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Introduction 

AllAccess is a program of the Canadian Urban Institute (CUI) and Human Space (a consulting 

division of Quadrangle Architects) dedicated to making Ontario’s public spaces more accessible. The 

program is funded by the Government of Ontario’s EnAbling Change Program, which provides 

financial support and expertise to educational projects that promote accessibility for people with 

disabilities and help organizations comply with the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act 

(AODA). AllAccess is helping designers, planners, municipalities, property owners, and others 

involved in the design and development of public spaces to better understand and implement the 

Design of Public Spaces Standard (DoPS), the design requirements of the AODA.  
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Program Activities 

The AllAccess program has increased awareness and understanding of DoPS through the 

development and delivery of the following: 

• A network of over 1700 practitioners wanting to learn more about DoPS and how to implement 
the Standard;  

• A project website – allaccesspublicspace.ca; 

• A practitioner survey of over 250 participants to gauge awareness and understanding of DoPS 
among practitioners, to collect information on barriers to the effective implementation of DoPS 

and to create a benchmark against which progress in raising awareness could be measured 
over the course of the program;  

• A series of interviews with practitioners working with DoPS; 

• Three participatory learning workshops engaging over 70 practitioners in Aurora, Oakville, and 
Toronto; 

• The AllAccess Toolkit – a collection of online resources developed to support the 
understanding and implementation of DoPS; and 

• This AllAccess Summary Report identifying key findings, best practices, recommendations for 
future areas of exploration and outreach to support the important role of DoPS. 

 

http://www.allaccesspublicspace.ca/
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Key Findings 

The AllAccess program activities generated interesting discussion about the design of accessible 

public spaces and the application of DoPS.  Discussions and comments received through the survey, 

interviews and workshops included feedback about current challenges applying DoPS as well as 

suggestions for ways to update the Standard. The key findings that emerged across all the AllAccess 

activities are summarized here. 

More information about application is needed 

Many practitioners are aware of DoPS but need more information about how to apply the Standard.  

It was clear that while many of the practitioners engaged in AllAccess had heard of DoPS, most 

joined the network to learn more about the Standard and how to apply it. Of particular interest for 

many was learning how others were overcoming challenges they were experiencing with its 

implementation.  

More outreach is needed 

DoPS is raising awareness about accessibility and the needs of persons with disabilities but more 

outreach is needed. 

Lack of awareness about how to design an accessible public space was one of the key challenges 

expressed by participants. Many mentioned that accessibility in general was not something they had 

been exposed to in their academic training, and felt that many professionals and organizations are 

generally unaware of the importance of accessible design. In addition, most participants identified 

private developers, property/asset managers, architects, and designers as target audiences requiring 

further education about DoPS. 

Many participants indicated that DoPS has resulted in improved awareness of the importance of 

accessibility and the challenges associated with public spaces for individuals with accessibility needs. 

Many also shared stories of successful experiences designing accessible public spaces as a result of 

the Standard. 

Practitioners are experiencing common challenges with DoPS 

Many participants experienced challenges in understanding and applying DoPS. The following were 

commonly identified as significant challenges to the design of accessible public spaces: 

1. Where and when to apply the Standard 

Many participants expressed difficulty interpreting DoPS due to its vague language. Some 

described the language as lacking specificity and clarity, making it difficult for accessibility 
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advisory committees (AACs) to interpret. There was also a sense that many practitioners are 
overwhelmed by the number of policies governing accessibility, so clarity about how to 

interpret and apply the Standard is needed. 

2. Understanding responsibility for implementation 

Participants reported a lack of clarity about who is responsible for implementing DoPS in 

different scenarios. 

There was some confusion about which spaces the Standard applied to in certain instances, 

especially for privately-owned public spaces. Participants wanted clarity about who was 
ultimately responsible for making these spaces compliant with the Standard and which 
regulations to follow if DoPS was not required. 

3. Engaging accessibility advisory committees 

Unmanageable expectations and heavy workload for volunteer AACs were identified as 

challenges by practitioners. 

Many participants described the onus on volunteers and AACs to review and provide input on 
applications as “exhausting”, and some expressed frustration over the impossibility of 

engaging the public or municipal AACs on every application in larger municipalities.  

4. Perceived lack of consequences for non-compliance 

Many were unsure how the Standard was being enforced and wanted to understand more 
about the enforcement of DoPS and the consequences of non-compliance. 

5. Perceived costs associated with implementation 

There was some discussion about one of the barriers to developing accessible public spaces 
being the additional costs that were perceived to be associated with the construction and 

design of accessible public spaces. 

Opportunities to update DoPS to address challenges 

There were several suggestions that emerged for ways to improve DoPS and address the challenges 

being experienced by practitioners, including:  

1. Clarify language to support consistent interpretation 

To improve specificity and clarity in the Standard, some participants suggested that simple, 
comprehensive language be used so all readers can understand and interpret the Standard 

consistently. There were some conflicting opinions about whether DoPS should be more 
specific and prescriptive or be kept flexible and open to interpretation which some participants 
liked about the Standard. Those who wanted the Standard to be more prescriptive suggested 

additional technical information to clarify grey areas including specific technical requirements 
for more of the sections in the Standard. Other suggestions to improve clarity included 

pictures, diagrams, illustrations and examples of how to apply DoPS in different scenarios. 
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Those who liked the flexibility of the Standard wanted it to refrain from being too prescriptive 
and be more performance-based. 

2. Include a policy rationale as part of each section 

Some suggested including a policy description and rationale explaining why the policy is 
important and necessary for accessible public spaces in each of the DoPS sections. They felt 

that this would support any technical requirements included and offer some assistance in 
interpretation where there were none. 

