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Abstract

After reviewing over 150 sites in Hong Kong with a significant team of auditors who are people 
with disabilities, we feel obliged to take a good step forward to propose new strategies and design 
guidelines to enhance the accessibility of our City to make our Built Environment more inclusive. 
This presentation covers observations from the site audits and make potential proposals for positive 
changes. 
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Let’s move from the whole cityscape to another 
topic where we’ll look at accessibility, whether 
our city is accessible or not. Now, I’d like to 
share with you a study where we’ll look at the 
facts of our city: Is it inclusive? Is it designed for 
people of different backgrounds, ages, or physi-
cal conditions? Now what we have done is to 
carry out surveys that try to review how our en-
vironment, from the perspective of people with 
disabilities, affects the way they experience in 
the city. We have invited over one hundred dif-
ferent groups from different types of disability, 
some are mobility impaired, some are visual, 
some have hearing difficulties and some they 
have mental disability. Inspections have been 
carried out in over 150 sites in different areas 
in Hong Kong, ranging from shopping, cultural, 
transport, hospital, outdoor facilities, car park, 
educational and others. Now, in the years from 
2019 to 2020, we have been looking at various 
categories of issue, ranging through accessibil-
ity on public transportation, wayfinding, tactile 
guide paths, obstructions related to seating, cir-
culation and looking at evacuation in cases of 
emergency.

Some experiences that were gathered from them 
have been recorded. Some of these are shown 
like this; the situation on public transportation, 
how they are shown to different types of areas, 
look at signage issues, look at tactile guide path 
situations, look at the seats and situations, look 
at circulation, look at information on how to 
make evacuation. And then from this, we look 
at the possibilities of how one would deal with 
such problems and we divide them into code-
related strategies, accessibility evaluation, edu-

cation, incentive schemes, building manage-
ment, and the use of information technology to 
deal with these situations. We’ll be suggesting 
reviewing our codes for building design, our 
codes for urban design, our code for universal 
design, to future planning, as well as to existing 
cities and covering categories of issues which in 
fact I’d like to share with you in a moment.

In a lot of public open space we tried to record 
from the surveys how our surveyors, who are 
people of disability, experience. Sometimes 
you see the maps are faded, they can’t see and 
sometimes even the braille maps, they are too 
complicated to obtain information, and some-
times the images and the text are too small to 
be visible. In public open spaces, some experi-
ence that there are seats that are not accessible 
because there are changing levels; you can’t get 
access to them. Also, for stairs, there’s no ap-
propriate luminous contrast, and there are tac-
tile guide paths, however, they direct to differ-
ent types of accessible entrance only, but not in 
fact to all the different access points. And some-
times, there are drinking fountains, but only one 
accessible drinking fountain, but no directional 
sign to lead them to such.

Therefore, we see that there’s a need to review 
and provide accessible shelters and seats in 
public open space. And one will also look at 
provision of braille and tactile information so 
that one can lead those who need it, in public 
open space and also to use the internet system 
to try to help. Also, one should consider pro-
viding certain numbers of accessible drinking 
fountains with clear signage to deal with such. 
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We’ll see that in public open space one will 
need to look at appropriate luminous contrast 
for nosing tiles and railings and provide suffi-
cient lighting. And of course, more and more of-
ten, the use of appropriate multi-media signage 
and use of audible devices or radio-frequency 
identification (RFID) to help accessibility.

Now, we travel by a lot of public transport. Some 
of the surveys were on buses. (see figure 2) One 
can look at a lot of the bus stations being rela-
tively dull, lighting not sufficient, no provision 

of accessible facilities information at bus inter-
changes. Also the pathways in the bus stations 
are too narrow for both people with disabilities 
(PWDs) and their caretakers. We see, very of-
ten, insufficient seating for a lot of bus stations, 
for people to wait and elders sometimes need to 
sit on fences due to insufficient seats. And also, 
accessible waiting areas could be blocked and 
no shelters nor seats in such areas. Well, within 
buses, one could also find their important in-
formation but the screens are too low to see, 
nor are they large enough to be visible and also 

Figure 1.Audit Teams
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screens are too small and difficult to find.

