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What can I do about…
Shared Surfaces?
Shared Space or Shared Surfaces?
Shared space is a new concept in urban street design appearing across Europe in which street signs, road marking and pavements are eliminated in favour of a space which is shared by pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles. The planners aim take priority away from cars and vehicles, and creating an equality between vehicles and pedestrians.

A popular way of achieving the shared space model is by using a shared surface. Shared surfaces remove the distinction between pavement and road, instead using the idea of interaction and negotiation between street users.  For example, the priority of whether the car crosses the space first or allows the pedestrian to get to the other side is established by eye contact rather than defined by pedestrian crossings or right of way areas.  

As well as shared surfaces, another popular concept is that of the naked street. A naked street refers to a road where traffic signals, crossing points and markings are stripped away leaving only 'common sense' and an awareness of other users to manage traffic.

It is claimed that the heightened perceived risk of the shared surface and naked street means car drivers will drive more cautiously, considerately and more slowly which in turn reduces the number of accidents.

These 'shared' or 'naked' streets have now come to the UK. Local authorities across the countries are looking to the Shared Space idea as a new way to design town centres. A number of towns and cities including Ashford, Brecon, Coventry and London have already remodelled streets, and many more developments are planned.

Our concerns
RNIB fully supports the idea of reducing the dominance of cars in towns and cities, especially where this means a more attractive environment can be created. However, we do have serious concerns over the implications of the Shared Surface design for blind and partially sighted people:

· Shared surfaces relies on eye contact between road users - pedestrians and drivers - so this completely fails at to take into account the needs of blind and partially sighted people. 

· Navigating the street without designated crossing points will mean depending on drivers to notice and stop when a blind or partially sighted person wants to cross. Whilst many drivers are considerate, some are not! We are seriously worried about safety issues and want to see safe crossings included in street design.
· Kerbs are a very important part of street layout for blind and partially sighted people, but shared surface schemes mean kerbs are removed. The kerb is vital for street orientation for long cane users, whilst guide dogs are trained to navigate by them. Removal of the kerb risks leaving people in danger as it is difficult to work out where the safe area stops and the roadway for vehicles begins.

· In order to create a naked street, a road can be wiped clear of all markings, signs and street furniture, sometimes including tactile paving. Tactile paving is vital to street navigation and informs people about risks and safe places to cross the road. Without it, yet another aid to mobility and safety for blind and partially sighted people is lost.

· There will be a fear factor that will cause another barrier to blind and partially sighted people. Without a defined safe space away from traffic, Blind and partially sighted people will lose confidence and will stop using these streets and they will become "no-go" areas.

Concerns over shared surfaces are held not just by us but come from many different user groups. There are worries about children's safety as basic rules of crossing the road cannot be used, and people with learning disabilities may also find it difficult to understand how to cross the road safely. Older people may find it difficult to see or hear traffic and may have mobility problems and may not be confident getting traffic to stop.

We do recognise that there are areas of the country where shared space has always existed. There are also areas where the scheme is the only practical solution. However, where new schemes are proposed, it is vital that the views of all road users are taken into account. We believe that by having our voices heard we can work to find a way to improve our streets and town centres whilst keeping them safe and accessible.

Shared surfaces and the law

Local Authorities have a duty to promote and include disability equality in their work and the planning and implementing of shared surfaces is no different.  Not only is there legislation to protect blind and partially sighted people's interests, but current government best practice guides also emphasise the importance of consultation and inclusion.

All local authorities are covered by the Disability Equality Duty (DED) and the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA). The DED was set up to ensure that all public bodies pay promote equality for disabled people in every area of their work and is designed so that the needs of disabled people are central to any planning process a local authority undertakes. Furthermore the DDA requires public authorities to make adjustments to designs, plans and functions to make sure that disabled people are not disadvantaged by them.

Part of the DED is an Equality Impact Assessment (EIA), which must be undertaken in the initial stages of planning by a local authority. The EIA should be used to determine how a proposed scheme would affect different groups and highlight any negative impacts. In the light of an EIA's findings, the local authority must seek to promote equality by addressing any issues raised.

Consultation with disability groups and experts is central to fulfilling these obligations. We believe that this is a major area where local authorities are failing to comply with their duties by not consulting with local and national disability advocates when planning shared surface schemes. The importance of consultation is emphasised in codes of best practice and guidance for local authorities. The Department of Transport, the Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee, and the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment have all published guidance on inclusive street design that shared surface plans regularly fail to take heed of.
What have RNIB been doing about it?

RNIB has been working in partnership with other disability charities supporting Guide Dogs for the Blind Association's "Say No to Shared Streets" campaign.

The "Say No to Shared Streets" campaign is a nationwide campaign aimed at stopping the implementation of shared surface areas. The campaign calls for no more shared surfaces until a solution to urban street layouts can be found that is safe and practical for all road users.

For more information on the Say No to Shared Streets Campaign, please visit http://www.guidedogs.org.uk/sharedstreets/
RNIB has also been working with individual campaigners and local societies all around England. Where a council is proposing a shared surface scheme it is vital that the voices of local blind and partially sighted people are heard. We can help with putting forward the argument and make sure local people have a chance to have their say.

What can you do?

If you have heard that your local authority is implementing a shared surface or shared space scheme, it's important that you make your views heard. There are a number of things you can do.

1. Get the facts
Make contact with your local council to find out the details of their shared space or shared surface plans.
· Find out the location (eg. a busy high street? Outside a school?)

· What does the plan involve? (eg. Do the plans involve the removal of kerbs and designated crossing points?)

· Establish the timescales. What stage are the plans at?  Have they been agreed already? If so, were disabled people consulted?

· Find out whether an Equality Impact Assessment been carried out. If they have, you should be able to request a copy of the outcomes of this. If they have not, ask them when they intend to do this.

· Ask how the council has considered their responsibilities under the Disability Equality Duty and the Disability Discrimination Act, and ask them write to you and tell you how they have done this (in a format which is accessible to you, of course).

2. Strength in numbers

Involve other people and groups who share your views and may be able to support and help you campaign. 

· Get together with others in your area to discuss your concerns and pinpoint what the main problems are. 

· Get in touch with other groups - parent groups, older peoples organisations, Deaf or other disabled people as well as blind and partially sighted people and see if they share your concerns.

· Join the "Say No to Shared Surfaces" campaign at: http://www.guidedogs.org.uk/sharedstreets/. 

3. Use your voice
With the basis of a strong campaign set up, start taking action and getting your message to the people that need to hear it. 

· Write to your county councillor, outlining your concerns. They are crucial as the county council makes the decisions on this issue. You can also write to the leader of the Council.

· Let your MP know about your concerns. Although MPs are not directly involved in the decisions which local authorities make, they still have influence. If you are unsure who your MP is, please call us on 020 7391 2123 and we can find out for you. 

· Write a letter to your local newspaper and explain what you are worried about - they're likely to be interested in your concerns. 

· Find out if your local authority has any public meetings planned over the proposal, or if there is an access forum that you can talk to or be involved in to influence the planning stage. 

4. Just the start…
This is likely to be a long and lengthy process so this is just the start. You may want to start  a local campaign - for example, a petition or letter writing campaign, asking councillors to meet with a group of local blind and partially sighted people, getting support from you local newspaper, and perhaps even holding a demonstration if the council really won't listen! Get in touch with us and we can help you with the next stages

RNIB has a network of Campaign Officers and campaign volunteers throughout the country that can provide support and assistance. Please contact the RNIB campaign's team to discuss this further and to tell us about shared surface proposals - we need to know!

Telephone the campaigns team on 020 7391 2123

Email: campaigns@rnib.org.uk
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