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Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) Scotland Response to the City of Edinburgh Council Consultation Meadows to George Street: Concept Design Consultation, July 2019
Introduction

1. Name

Dr Catriona Burness, Parliamentary & Policy Manager, RNIB Scotland
2. If you would like to be contacted with the results of this survey and about the next stages of this project please enter your email address below.

Please keep us informed with emails to me at catriona.burness@rnib.org.uk and to my colleague Cate Vallis at cate.vallis@rnib.org.uk
3. If you are responding on behalf of an organisation, what is your organisation? 

Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) Scotland.

Comment on design aspects

Introduction

RNIB Scotland is the leading charity working with blind and partially sighted people in Scotland. We deliver services our members need and campaign for their civil and welfare rights. 

We appreciate the opportunity to input comments into this consultation and welcome the overall goal of creating 'a walkable city centre' with pedestrian priority, public realm enhancements and active travel initiatives. We note the 'transformational' aspect of the strategy for Edinburgh City Centre, of which the Meadows to George Street project forms the first key stage, and so emphasise the need for further consultation as more detail is put forward.

The redevelopment of streets across Scotland - including streets in Edinburgh such as Leith Walk and Leith Street - has been raised as a concern by many of our campaigners who are worried that some of these developments could affect their ability to travel around areas safely, or who have had their daily lives affected by completed street developments that they can’t access safely. 

Therefore, from the outset, we wish to highlight three design features that are necessary to ensure accessibility for people with sight loss:

1. Physical delineation in the form of 60mm kerbs between pedestrian areas and cyclist areas with dropped kerbs at crossing points.

2. Controlled crossings with tactile or audio indicators across cycleways and roads.

3. Safe access to bus stops.
Meadows to George Street: Key aspects of the concept design proposal 
These include the following:

· Removal of general traffic from George 1V Bridge and part of the Mound;

· Intention to restrict access along Forrest Rd primarily to walking and cycling, with restricted loading/ unloading hours for deliveries;
· The proposals envisage a three-metre wide, two-way cycleway along the east side of the route, through George 1V Bridge, the Mound and Hanover St.
· Floating bus stops and having a single stop and a single shelter for all bus services are proposed in Hanover St and at the bottom of the Mound.
Our remarks focus on bus services, floating bus stops, the positioning of the cycleway, public realm improvements and equalities impacts.

Bus services

Blind and partially sighted people rely on public transport, (particularly buses) as a primary means of travel, as they are unable to drive and often face challenges walking around the built environment. 

Being able to read timetabling information, access bus stops and having drivers that understand your needs is something that all passengers should expect as a minimum when using a bus service. However, this is often not the case for blind and partially sighted people. Due to an aging population and increasing rates of diabetes in Scotland, the rate of sight loss is predicted to double by 2030. This means more and more people will rely on services and infrastructure being designed in a way that considers accessibility for people with a visual impairment.

In its response to the submission Living Streets Edinburgh (LSE) expressed concern over reduced bus stops under the design scheme. LSE point out that 'this shift is also likely to result in longer walks to most destinations and have adverse effects on the growing proportion more vulnerable bus users who are mobility impaired as pedestrians'. 
 We support their desire to see a thorough analysis of this issue being undertaken before a commitment is made to reducing bus stops.
RNIB Scotland would also like to see the roll out of clearly accessible bus timetables and information and review of bus stop design to ensure safe access to bus stops especially given the ambition to create a high quality and fully connected cycling network for Edinburgh.

Floating bus stops

Blind and partially sighted people consistently tell us they find it difficult or impossible to access local bus services at locations where Bus Stop Bypasses (floating bus stops) and Bus Stop Borders are installed, reporting feeling anxious, uncertain and unsafe.

Other organisations including cycling organisations have already expressed concerns over the specific implications of having floating bus stops on the Mound and on Hanover Street. As LSE points out, 'At the foot of the Mound, and to a lesser extent in Hanover Street, cyclists would be approaching the bus stop downhill, at speed in many cases, and creating severe conflicts with pedestrians at the stop. This is unsafe.' LSE also cites concerns raised by cycling representatives about the suitability of the two-way cycleway provision over this steep downhill section. It has been suggested that downhill cyclists should use the carriageway instead. RNIB Scotland joins LSE in strongly endorsing this suggestion, as it would reduce the most severe conflicts that are otherwise likely to arise.
In general, RNIB Scotland think Bus Stop Bypasses must provide a formal crossing facility that gives legal right of way to any pedestrian needing to cross the cycle track. For blind and partially sighted people who find it difficult or impossible to detect the presence of bicycles, all formal crossing points over cycle tracks must provide an auxiliary aid, such as an audible and tactile beacon which indicates in an accessible format when it is safe to cross before the person has to step on to the crossing. Warning markings and signage must also be provided to instruct cyclists to stop when pedestrians are near or on the formal crossing. We think a notice to reduce speed should be marked on the bypass at regular intervals to remind cyclists that the area they are cycling through is predominantly a footway. We also think that there should be full kerbs (minimum 60mm) between the cycle track and the pavement and the cycle track and the bus stop island, and full tactile paving at the crossing points.

