought to fruition, achieving step-free accessibility to help ensure continued use of the building, while at the same time respecting the historic building fabric. Many of the projects have received awards and provide excellent reference for projects yet to come.

The final part of the book looks at consultation, a process well understood by architects in relation to their clients, but less well understood, if at all, in relation to building users, least of all disabled users. The relatively recent history and social context of how this kind of user consultation gained credibility is described, and in particular how it can so helpfully be applied to historic buildings projects to better understand priorities for change.

The book concludes by examining the social dynamics that first brought the concept of inclusive design into being, sufficiently so for it to become the subject of legislation and regulations, how these might change in the future, and what new concepts might emerge. The authors are both members of David Bonnett Associates, an architectural practice dedicated to inclusive design. They hope that this book might stimulate yet wider interest and understanding of the subject, one that has kept the practice happily busy since 1995 when the Disability Discrimination Act first came into force. Now, twenty-five years on, that legislation continues to have an impact on our buildings, how they are designed and how they can best serve society. At the time of writing, the Covid-19 pandemic will oblige us to ask yet more from our historic buildings and think afresh about the contribution they might make.
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Chapter One

Conservation and Legislation

Background

Legislation to protect the UK’s historic buildings was first introduced in 1882. Although it took another century before legislation was enacted that would provide easier access for disabled visitors to these buildings, inclusive design is now a fundamental consideration whenever an historic building is being adapted, upgraded or remodelled.
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Sir John Soane’s Museum by Lincoln’s Inn Fields. (Photo: Tony Hisgett from Birmingham, UK, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons)



The reasons for this change in attitude are varied: as disability campaigners became more vociferous in the 1970s and 1980s, public opinion shifted and started to regard access as a human right and a social expectation. Legislation followed the public mood, most importantly with the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act in 1995 and the Equality Act in 2010. The 1990 Planning Act provided the green light for planning authorities to include access as a requirement in their development plans. Meanwhile, a requirement for access was introduced to the building regulations in 1985, albeit originally limited to new buildings and extensions to existing buildings.

There are over 500,000 listed buildings in England alone. Although a proportion of these will be uninhabited or function solely as tourist attractions, many are providing a similar function to that provided when first constructed, whether as a government office, a university, a place of worship, theatre, museum or train station. Politicians, office workers, students, theatregoers and passengers now expect to have full access to their place of work, study, entertainment or travel.

Financial considerations, unsurprisingly, have played a significant role in the creation of accessible environments. Building owners and managers may adopt the concept in order to minimize the risk – and potential cost – of being refused planning permission or building control approval. In other instances they will be keen to attract financial support from grant-awarding organizations. The Arts Council and the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), among others, have made access a condition of their grant awards, resulting in the flourishing of high quality, inclusive design.

These financial considerations have been augmented by the growing significance of the ‘grey pound’ in sustaining ticket sales in historic venues throughout the country. The importance of historic buildings to both civic pride and to the UK economy leads to significant investment. One clear example of this is London’s West End, which has the highest concentration of theatres anywhere in the world; the majority are Victorian or Edwardian. The theatre district contributes around £1 billion to the UK economy. For tourism to flourish it is essential that no visitor to such venues be unnecessarily excluded. It is to be hoped that the 2020 pandemic does not have a long-term negative impact on the UK tourist industry.

The UK is deservedly proud of its international reputation for good access – as highlighted during the 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games. There is still a long way to go but the relative ease with which a visitor – whether in a wheelchair, using crutches, accompanied by a guide dog or with any other physical, sensory or intellectual disability – can now gain access to a large proportion of our historic buildings is testament to the determination and energy of various groups. The disability lobby, combined with the response of politicians, the resolve of funders, the open mindedness of the heritage lobby and the creativity of building professionals, have all contributed to the improving position.

The Role of Designers

The passing of the Disability Discrimination Act in 1995 required that the needs of all users should be considered from the outset. It was recognized that buildings must be designed and adapted in order to meet legal requirements and social expectations while achieving the highest standards of design. This aspiration for a creative response to access was expressed in 2006 by CABE.

Inclusive Design is about making places everyone can use. The way places are designed affects our ability to move, see, hear and communicate effectively. Inclusive Design aims to remove the barriers that create undue effort and separation. It enables everyone to participate equally, confidently and independently in everyday activities. An inclusive approach to design offers new insights into the way we interact with the built environment. It creates new opportunities to deploy creative and problem-solving skills.

CABE, 2006
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The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 required building owners by law to ensure that where their buildings provided a service it should be accessible.



Each of the projects described in this book demonstrates that good accessibility requires a team approach, involving heritage specialists, building designers, operational managers and users. In many instances the way a building is managed will have the greatest influence on its accessibility. By embracing full access, providing clear information on the website, training staff, ensuring that specialist equipment is regularly serviced, and listening to feedback, all users – whether disabled or not – will benefit and hopefully appreciate their engagement with the historic environment.

The Response to Legislation and Regulation

The response of the statutory sector to the increased demand for access has generally been constructive, with the national heritage bodies, CADW, Historic Scotland and Historic England, together with a number of local authorities, producing guidance and providing training, as well as engaging creatively, on the whole, with campaigners, designers and others in exploring options for ensuring full access.

