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Disability justice in the city
By Thea Kurdi and Anika Abdullah

Summary
Over 6.2 million Canadians self-report 
having a disability, a statistic not fully 
representative of the population requiring 
accessibility measures in daily life. Impacts 
of an inaccessible built environment 
are analyzed within a planning context, 
primarily addressing the 15-Minute 
and Walkable City frameworks. While 
sustainable urban planning efforts are 
needed, legislation regarding accessibility 
integration is essential. We pose a series 
of questions and design considerations 
to demonstrate the severity and how 
planners must think to overcome them.

Sommaire
Plus de 6,2 millions de Canadiens déclarent 
avoir un handicap, mais cette statistique 
n’est pas pleinement représentative de 
la population qui a besoin de mesures 
d’accessibilité dans la vie quotidienne. 
Les impacts d’un environnement bâti de 
manière inaccessible sont analysés dans 
un contexte de planification, en tenant 
compte principalement des cadres des villes 
de 15 minutes et des villes accessibles à 
pied. Si des efforts de planification urbaine 
durable sont nécessaires, la législation 
concernant l’intégration de l’accessibilité 
reste à améliorer. Nous posons une série 
de questions et envisageons des options 
de design pour démontrer la gravité et la 
manière dont les planificateurs doivent 
penser pour les surmonter.

Modern planners are pronouncing the 
benefits of active transportation, 
pedestrian-friendly communities, 

and energy efficiency under the spectre 
of climate change fears in medium and 
high-density cities. This wave of planning 
is resulting in wide sidewalks, bike lanes, 
minimum parking reduction removals, 
mobility pricing, building energy regulations, 
and multi-user paths intended to reduce 
vehicle traffic in urban areas. Planners must 
be wary that these grand ideas that purport 
to move us towards greater sustainability 
fail to acknowledge or include accessibility. 

Historically, people with disabilities have 
been dismissed and under-represented in 
issues regarding the built environment and 
planning policies. This is primarily due to 
systemic ableism since disabled people 
are being left out of all conversations 
regarding city planning. A lot of this 
discrimination is caused by inaccessible 
venues for town halls, unreliable public 
transit systems, and lack of accommodations 
in education for people with disabilities to 
become industry professionals. 

While people with disabilities 
often cannot join the conversation as 
stakeholders, educators, or as industry 
professionals, it is essential for the 
community’s voices to be heard and 
amplified in order to overcome the challenges 
of systemic ableism and ensure it is not being 
perpetuated in the built environment. This 
article will focus on a selection of the many 
areas in design that must be reimagined 
for better accessibility integration and 
consideration in urban planning. 

Who are people with disabilities?  
How many of ‘them’ are there? 
According to Statistics Canada’s 
2017 Canadian Survey on Disability, 
approximately 22% of Canadians aged 
15 and above self-reported as having 
at least one long-term disability, 
representing at least 6.2 million people 
across the country. The problem with this 
data is the reliance on self-reporting, 
which will miss Canadians who need 
accessibility accommodations but do not 
identify with having a disability or will not 
admit on a census form that they do. This 
might include people living with diabetes, 
arthritis, dementia, or chronic pain from 
common injuries, as well as, people 
losing their sight and hearing with age or 
beginning to use a cane or walker. 

When designing public space, it 
is also often helpful to consider who 
benefits from accessibility measures 
other than those with disabilities. 
None of our census data captures 
those with temporary or situational 
disabilities or those who also may find 
accommodations beneficial. From 
a universal design perspective, for 
example, many parents using strollers 
benefit from curb cuts, clear floor space 
at rest areas, elevators and accessible 
eating areas. Consider that children and 
people of short stature greatly benefit 
from lower height handrails and drinking 
water fountains. These are all impacts 
of the ‘curb cut effect’ where studies 
revealed curb cuts were beneficial to 
more than just the disability community.1
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Accessibility regulations
Despite the goal of the 2006 Accessibility 
for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) 
to make Ontario accessible by 2025, 
today, in 2020, we still see significant 
accessibility barriers in all aspects of the 
built environment as demonstrated in 
numerous AODA Alliance YouTube videos.2 
There are many lessons, successes, and 
mistakes to be learned from the approach 
that Ontario took that will benefit provinces 
that have also adopted provincial legislation, 
like the Accessibility for Manitobans Act 
of 2013 and the Nova Scotia Accessibility 
Act of 2017. With the addition of the new 
federal Accessible Canada Act of 2019 with 
its 2040 deadlines, it would seem critical 
for success that these initiatives involve 
developing action plans and frameworks 
with measurable goals and five- to 10-year 
interim deadlines, instead of repeating 
Ontario’s mistake of hoping for the best. 