Now, for experience in various parts of the 
world one should see - one will provide a tac-
tile guide path to every major access point; and 
one should explore the possibility to provide 
announcement information via braille, speak-
ers and the use of information communication 
technology (ICT); explore also the possibility 
to provide appropriate shelters and seats; and 
explore the possibility to review the lighting re-
quirement of transportation hubs and provide 
clear signage and layout plans.

We see that in the MTR (mass transit rail) and 
railway stations, very often there’s no flashing 
warning lights whilst opening and closing the 
doors and no announcement for lift mainte-
nance and no information about the current po-
sition and direction inside the train cabins. (see 
figure 3) Also, tactile guide paths don’t lead to 
the right location and sometimes if there’s only 
one lift, and it’s under maintenance, what can 
one do?

No tactile guide path to entry or exit gates. Well, 
from some of this, one would imagine there’s a 
need to look at providing more tactile indica-
tors in the train stations and platforms. Explore 
the possibility to provide accessibility provision 
inside train cabins. We’ve seen in some coun-
tries, in Tokyo, in Singapore, there’s good ex-
amples to improve their accessibility provisions 
like flashing warning lights or accessible facili-
ties information. Before you go to the next sta-
tion, you already know from the exit door from 
your cabin, which direction you can reach, ac-
cessible lifts or other information. And explore Figure 2.Survey results; bus

“No provision of accessible facilities 
information in interchanges” 

“The bus station is relatively 
dull in general” 

“The pathways in the bus 
stations are too narrow for 

both PWDs and care takers” 

“Insufficient seats for the bus 
station waiting areas”

“No shelters and seats in the 
transport stations” “The accessible waiting area 

is blocked”

“Elderlies need to sit on the 
fences due to insufficient seats” 

“The information on the screen is 
difficult to read due to reflection”

“The screen is too low to see the 
information”
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the possibility of providing more than one ac-
cessible lift. 

We see that for many years with tactile guide 
paths, although provided in many locations, are 
very often broken, or the guide path only con-
nects to certain accessible facilities and they are 
not connected usually to toilets and have insuf-

ficient colour contrast with the floor. (see figure 
4) The tactile guide paths sometimes are also 
positioned incorrectly and sometimes they are 
even covered by carpets or other obstructions. 
Imagine  someone with a visual disability, how 
can they continue along the path? We also have 
found experiences that the tactile guide paths 
are too long and are crossing other public paths.

Well, look at some of these reviews. We can 
see there’s a need to review and examine the 
connectivity, not only to certain accessible fa-
cilities but also to toilets, exits, rest areas, and 
to review the design location and materials of 
tactile guide paths so that in fact one will look 
at additional warning tiles and implementation 
to indicate different levels of danger. In the UK, 
as shown in the lower part of this slide, there 
are different types of guide path to differentiate 
different levels of dangers.

We can also look at the possibility of intro-
ducing certain clear zones between the tactile 
guide paths because we know that certain peo-
ple, perhaps in a wheelchair, find it difficult to 
cross over the tactile guide path, and therefore 
a certain clear zone, while still allowing visu-
ally impaired people to use their sticks to help 
navigate their routes, provides for those who are 
perhaps in wheelchairs or maybe in a hospital 
bed, a clear zone, resistance free for crossing. 

Now in terms of the application of automatic 
doors, such has not been in fact popular in 
many parts of Hong Kong. (see figure 5) Very 
often, only one ramp entrance is provided and 
that’s the only one for the automatic door. And 
insufficient warning on the glass door and often 

Figure 3.Survey results; MTR/ railway

“The only lift is under 
maintenance”

“No tactile guide paths to the 
exit”

“No tactile guide paths to the 
entry/ exit gates” 

“No information about the 
current position and direction 

inside the train cabins” 

“No flashing warning lights while 
opening/ closing the doors”

“No announcements for lift 
maintenance”
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one can see difficulty to pull the door whilst 
access entrances very often are not automatic 
doors. Now what one should see and look at 
is to consider providing automatic doors to all 
entrances with audio guiding devices that may 
be located above the door and to explore the 
possibility to improve the requirement for glass 
door markings with higher colour contrast or 
two levels of markings.