We emphasise that we are keen to engage with cycle advocates, planners, designers and engineers to discuss and identify solutions to the current design issues.

Positioning of the cycleway 

RNIB Scotland is concerned that while more and improved cycleways are needed, many of these are not being designed in accessible ways. 

Cycleway designs which: create shared use areas or paths where cycles mix with blind and partially sighted pedestrians; which cut across pedestrian walkways without inclusive pedestrian crossing points; or where cycle/pedestrian segregation or right of way are not detectable; all present significant barriers to people with sight loss. 

All cycleways must be inclusively designed so that cycles are not brought into conflict with motor vehicles or pedestrians. 

Cycleways work when they are delineated with a detectable kerb (of a minimum of 60mm upstand) and are exclusively for cycle use. Cycleways delineated by painted white lines, or trapezoidal strips are not sufficiently detectable to be safe. Single use pathways or areas mean it is not necessary for cycles to navigate numerous obstacles including moving pedestrians or motor vehicles. 

Where cycleways bisect pedestrian pathways, there must be a formal pedestrian crossing facility that gives legal right of way to any pedestrian needing to cross the cycleways. Warning markings and signage must also be provided to instruct cyclists to stop when pedestrians are near or on the formal crossing. For blind and partially sighted people who find it difficult or impossible to detect the presence of bicycles, all formal crossing points over cycleways must provide an auxiliary aid, such as an audible and tactile beacon which indicates in an accessible format when it is safe to cross.

We are keen to engage with cycle advocates, planners, designers and engineers to discuss and identify solutions to the current design issues.

Public realm improvements 

We note that Living Street Edinburgh commented on the need to clarify the impact of some the proposed traffic diversions:

'The diversions of general traffic away from George1V Bridge via Chambers St and Market St are very welcome in principle, but it seems obvious that this will mean higher traffic levels on the Bridges and Jeffrey Street. Not all of the diverted traffic can realistically be expected to evaporate. It therefore seems reasonable to expect to see some analysis of the expected impact, especially on the Bridges route, since it is already operating under stress, with a poor accident record, being often congested, and where current conditions for pedestrians are as bad as or worse than those on George 1V Bridge. Until these impacts are clarified, we cannot unreservedly support these traffic proposals.'
We recognise that further detailed plans will follow and hope that these will take concerns raised into account.

The concept of ‘People First’ should be reinforced by pedestrians having dedicated safe spaces and appropriate pedestrian-controlled crossings. Making pavements wider, with better surfaces and making junctions quicker, easier and safer for people to cross, alongside improved maintenance, new seating, lighting and planting would mark an improvement for people. However, it is important to retain kerbs and tactile paving. 
We would also urge planners to consider how new seating, lighting and planting can be used in such a way as not to create unnecessary street clutter. Regarding street clutter, we welcome the interim A-board ban across the City of Edinburgh and very much hope that it will be made permanent when it is reviewed this autumn.
We do not recommend the use of continuous footways because they expose blind and partially sighted pedestrians to confusion and increased risk of making contact or colliding with moving vehicles, making it extremely difficult for visually impaired people to get around. 
Many blind and partially sighted people rely on features they can feel with their feet or cane to know where the road or junction is and the shape and size of it. 
Without detectable tactile boundaries like upstanding kerbs and graded slopes from the pavement onto the road, the presence of a road junction will become "invisible" to them and they will not be able to detect that they are nearing or already walking on a surface that is also an active space for vehicles.

Equalities impacts
We are keenly aware of the challenges that some existing street developments present to the visually impaired. 

When key aspects of public space become inaccessible, this contributes to the overall sense amongst people with sight loss that they are no longer able to make independent journeys. The more difficult it is to get around, the less freedom and opportunity blind and partially sighted people have to participate in society and access key services and employment. 

This underlines the importance of getting inclusive design that works for everyone. 
� LSE response at: � HYPERLINK "https://www.livingstreetsedinburgh.org.uk/2019/06/28/response-to-meadows-to-george-street-concept-design-consultation/" �https://www.livingstreetsedinburgh.org.uk/2019/06/28/response-to-meadows-to-george-street-concept-design-consultation/� <� HYPERLINK "https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/CMUECGMY2ur0L3tKxGSH?domain=livingstreetsedinburgh.org.uk" �https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/CMUECGMY2ur0L3tKxGSH?domain=livingstreetsedinburgh.org.uk�> 
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