In order to move towards a more 
equitable built environment, urban 
planning must rethink accessibility as 
a critical part of the built environment. 
Neglecting accessibility when building 
housing, roadways, transportation, parks, 
public squares, parking lots, and all other 
features of cities and towns contravenes the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
and our Human Rights Codes. Integrating 
accessibility is critical to the principles of 
design. Furthermore, ensuring accessibility 
as a principle from the inception of all 
projects and developments in consultation 
with people with disabilities is the necessary 
first step of achieving disability justice. 
Establishing accessibility in transit 
networks, roadways, and pedestrian 
infrastructure creates environments where 
people with disabilities may benefit from 
being as independent as non-disabled 

neighbours, seamlessly able to get from 
housing to employment, healthcare, 
shopping, and entertainment.

Walkable Cities and 15-Minute Cities 
through a disability lens
Walkable Cities and 15-minute Cities have 
been a model for more sustainable cities, 
and are now getting a great deal of attention 
and generating a lot of excitement since 
lockdowns to protect against the spread 
of COVID-19 began across the globe. The 
15-minute city was originated by Carlos 
Moreno who advocates for increasing the 
quality of life by providing a diverse range of 
active mobility options in a city. In 2020, the 
mayor of Paris embraced this concept and 
advocated for its integration in city planning 
measures during the pandemic to encourage 
a healthy outdoor lifestyle. The Walkable City 
is an older concept with many aspects of the 
15-Minute City but it focuses on the location 
of amenities, housing, employment, and 
recreation within communities. 

Both ideas focus on decentralized 
services within walking distance from 
residential areas and redeveloping 
infrastructure to support active and 
multi-modal transportation to reduce 
vehicle reliance. Multimodal transportation 
systems are interconnected networks of 
pedestrian, bike, bus, streetcar, subway, 
and other transport infrastructure that 
make leaving the car at home possible and 
preferable. In addition to access to essential 
services and employment, benefits also 
include exercise and opportunities for 
greater social interaction. This approach to 
city planning reduces traffic congestion and 
provides the impetus to evolve and fix old 
pedestrian infrastructure. 

What these two frameworks are missing is 
a consideration of the needs of the disability 

community. They do not consider that many 
people with disabilities rely on vehicles 
because of limited mobility or require 
a companion for navigation and safety. 
Furthermore, people with disabilities cannot 
access housing, employment, or shops if 
the buildings and the routes leading up to 
the buildings themselves are not accessible. 
A walkable community must provide 
accessible paths and space for people with 
disabilities to ensure that all members of 
the community can appreciate the benefits 
of a higher quality of life. At the same time, 
integrating necessary accessibility measures 
to improve safety is essential to encouraging 
holistic sustainability in cities. 

How do we move forward towards greater 
accessibility?
As planners develop walkable and 15-minute 
cities, the following questions must be 
considered in order to build in greater 
accessibility measures within the design of 
paths of travel and the interaction of these 
pathways with public spaces and buildings. 
For example, are pedestrian paths wide 
and protected from traffic? Are they safely 
connected by accessible ramps and curb 
cuts? To provide equitable access we must 
also consider: are the paths navigable for 
blind people or people living with dementia? 
Do bike lanes take into consideration 
intersection points with pedestrians such 
as bus stops and street corners? Have 
hazards like crosswalks, transit stops, and 
construction obstructions been made easy 
to navigate through the use of tactile walking 
surface indicators and tactile signage? 
How are grocery stores and shopping or 
community centres and spaces identified by 
accessible signage and maps? 

Is a disability perspective being used? Who 
is traditional walkable design accommodating 

Inaccessible public art featuring blue poles rising 
up from the sidewalk hazardously at various 
heights and obstructing the path of travel.  
Source: Thea Kurdi. 

