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Disability Discrimination Act 1995

This Act is now fully in force, and after October 2004 all ‘service providers’ (which includes churches) must have in place such reasonable measures as are necessary to ensure that those with any form of disability are not disadvantaged in using our buildings. If you offer a ‘service’ (i.e. a WC, a kitchen, a public meeting room etc.) - or intend to alter your building to offer one - it must be fully accessible from October, 2004. If you do not offer such services, and are therefore not especially discriminating against persons with disabilities, the DDA does not oblige you to provide them. For example, if you do not have a WC the law does not require you to have one, but if you already have one you should take all reasonable steps to ensure it is fully accessible.

I am getting a number of enquiries concerning the requirements of this Act, and cannot do better than to refer you to a book, Widening the Eye of the Needle; access to church buildings for people with disabilities by John Penton, published by Church House Publishing, 1999, price £10.95. Information about ordering should be available on 020 7898 1557.

This is a comprehensive booklet, which sets out the issues and offers some sample solutions. Obviously it is not possible to address every individual set of circumstances, that can only be done on site, but the book should stimulate productive and practical discussion within the PCC and parish. 

Perhaps the most immediately useful section of this book is Appendix A, an Accessibility Audit Report which will enable you to carry out such an audit on your property.  When the audit is complete and you have identified areas of need in your building, I am available to come and talk through the solutions with you. Most of the physical changes which you may need to make to comply with the Act will require a faculty.

Please remember that ‘disability’ in the context of this legislation does not only mean difficulty with mobility, but also problems with speech, hearing, eyesight and a wide range of other challenges to which we are rightly becoming increasingly sensitive. Once the Act is fully in force it is likely that there will develop a body of case law establishing the what is deemed to be reasonable, especially in the context of sensitive historic buildings. 

In the meantime, however, all new facilities must be as fully accessible as possible. Bear in mind that the installation of induction loops, sound systems and handrails, as well as the ready provision of large-print and Braille service books and hymn books are all measures which could show that you are making intelligent attempts to comply with the new Act.  

As more information becomes available I will send out further circulations, but meantime if you have any problems, please ask.

Phil Thomas

Church Buildings Officer

& Secretary to the DAC

Disability and access - being ‘reasonable’

Now that the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1995 is fully in force, PCCs will quite rightly feel bound to take reasonable steps to make their churches as accessible as they can, and to ‘enable disabled people to participate fully’ in worship and other activities. Some parishes have responded by undertaking an ‘access audit’ of their church and hall - some in collaboration with their architect or with local access groups - but many have not.   

However, there seems to be a widespread folk-wisdom that ‘disabled’ is synonymous with ‘people in wheelchairs’, and that making your church accessible is best achieved by putting a ramp in the porch and installing a large toilet cubicle with a wide door. Disability, of course, goes far wider than that, and the DDA recognises that difficulties with mobility, manual dexterity, physical co-ordination, continence, lifting and carrying, speech and hearing, eyesight, memory and perception of risk can all ‘handicap’ people, or limit their participation, to varying degrees.

The most significant word in the first sentence of this article is ‘reasonable’. As yet no cases have been brought under the DDA to establish what might be reasonable, but the following will probably be taken into account: whether or not any steps taken will actually be effective or merely cosmetic; the extent to which any changes are practicable; the amount of disruption they will cause; the resources a parish has already spent and the availability of financial assistance; the need to protect historic or important buildings from inappropriate or damaging change; the amount of consultation undertaken and expert advice sought; consideration given to alternative ways of making things accessible. 

Where major adjustments to a building are necessary, many PCCs will cite cost as the most serious inhibiting factor, but failure to plan and budget for something that is now the law of the land is not likely to be viewed favourably by the courts. On the other hand, there are many simple, effective things a church community can do to demonstrate its desire to comply with the Act, which cost comparatively little and are eminently ‘reasonable’. Most of them will almost certainly cost a lot less than a disabled-accessible WC or a lengthy ramp or widening doorways, and will make life easier for a far larger number of people. 

For example: an effective sound system or (even better) an induction loop for people who use a hearing-aid; large print or braille service books, hymn books and other worship material, well-designed contrasts of colour and texture, and good lighting to help the visually impaired; adjusting the heights of handles, switches and shelves; smooth access routes and pathways which avoid cobbles or trip-hazards; grab rails or handrails on steps or at changes in level; a portable ramp; designated car-parking spaces; notices in clear language, appropriately-sized lettering and legible type which offer a friendly point of contact and assistance to people with mobility difficulties, and so on. In more intractable cases, installing a nave altar or bringing communion forward to the chancel arch can make sharing in ‘the body of Christ’ a truly unifying rather than a challenging experience for those with mobility difficulties.

An excellent staring point for practical parish action would be to read Widening the eye of the needle – access to church buildings for people with disabilities by John Penton, published by Church House Publishing, Church House, Great Smith Street, London SW1P 3NZ. Tel: 020 7898 1557. It offers guidance on carrying out an ‘access audit’ and useful sources of information. 

DDA Guidance Note: rev vii2009

Registered office of the York Diocesan Board of Finance Limited. Registered number 225234 England. Registered Charity number 244976

_1005459329.bin