There’s provision of  an information counter 
needed for those who want to make inquiries. 
(see figure 6) We still see there are cases where 
there’s no lowered counter desk for wheelchair 
users, or also one can see tactile guide paths di-
rected only to a lower counter desk. Now in fact 
we receive complaints from people with either 
the blind union or people with visual despair. 
In fact, they don’t need to go to a low counter, 
they say they often have to bow down because 
their tactile guide path leads them to the low Figure 4.Survey results, Tactile Guide Path (TGP)

“The tactile guide path is 
broken”

“The tactile guide paths are not 
connected to the toilets” 

“Insufficient colour contrast 
with the floor”

“The tactile guide paths only 
connect to the accessible facilities

“The tactile guide path should 
not be along the ramp”

“No tactile guide paths in the 
shopping malls” 

“The tactile guide path is 
covered by carpets”

“The tactile guide paths are too long and 
crossing the other public paths”

“The accessible entrance 
is not automatic door”

“There are insufficient 
warnings on glass doors” 

“Only ramp entrance is 
automatic door” 

“Difficult to pull the door”

Figure 5.Survey results, Automatic Door
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counter - the low counter is for wheelchair us-
ers. So in Hong Kong, when we drafted the code 
many years ago, probably one has confused or 
put everyone with impairment thus, assuming 
that they all need the tactile guide path. So in 
fact, these are things that one should clarify. So, 
in fact we suggest to consider increasing the ex-
tent of obligatory provision of a lower counter 
desk for wheelchair users and clarify the provi-
sion and design requirements of the assistive lis-
tening system and then clarify the provision of 
tactile guide path directing to the normal level 
counter desks.

Now we use lifts, but are lifts designed for those 
in fact with certain impairments? (see figure 7) 
We find that our normal lifts are difficult for 
wheelchair users to leave the lifts. And often the 
buttons are too small and too small without suf-
ficient information. In fact one should consider 
proper design for accessible lifts, requiring all 
passenger lifts to be accessible, provide wider 

lift shafts and then review the lift provisions in-
cluding installing some mirrors and windows to 
improve the use of control buttons.

In many of our public areas, directional signs 
are not designed for those who in fact need the 
signs.(see figure 8) Very often, our surveyors find 
that: the character sizes are too small and have 
poor colour contrast; the paints fade out with 
no maintenance; QR codes are difficult to scan; 
and no directional signs exist to show directions 
of facilities. So one should really review the use 
of appropriate directional signage - the connec-
tivity for access, so that they in fact provide the 
appropriate character size, symbol size and use 
a size-to-distance approach to determine the 
size of the letterings and apply sufficient lumi-
nous contrast and require more durable materi-
als so that paint won’t be washed out easily, as 
well as providing proper maintenance.

Figure 6.Survey results, Information Counter

“There is no lower counter 
desks for wheelchair users”

“There is no assistive listening 
systems, or “T” buttons 

provided but cannot be used” 

“The tactile guide path only 
directs to the lower counter desk”

Figure 7.Survey results, Accessible Lift

“It is difficult for wheelchair 
users to leave the lift”

“The buttons are too small and 
without sufficient information” 

“The only lift is under 
maintenance”
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For places to provide emergency evacuation we 
see that there is usually insufficient colour con-
trast for evacuation routes and the emergency 
exits are very often blocked, with no braille sign 
for obtaining the evacuation information.(see 
figure 9) We see there’s a need to review the lo-
cation and design requirements on directional 
emergency signage whether they are floor mou-

nted, for low level signs, or braille signs. Also 
to provide horizontal evacuation or evacuation 
lifts for people with disabilities, and then also 
provide large enough visible fire evacuation 
plans for people with disability and enlarge the 
extent of application of additional assistive pro-
visions to other buildings. 