A walkable community must provide 
accessible paths and space for people with 
disabilities to ensure that all members of 
the community can appreciate the benefits 
of a higher quality of life. At the same 
time, integrating necessary accessibility 
measures to improve safety is essential to 
encouraging holistic sustainability in cities. 
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and not accommodating? Stamina and 
endurance vary wildly between gender, 
age, and health, let alone physical ability or 
disabilities. For example, if we determine 
the appropriate walkable distance carrying 
groceries is 1.5 kilometres, are we accounting 
for the abilities of older persons who may 
need rest areas en route? Are we considering 
whether or not that same route is navigable 
during snowy or icy conditions? What do our 
communities look like when we overlook these 
factors? When we talk about diversity and 
inclusion in the design of our communities, is 
accessibility inclusion part of those decisions?

Addressing common accessibility 
integration issues
In Ontario, Section 37 of the Planning Act 
1990 authorizes municipalities to pass bylaws 
supporting densification in return for facilities 
or services beneficial to the municipality 
and their residents. Section 37 amendments 
are accepted if the project meets municipal 
Official Plan (OP) objectives, but OPs do not 
necessarily include specific accessibility 
provisions to ensure developers are creating 
inclusive and accessible spaces. Section 37 
also creates a gap in legislation where privately 
developed sites for public use do not have 
to meet municipal accessibility standards. 
In 2020, Section 37 was amended to include 
Community Benefit Charges (CBC) which 
changed the applicability of the regulation 
to certain developments. However, many of 
the issues apparent with Section 37 still exist 
with CBCs.3 This amendment does require 
single- and lower-tier municipalities to re-
examine their practices and bylaws, providing 
an opportunity to fill the gaps of accessibility 
considerations. In the provinces and territories 
that do not have an AODA equivalent, how is 
accessibility being incorporated? 

Accessible design specialists and 
municipal accessibility design guidelines or 
standards are bringing attention to the issues 
caused by unaddressed but foreseeable 
design barriers resulting from the application 
of incomprehensive planning acts. An 
amenity zone is part of the public’s right of 
way and is adjacent to the sidewalk. This 
area is usually a part of a site’s frontage, 
and, in high-density areas with mixed-use 
developments, amenity zones tend to feature 
public art, rest areas, and landscaping. 
Today, most rest areas and amenity zones 
are rarely made to be accessible, because 
the aesthetics of the design are valued 

more highly than equal access for people 
with disabilities. Additionally, these amenity 
zones are not navigable and can obstruct the 
clear path of travel and resting places due to 
defensive architecture. Defensive architecture 
is often included by developers to minimize 
what they perceive as costs to manage public 
spaces for which they are responsible.

Inadequate accessibility accommodations 
are also apparent with the absence of 
relief areas for service animals and 
appropriate lighting in urban areas. As an 
accommodation issue, animal relief areas 
are not included in federal, provincial, or local 
building legislation and design requirements, 
so they are often placed in isolated areas with 
limited signage and inaccessible navigation. 
Likewise, the parameters for sufficient 
lighting are undefined, with some municipal 
standards stating 10 lux while accessible 
design standards require a minimum of 
50 lux. This requires planners to assess the 
level of lighting being provided; if it is too 
low for people with disabilities, then they are 
unprotected when using that area.

These are only a sampling of the many 
issues faced by the disabled community 
across Canada. City planners, urban 
designers, architects, landscape architects, 
etc. are not taught to see these issues and 
therefore, rarely have awareness, resources, 
or strategies to solve them. The solutions to 
complex design can be better addressed with 
existing resources from the disability justice 
community, many of which have been around 
for decades. The experts on accessibility 
and the built environment are disabled 
people with lived experience. This is why the 
Accessibility Canada Act has focused on the 
principle of “Nothing About Us Without Us.”

Conclusion
When cities integrate features of the 
Walkable and 15-Minute-City without 
addressing disability issues from the outset 
they are further entrenching systemic 
ableism in the built environment and 
dismissing the needs of far more than the 
22% of self-reporting Canadians. When we 
spend time considering what we normally 
find in policy and standard practice and how 
many people it fails to assist or how it does 
not align with the Canadian Charter of Rights 
or Human Rights Code, it is troubling. The 
good news is there is growing interest in 
supporting new strategies and policies that 
are capable of addressing a rapidly aging 

population, accessibility, social and racial 
equity and inclusion, and life-altering events 
like COVID-19 – all working towards building 
acceptance of equity and justice  on the basis 
of, “Who are we designing for?”
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