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The Present Contradiction

By Eleanor Smith, Executive Director, Concrete Change

concretechange@mindspring.com
Based on a presentation as a panelist in a session titled “The Coming Demand,” CNU XII, national conference of the Congress for the New Urbanism, Chicago, June 25, 2004

A headline in a recent New Urban News reads, “America Must Urbanize as Population Ages.” Certainly older people, and younger people with mobility impairments, are potentially among the biggest beneficiaries of these high-density settings near public transportation, stores, doctors’ offices and cozy neighborhoods in a generation where extended family often live in separate states.   Obviously, people who lack the finances or the physical ability to own and drive a car suffer deprivation and social isolation if they can’t reach amenities or visit neighbors, on foot or by wheelchair.

 But a striking contradiction emerges.   Typical New Urbanist neighborhoods are dominated by new homes that make it unwise—or impossible—for elderly or disabled people to move in, and impossible for many existing residents to remain in their neighborhood if they develop an impairment.

       
The current reality for nearly all new, single-family homes and townhouses in the United States, both mainstream and New Urbanist, is that they have steps at every entrance and narrow bathroom doors.   These barriers could easily be avoided in most new construction-- -- and at the same time they are the very barriers that most harshly affect residents who develop mobility impairments.

These barriers harshly impact the lives of not just wheelchair users, but also those who use walkers, or have limited mobility because of weakness, stiffness or poor balance…an increasingly large part of our population.   Steps at every entrance often force people with mobility impairments to have to be carried bodily into other people’s homes.   In many cases, steps forbid people even to go in and out of their own home, for lack of resources to modify the entrance.      As to accessing a most essential room in the house, the bathroom, narrow doors bar many people from entering the bathroom in the homes of friends, neighbors and extended family.   Quite often, low income disabled people cannot enter the bathroom even in their own home.  This forces them and their family into a labor intensive, inter-personally difficult, unhygienic daily grind, a living situation that for non-disabled Americans lacking indoor plumbing would rightly be designated sub-standard housing.

 Because homes with disabling architecture make visiting so difficult emotionally and physically, many disabled people and their families stay home and become isolated. Furthermore, disabling architecture often forces people who develop impairments to leave their homes and communities and move into nursing homes, at enormous financial costs to individual families and to the public as a whole, with estimated nursing homes costs averaging over $40,000 per year1, more than 60% of which is paid with public dollars.2 

Special designs and buildings for senior living and high-rise buildings with elevators are well and good.  But that is not the way disability usually happens.  That is why designated senior housing, granny flats, limiting basic access to a percentage of units, or relying on high-rise residences cannot solve the problem.    Disability usually happens to people who were “temporarily able-bodied” and are living in an inaccessible house.   Architecture then forces severe choices: the disruption and grief of moving out of their community; expensive renovation – if the home is even amenable to renovation; or existing as a virtual prisoner in an unsafe, unhealthy house.  Nor do these special arrangements and high-rises address the ability to visit neighbors, a vital part of community.

As a response to these circumstances, the Visitability movement began.   The strategy has been to concentrate on the very few specific barriers in homes that cause by far the most severe consequences, both for visiting and residing in homes: steps at all entrances and narrow passage doors.   While the identified features are few, the goal is great: to change construction habits so that a zero step entrance, wide interior doors and a usable bathroom become routine in all new homes.     

In nearly all-new construction, basic access features are remarkably easy to achieve when there is an intention to do so.     Several thousand Visitable homes have been built in several dozen cities and states across the country—homes deliberately built with basic access even though not designated for people with disabilities.    

Nevertheless, this movement has barely made a dent. Therefore, I was somewhat taken aback by the opening line of a 2002 New Urban News article.    “An idea called Visitability looms on the New Urbanist horizon.”  Possibly the word looms refers to a fear that Visitability laws would soon engulf the country or involves a misunderstanding of the features involved.     In fact, surely less than one percent of new homes have a zero-step entrance.   It seems to me that what is looming is not Visitability, but rather the consequences of lack of Visitability.  A wide and growing gap separates the housing and social connection needs of the population and the housing available.    

Although Visitability does not address the location of bedrooms, I do wonder whether homes lacking a main floor full bathroom and main floor bedroom are being significantly overbuilt.  I wonder if a large number of these homes will be standing empty within a couple of decades, contributing to blight.   Making solid predications about that is difficult because no data appears to be available on the number of existing small-footprint townhouses and split-level homes, nor on the number of homes with a downstairs bedroom.   However, it might be 

grounds for pause that in just eleven years, 2015, one third of the US population will be over 50 years old. 3     In a 2003 AARP study in which 2,100 people over age 45 were asked what features will be important to them in their later years, 88% named a full bathroom on the main and 87% named a bedroom on the main. 4
The title of this session, “The Coming Demand,” comes from an article of the same name commissioned by CNU in 2003.  I was puzzled by the statement in the article that “people over 55 are three times more likely than 25-to-34 years olds to consider a townhouse in the city to be the most desirable living situation.” 5 

Therefore I inquired to one of the authors, Dowell Myers, who replied,  “The townhome measure is not a literal depiction of housing preferences.  It should be taken as a relative preference for a denser and more central location. Other types of housing could satisfy those same preferences.”