While design solutions have been wide-ranging – and we have probably all been disappointed by the insertion of a poorly designed ramp or a badly positioned platform lift – the professions have, on the whole, taken up the CABE gauntlet to deploy their creative and problem-solving skills in providing sensitive insertions or complementary additions to our best loved buildings.
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The Houses of Parliament are a popular attraction for visitors, but are also working buildings with offices, the chambers and all supporting facilities.



Building owners and managers who may have baulked at the anticipated expense (frequently negligible) or the potential statutory objections (generally minimal) often become enthusiastic patrons of inclusive design. It is unknown whether this is because they are happy to see more diverse usage, whether it reduces the cost and aggravation of making specialist provision or whether it results in greater ticket sales, increased attendance at church or more satisfied employees.

Uniting Protection and Access: A Brief Introduction to Heritage Protection

The UK has long celebrated its wealth of historic structures. The Society of Antiquaries was set up as early as 1707, its aim, as set out in its 1751 Royal Charter, to foster ‘the encouragement, advancement and furtherance of the study and knowledge of the antiquities and history of this and other countries’.

In 1877 William Morris, with others, held the inaugural meeting of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) and expressed concern that well-meaning architects were scraping away the historic fabric of too many buildings in their zealous ‘restorations’. SPAB continues to be a significant voice in the world of conservation, its philosophy of conservative repair and minimal intervention having a strong impact on heritage thinking. Five years after the creation of SPAB, the 1882 Ancient Monuments Act gave protection to twenty-one monuments and in 1895 the Royal Commission on Historic Monuments commenced its inventory of pre-1707 buildings.

In the early twentieth century, following the creation of the National Trust and other conservation societies, legislation was extended, often as a result of local campaigns. In 1947 the Town and Country Planning Act responded to the growing calls for adequate protection, instituting a statutory list of significant buildings and introducing the requirement for Listed Building Consent.

In 1983 the National Heritage Act created English Heritage (now Historic England) to protect and promote the historic environment: its equivalents in Scotland and Wales are Historic Scotland and CADW. The 2012 National Planning Policy Framework, updated in 2019, requires that planning authorities should recognize that heritage assets are an irreplaceable resource and conserve them in a manner appropriate to their significance.

Improving Access for All in Buildings of Historic Significance

It is against this background of statutory protection, combined with academic study and effective public campaigns to safeguard the nation’s historic legacy, that legislation to improve access for all was introduced toward the end of the twentieth century.

Despite the philosophy of minimal intervention in historic buildings, the demand for accessibility was accepted, and even welcomed, by heritage professionals. Many responded positively, providing both guidance and training. Details of key publications, produced by heritage specialists and others, are listed in the Bibliography.

The 2010 Equality Act, which replaced the 1995 Disability Discrimination Act, provides protection from discrimination in the accessing of services in education and in employment. Those who have duties under the Act may need to adapt their premises to ensure that they do not discriminate. The Equalities Act does not specify design standards. However, service providers and employers may need to consider wider equality obligations when undertaking design work.

The requirement for accessibility does not override the need to obtain statutory approvals, such as Listed Building Consent, Conservation Area Consent or Scheduled Monument Consent. The importance of the historic fabric is summarized in the Building Regulations, Approved Document M, Access to and Use of Buildings, first introduced in 1985:

The need to conserve the special characteristics of … historic buildings must be recognised. They are a finite resource with cultural importance. In such work the aim should be to improve accessibility where and to the extent that it is practically possible, always provided that the work does not prejudice the character of the historic building, or increase the risk of long-term deterioration to the building fabric or fittings.

Approved Document M, Volume g2 Para 0.18

While full access is a necessary ambition, full compliance with access recommendations for some nationally important buildings may not be possible, or even desired. Where this is the case, it may be preferable to investigate options for mitigating access difficulties by providing high quality and creative visitor information, or exploring managed support.

Such an approach is very much the exception. This book will examine a variety of high profile buildings and their settings, many of them Grade 1 listed. Without exception, these demonstrate effective and welcome solutions to improved access. Acting responsibly, the architects and access consultants – as well as the clients, funding bodies and statutory authorities – were committed to retaining and enhancing the special interest of the building in question. It was recognized that when alterations were deemed necessary or desirable they should emanate from a thorough understanding of the historic and architectural significance of the facility in question. When such an approach is combined with an understanding of the needs of all users – and note that very few historic buildings have not been altered by the introduction of electricity or running water – these alterations demonstrate that it is possible to achieve elegant, effective and frequently understated solutions that benefit all.

An innovative approach can be of particular value when working with historic buildings. The most successful solutions are frequently the result of heritage advisors engaging creatively with access groups, designers and others in exploring options for ensuring full access. Such collaboration will ensure that our important historic buildings have a viable future, enabling them to function as working buildings as well as tourist attractions.

The approach to assessing the accessibility of an existing building is similar to the approach of conservation specialists who categorize the historic significance of each element of the building. It is not uncommon for intrusive elements that detract from the overall significance of a building to provide opportunities for the inclusion of access improvements.

