Accessibility is a human right

How The Disability Movement in Finland has worked to remove barriers to accessibility

During the past few decades in Finland, it has been possible gradually to alter planning and building practices in such a way as to take better account of the needs of different kinds of people. Whereas at the beginning of the 1960s one of the main factors in planning was the private car, towards the end of the decade there was more talk of softer values, the rights of children, and light traffic needs such as those of pedestrians and cyclists. Up to the 1970s, the yardstick for planning was given by the measures and abilities of an adult male. But then, for the first time, other factors began to play a role in the debate: the needs of disabled people, the woman's viewpoint, and ecological issues.

In 1973, a clause was added to the Finnish Building Decree that stipulated, for the first time, that planning should also give adequate consideration to the needs of people with impaired mobility or orientation skills. In 1978, a group of associations of disabled people lodged an official complaint with the Chancellor of Justice, concerning the absence of any lift in the town hall of Kauniainen (a small town near Helsinki); this complaint resulted in an acknowledgement of the need for a lift in public buildings even if they only have two storeys, and provisions and guidelines to this effect were incorporated in the relevant legislation.

Gradually, the effect of the decree began to be seen in new buildings. Disabled people still had to lodge complaints many times, especially when attempts were made to avoid the lift requirement when buildings were built on a slope and access was possible from ground-level to both storeys.

The general public began increasingly to appreciate the value of unimpeded access for all citizens, and in 1985 the Ministry of the Environment, which was also responsible for matters concerning building, issued new and stricter provisions and guidelines, although the decree itself remained unchanged.

At the end of the 1970s, associations of disabled people had begun to publish information dealing with the accessibility needs of various disability groups. In 1976-77 a survey was carried out on accessibility barriers in the outside environment and how they could be removed. As a follow-up to this study of people's living environment, three associations - the Cerebral Palsy Association of Finland, the National Association of the Disabled, and the Finnish Central Association of the Visually Handicapped - jointly founded a central association called the Disabled Persons' Planning Service, in order to continue the work.

This Planning Service supported surveys of accessibility barriers in more than a hundred municipalities during the next few years, a period which culminated in the UN International Year of Disabled Persons in 1981. The media were actively involved, and at the local level cooperation strengthened between different disabled groups. Disabled people themselves became more active, and many entered local or even national politics.

Attitudes in society slowly changed, as disabled people played a more visible role in areas that had previously been the preserve of the able-bodied. In 1990 the time was at last ripe for a reform of the Buildings Decree, so that instead of referring to "adequate consideration" it now spoke of premises to which everyone had an equal right of access.

At the same time, a new clause was introduced into the decree. This stipulated that all buildings, i.e. including all residential buildings too, should be appropriate to the needs of children, the elderly and the disabled. However, this clause was interpreted to mean that only apartment blocks of four storeys or higher must have a lift; on the other hand, in buildings that do have lifts, it was taken to mean that bathrooms and lavatories must be large enough for users with wheelchairs. Before the final decision, this interpretation was opposed by the Association of Finnish Local Authorities and various associations of the elderly, children's rights and the disabled, who submitted an official objection to the Minister of Housing, but to no avail. The associations unanimously proposed that the clause should include a clear requirement of complete freedom of access.

The overheating of the economy at the beginning of the 1990s produced a great deal of new building, but this subsided with the recession; the amended decree did therefore not have much effect on the problems of access to existing buildings. In old buildings, both public and residential, the main problems are access at the entry porch, steps to the lift, small size of the lift or lack of lift altogether, cramped washing facilities and lavatories, high thresholds, and doors that are too narrow for wheelchairs. When old buildings are renovated, it has sometimes been possible to install lifts and ramps, and to enlarge washrooms so that accessibility has been improved for all users. These changes have particularly benefited disabled people, families with children, and the elderly.

Furthermore, it is encouraging to note that in municipalities where disabled people have been active and where public opinion has become more understanding, a number of wise and far-reaching decisions have been made that benefit all citizens. Helsinki has decided to build municipal apartment blocks that have lifts, and to stop building three-storey blocks that have no lifts. This was a unanimous decision by the municipal government. By a majority vote, the city council also decided that all public transport should have free accessibility. This means that in the future, buses and trams will be of the low-floor type, allowing easy access for people using wheelchairs and people with children's prams.

The latest decision made by the City Council of Helsinki concerns Helsinki City's "Access Strategy", which will be realized in all the sectors of the municipality. The aim is to remove all barriers impeding access to streets, squares, parks, public transportation, service localities and different kinds of services.

The access strategy was initiated by a city councillor who uses a wheelchair, and who has been active in politics to promote the equality of disabled people since 1984, serving four years as an M.P. and since 1985 as a city councillor.

In 1995 there was a change in the Finnish Constitution which forbids all discrimination on grounds of disability or illness. The Civil Rights Constitution chapter 2, section 6, states that: "Everyone is equal before the law. No one shall, without an acceptable reason, be treated differently from other persons on the ground of sex, age, origin, language, religion, conviction, opinion, health, disability or other reason that concerns his or her person." Breaking this law will lead to a fine or a maximum of six months in prison. This improvement of the constitution has already been reflected in other pieces of legislation.

A new "Land Use and Building Law" came into force in the beginning of the year 2000.There are many places in this law where the demand of accessibility is mentioned. Public and private spaces for administration, services, business, working spaces, blocks of flats and pedestrian spaces must be and be kept accessible.

New Building Regulations and Guidelines F1 and G1 came into force 1.3.2005. In them the accessibility regulations have become better than before. It is no more possible to build blocks of flats with three floors or more without a lift. Also the entrances of small houses must now be made accessible. This has been influenced by the activity of the organisations of disabled people who have kept the decision makers constantly aware of the matter.
More emphasis to the demand of accessibility of the built environment is given by the UN Disability Rights Convention that Finland has signed in 2007. 

All in all, the changes that have taken place over the past decades indicate that some progress has been made towards social equality and the possibility of full social participation, despite the practical difficulties. Disabled people have begun to influence the decision-making process more actively by uniting their forces. Largely for this reason, public opinions and priorities have gradually become softer and more tolerant. And this in turn has affected the political will to make legislative changes.

However, at a time of social crisis, mass unemployment and economic difficulties, there is always the fear of a regression in social development and a return of harder values. This means that all disabled people should continue to be as active as possible, in cooperating with other disabled people and with those who plan and make the decisions in society.

Full participation and equality must not remain merely the motto of the Year of Disabled Persons; to achieve them, we must all work together.
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