In fact, the research on which the townhouse preference statement was based limited the participants to two choices only: “a townhouse in an urban setting close to public transportation, work and shopping or a larger detached single family home in a suburban area with longer commutes to work.”6

Whether or not townhouses standing empty become future reality, other questions are definitely relevant to present reality:   

Who will be excluded from the pedestrian communities currently being built because the housing types are unlivable for them?   Where will they live instead?  Will children with mobility impairments who do live in the neighborhoods be able to go next door to play?  Will adults be able to go to the neighborhood potluck being held on their block?

Recent news articles reflect the unintended consequences of unfortunate community design decisions of the past.  A Washington Post article titled “In Graying Suburbs, Anxiety Abounds” 7 addresses suburban homes where sprawl and lack of public transit create isolation and inability to reach needed services.   An article in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution titled “No wheels for 100,000 older Atlantans” reports that “Nearly 100,000 older metro Atlantans face isolation and diminished access to health care because they do not drive.”8 

 
Meanwhile, the opposite problem -- inaccessible homes in an urban area- - is the subject of a New York Times article titled “Stuck in a Walk-Up, Only Steps Away From Life.” 9    Featuring elderly and disabled New Yorkers isolated in their homes, the article calls the entry stairs [image: image1.png]


“a physical barrier so daunting that it has virtually marooned many aged or ailing New Yorkers in apartments they cannot afford to give up, trapped high above the teeming street life they once enjoyed and took for granted.”  

Unfortunately, typical New Urbanist practice, by reviving and popularizing the multi-step front stoop, without at the same time modifying that design to include a zero-step entrance, is adding to rather than alleviating the problem.    This I gather from the images I see in New Urban News, the Town Paper, on New Urbanist websites, and from direct observation. 

To the extent that New Urbanists want to avoid home access legislation, it is important voluntarily to apply universal Visitability in all new housing types and also to provide a sufficient number of the housing types needed by the older or disabled population.   An enclosed brochure describes one voluntary program, the EasyLiving Home certification program in Georgia.   

Many New Urbanists are building on large open tracts, not just on tiny 30-foot-wide infill lots abutted by existing buildings, and even on these tracts are creating unVisitable homes.   A group of advocates went to visit the developer of the first project widely publicized as New Urbanist in Atlanta, where a 28-acre brownfield is being developed.   I believe we went too late in the process.   After we presented our concerns, rationale, and design suggestions, the developer said, “A person six feet tall standing in his living room should be able to look down on the head of a person walking on the sidewalk in front of his home.”  If that is one’s overarching standard for achieving privacy, beauty, or the perception of safety from crime, then Visitability is in fact not achievable.   

About 30 miles outside Atlanta a Concrete Change participant recently came upon another New Urbanist development, which was in the midst of constructing hundreds of homes on a 214-acre greenfield.   In spite of the obvious opportunity, all of the dozens of homes up so far have steps at every entrance.   In fact, the development presents a level of obstacles that--for a potential resident or visitor with a disability-- exceeds the obstacles of a typical neighborhood of fifty years ago.    

 It need not be so.  

To achieve interior doors which offer 32 inches of clear passage space, in most cases one can simply draw a wider door on the existing plan, without making any other changes.  Even small half-bathrooms usually have sufficient wall space to accept a wider door.   As to entrances, I have learned that a shocking number of New Urbanist architects and planners assert that achieving a zero-step entrance requires flattening wide swaths of land and uprooting trees.  In fact, because Visitability permits the location of the zero step entrance at the front, side or back of a home, hilly terrain is as easy to work with as level terrain.  Every lot where homes are built must be graded, and access is achievable when attention is given to grading lots and siting homes with access in mind

New Urbanists are working to correct the errors of the past and build a healthier, more vibrant, more connected future.     But the New Urbanist movement is in danger of leaving, in one important regard, an unfortunate legacy of its own.

 Disability rights workers are willing to help CNU to achieve your broad goals.  Many of us strongly support those goals.   We are willing to testify at public hearings to promote dense urban neighborhoods and enhanced public transit.   We are also willing to publicly oppose any proposed access laws that we believe to be extreme and impractical, and willing to promote Visitability in ways you might ask of us.  

At the same time, the needed change to universal basic home access—Visitability—will not occur within CNU without vocal, sustained attention from within.    Systematic initiatives must arise from members who believe Visitability is important and express that with clarity and conviction.

I believe that design examples are not the key to a change within New Urbanism to habitual, widespread practice of basic home access.    I think the key is members developing within the organization intensified awareness of how home design affects a very large number of real people whose difference from others is that they move differently; intensified education about what Visitability is and is not; and intensified intention and commitment-- from which design examples will flow naturally.

Would you be willing to

1) Understand Visitability and educate about it?

2) Look at your colleagues’ work with an eye toward Visitability, and raise the issue?

3) Write about Visitability in articles and on your website?

4)  Advocate for it on New Urbanist list serves and give encouraging responses to others who do so?

5)  Work to revise CNU materials such as the Charter to explicitly recognize universal basic home access as a necessary element of inclusion, justice, diversity and sustainability?

6) Pay attention to bathroom door widths in every project where you can have influence?

7) Promote both/and entrance designs for all home where you can have influence: beauty, architectural integrity, cost effectiveness, marketability AND a zero step entrance? 

Note:  At the end of the “Coming Demand” presentation, a meeting of people interested in furthering Visitability/Inclusive Home Design within CNU was announced for later that day.  About twenty persons attended and a good initial discussion took place.   If you are interested in participating, please contact CNU member and architect Jennifer Martella, jennifer.martella@urbandesignassociates.com 
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