As outlined in the introduction, the most creative solutions will fall short of expectations if the resultant building is not well managed. For instance, in an internationally renowned museum the beautifully designed accessible WC has a notice on its door advising would-be users to find an attendant to open it up. At a seminar on platform lifts, arranged for the benefit of Oxford colleges, facilities managers bemoaned not only the low cost and unattractive lifts that are frequently specified but also the maintenance contracts that employ lift engineers unfamiliar with non-standard lift mechanisms.

Access to a building commences when someone decides to visit and enquires about access provision, maybe by looking at the website or phoning for advice. A clear website, with advice on accessible transport options and car parking, as well as guidance on any barriers that may be encountered, is essential. Equally, it is vital to have well-trained staff, who can advise on special provision, ranging from the location of wheelchair seating in a theatre to the supply of vibrating pillows in a hotel to alert the hard of hearing in case of fire.

The International Position

Heritage protection is guided by international charters developed throughout the twentieth century, largely under the umbrella of International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), an international organization created to develop best practice in the conservation and management of cultural sites. One of the most significant of these is the Burra Charter first adopted by Australia ICOMOS in 1979 and most recently updated in 2013.
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ICOMOS is an international organization created to develop best practice in the conservation and management of cultural sites.



While there is no similar international body guiding inclusive design, many countries have adopted legislation that is broadly similar in tone and ambition to UK legislation. From the 1960s to the 1980s, the US was probably the country with the most effective culture of access, developed as part of the Civil Rights movement and in response to the disabilities arising from two World Wars followed by the polio outbreaks of the 1940s and the war in Vietnam. To encapsulate their determination to make access provision mainstream, US campaigners coined the phrase ‘universal design’, an aspiration to create an environment to benefit all.

In 1990 the US passed the Americans with Disabilities Act. The UK’s Disability Discrimination Act followed this in 1995. Since 2000 the European Commission Directive against discrimination sets a minimum standard that applies across the European Union. National laws determine the exact form of implementation. The EU Directive, paralleling the UK Disability Discrimination Act, requires employers (and training providers) to provide ‘reasonable accommodations’ to meet the needs of disabled people.

Recent consultation with campaigners in the US suggests that the UK has overtaken the US in its commitment to universal design, particularly when it comes to historic buildings. It is not clear why this is so, perhaps because the US has fewer historic buildings of note and is therefore more ‘protective’ of them; perhaps the influence of public funding organizations, such as the HLF, is lacking in the US, where most building work is privately funded.

The approach in other countries varies. Best practice in terms of access is encouraged, often even required by law but often unsupported by expectation and ambition. It will be interesting, and hopefully heartening, to see how this approach develops in the twenty-first century.


Chapter Two

Historic Buildings in Everyday Use

THE NUMBER OF HISTORIC BUILDINGS IN THE UK is considerable, with many of them – half a million at least – protected to some extent from change by their Listed status. Furthermore many of these buildings continue in use as first intended; as places of worship, of course, but also as offices, learning institutes, theatres, museums and even as railway stations. But they all serve the public and in this they all share a common responsibility to meet the standards currently expected of public buildings – accessibility included – regardless of whether or not they are listed. Herein lies the challenge that requires a combination of creative thinking, problem-solving skills and sound judgement based on experience.
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Kings Cross Station, London. (Photo: © digitalwhiz/Adobe Stock)



This book hopes to demonstrate that in most instances it is possible to meet the seemingly opposing demands of heritage protection and accessibility. It will be clear that a creative and often innovative approach may lead to successful solutions and ensure that the majority of historic buildings have a viable future, enabling them to welcome a wider range of users. We want to celebrate our historic buildings but we do not want to preserve them in aspic. In the past we happily added electrics, central heating and toilets. Today, we may take more care of the historic fabric when we make the changes necessary to ensure accessibility but we cannot ignore our obligations to every user, able-bodied or not.
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Access improvements have been made to the Palace of Westminster over the years. Now, as part of a comprehensive programme of improvements, accessibility will be enhanced and is expected to act as a benchmark for what can be achieved in an historic building. (Photo: © CL-Median/Shutterstock.com)



It is a premise of inclusive design that it achieves its purpose unobtrusively. It is to be hoped that most visitors to a venue do not realize that the ease with which they entered the building, bought tickets and then enjoyed the exhibition or performance and café or bar was due, in large part, to the fact that the venue was designed to meet the needs of all who enter, not just the able-bodied.

This chapter examines a range of building types, highlighting why change is necessary and pointing to a range of buildings where change, whether minor modification or major transformation, has ensured that the building remains suitable for use in the twenty-first century.

Government Buildings

Government buildings may range from offices, with or without public access, to civic buildings of international repute. Unsurprisingly, many government institutions are located in buildings of historic importance. Both central and local government are aware that they need to be in the vanguard in providing accessible buildings and environments. As a minimum, they should meet current legislative requirements and preferably demonstrate best practice. Guardians of such buildings will wish to retain their historic significance while demonstrating a commitment to equality of access.
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