Now, besides what I’ve talked about, besides 
codes, in some parts of the world like in New 
South Wales in Australia, or in the UK, there’s 
been a practice to encourage the use of Com-
prehensive Accessibility Evaluation Reports, 
involving comprehensive evaluation. Getting 
PWD stakeholders involved, so that one can 
look at the standard of accessibility applied 
in addition to just code compliance. In some 
parts of the world, access consultants, coupled 
with an access auditor will be engaged; these 
are professionals or PWD stakeholders who will 
help to produce accessibility design reports and 

Figure 8.Survey results, Public Open Space

“The map is faded due to the 
exposure to the sun and 

cannot be read”

“The images and texts are too small to read, 
and the colour contrast is insufficient” 

“The braille map is too complicated 
to obtain the necessary information” 

“No luminous contrast for 
the stairs”

“The seats are not accessible due 
to the level difference” 

“The tactile guide path only directs 
to the accessible entrance”

“Only one accessible drinking 
fountain and no directional signages” 

Figure 9.Survey results, Emergency Evacuation

“The evacuation signage is not on 
the route but inside the store”

“No braille signs for obtaining 
evacuation information” 

“Insufficient colour contrast 
for evacuation routes”

“The emergency exit is 
blocked”
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accessibility audit reports.

There’s a need for better education. To intro-
duce universal designs in schools, in university 
and professional bodies accreditation programs 
and promote universal design through regular 
public education. In schools, to introduce uni-
versal design concepts and then for the various 
university courses or continuous professional 
development or professionals so that rehabili-
tation, design and theoretical studies would be 
introduced.

I hope that the GBA Urban Designer Alliance, 
as well as the various collaborating institutions, 
would consider incorporating promotion of uni-
versal design into our programs; would promote 
universal design through regular public educa-
tion events such as universal design week; and 
would promote and raise awareness of univer-
sal accessibility and inclusive environments 
and encourage new practices of universal de-
sign and new ways of thinking. 

Besides codes and education, incentive 
schemes can help provide accreditation and 
building incentives with promotion of universal 
design through universal design awards. One 

can establish accreditation and building incen-
tive schemes so that accreditation systems can 
be set up, similar to those such as BEAM Plus or 
Universal Design Mark in Singapore,. There can 
be various categories of assessment that can be 
evaluated, such as: the use of the ratio of wheel-
chair space; the number of accessible ambulant 
toilets; and the dimensions of primary or sec-
ondary access routes.

One can promote universal design through uni-
versal design awards, establish universal design 
awards and corresponding incentive scheme 
criteria, and motivate developers and govern-
ment to appropriately adopt accessible facilities 
in their premises, thereby encouraging design 
best practice. My aunt in Singapore, aged over 
90,  always insists on going with me to shop-
ping centers where they’ve got the universal de-
sign mark and this is something which is good. 
And now we must also encourage our building 
management and take regular evaluation and 
training of building professionals, such that the 
tactile guide path won’t be covered, so the tiles 
will not fall apart, so that the guide path won’t 
be blocked, so that the faded maps will be main-
tained, so that the stagnant water will be looked 
at, and so that the appropriate announcement 

Figure 10.Introduce universal design in primary and secondary schools
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for maintenance will be given. Accessible toi-
lets shouldn’t be blocked and then used for 
various alternative types of storage; emergency 
exits shouldn’t be blocked by water-filled barri-
ers. So all this would be needed so that we can 
carry out our regular evaluation of our building 
management staff and professionals. The use of 
IT should be further promoted; this is something 
which can provide a better city. Encouraging 
the use of Wi-fi infrastructure and then provid-

ing further financial and technical support for 
indoor mapping and wayfinding, all this ICT de-
velopment can encourage the use of digitisation 
of indoor and outdoor spatial data and as such 
encourage the sharing of data and supplement 
the visibility of all the signs for those in need. 
We all need an inclusive city and I’m sure in the 
development of the Greater Bay Area we can in 
fact together work towards a more inclusive and 
universal area. 

Figure 11.Promote universal design through regular public education events
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