3. Explain how DoPS relates to other regulations 

Many wanted the Standard to be explicit about where DoPS and the Ontario Building Code 
(OBC) govern. Some participants felt that DoPS should be integrated into the OBC and if not, 

there should be clear alignment between the two. They felt that this would minimize confusion 
about when each regulation applies. 

4. Consider exemptions for large municipalities 

As the Standard is provincial, some participants requested that the province consider some 
exemptions from certain requirements within the Standard for large municipalities like Toronto 

due to the size, scope and number of projects that DoPS applies to there. 

Additional resources to support understanding and application 

The vast majority of participants indicated that resources to accompany the Standard would be very 

helpful to their understanding and application of DoPS. They felt that the creation of visual aids and 

instruction on how to apply DoPS in specific scenarios could make DoPS more effective. 

The following online tools and resources were suggested: 

• Checklists to make it easier for practitioners to understand and implement DoPS;  

• Easy-to-read illustrative guides and diagrams, particularly those including specific examples 
and scenarios; 

• Webinars of the AllAccess workshop content to reach more participants; 

• Having direct access to accessibility representatives to answer questions would be very helpful 
when practitioners were unsure how to interpret the Standard; and 

• An interactive online tool that depicts where each regulation fits to help practitioners 
understand which regulation governs. 

(See the AllAccess Tookit with resources and Ontario.ca/accessibility for more information.)  

 

http://allaccesspublicspace.ca/toolkit/
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Best Practices 

Through the AllAccess activities, practitioners working with DoPS shared their experiences about the 

approaches they feel are effectively implementing DoPS.  Five key areas of best practice emerged. 

Municipal design guidelines and standards  

Many participants indicated that while DoPS is helpful at raising awareness about accessibility and 

providing some standards for accessible design, it really needs to be considered a minimum standard 

and should not be the bar for accessible public spaces. Municipal design standards and guidelines 

were seen as very effective tools for municipalities to lead by example and encourage higher 

accessibility standards in their jurisdiction. 

Many felt that municipal design standards and guidelines resulted in higher prioritization of 

accessibility in municipalities, and showed municipal and Council acknowledgement and support of 

the importance of accessibility.  

Meaningful and effective engagement 

Engagement with Accessibility Advisory Committees (AACs)1 and persons with disabilities was 

considered to be a critical factor influencing the success of public space projects. However, effectively 

engaging people so they have opportunities to contribute meaningfully and influence the project was 

seen as a considerable challenge. 

Some suggestions to encourage meaningful engagement included: 

• Early engagement implemented at the launch of a project; 

• Continuous engagement throughout the project; 

• Targeting potential users of the space and persons with disabilities for engagement; 

• Having a multitude of voices at the table; 

• Engaging the public and AACs at the site plan stage to ensure that it is not too late to 
meaningfully engage and influence the design of the space. 

Engage those with lived experience of disability in the design 

Engagement through this project revealed the importance of providing opportunities for persons with 

disabilities to share their lived experience with those who are designing the space. Many participants 

                                                 

 

1 Under the AODA, every municipality with a population of 10,000 or more is required to create a local Accessibility 

Advisory Committee (AAC). 
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mentioned that having the opportunity to hear and see first-hand experience was very powerful and 

impactful and helped them understand how others actually experience a space. They felt this added a 

dimension that could benefit DoPS and how it works in practice. 

Secure support of senior decision-makers 

Senior corporate commitment helps support and prioritize accessibility. 

Several practitioners working in municipalities indicated that when they are working with a Council or 

senior staff who have demonstrated a commitment to accessibility, designing accessible public 

spaces becomes much easier. Practitioners indicated that municipal accessibility advisors or 

departments can be extremely helpful, as they provide an opportunity for accessibility dialogue within 

the workplace and are a resource when questions arise. 

Practitioners from the private sector expressed similar experiences, indicating that the inclusion of an 

in-house accessibility body such as an accessibility department helps to integrate accessibility into 

the culture of an organization because there is senior management buy-in.  

Consider Context   

In addition to knowing and understanding the content of the Design of Public Spaces Standard, many 

participants felt it was critical to understand DoPS in context. 

Firstly, it is necessary to understand not just the requirements of the Standard but also their intent, so 

that similar strategies can be applied in scenarios not specifically addressed by the Standard.  One 

example encountered on site was the barrier-free path of travel from the access aisle of a Type A or 

Type B parking space through the off-street lot to the sidewalk or other path, as well as the path and 

clear level space in front of ticket kiosks or other features. 

Secondly, participants identified the need to recognize that DoPS is applied on a go-forward basis, to 

new construction and significant renovation, however this new space will necessarily connect to 

existing development.  As designers, it is important to understand a user’s journey sequence which 

may be impacted by barriers outside of the scope of the current project.  An example found on site 

was a utility box which blocked access to the pedestrian crossing signal – this barrier would have 

been recognized by a seeing eye dog but was not detectable using a white cane. 

Lastly, participants felt it was critical to recognize that DoPS is a minimum standard, and that there is 

great opportunity and a lot of design guidance provided by other standards such as municipal 

accessible design guidelines.
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AllAccess Program Assessment 

AllAccess Participants  

AllAccess engaged individuals working in planning, architecture, urban design, and a range of other 

fields. No single profession was overrepresented among survey or workshop participants. However, 

most participants indicated that they work in large organizations and for provincial or municipal 

governments.  

Participant Feedback 

Participants’ feedback on the workshops was overwhelmingly positive. Most participants believed that 

the workshops were informative and increased their knowledge about the barriers faced by persons 

with disabilities and of accessibility standards and compliance requirements. All participants indicated 

that they would recommend AllAccess resources and/or events to a member of their network.  

Most participants indicated they will be able to implement at least two lessons they learned at the 

workshops within their own organizations, which suggests the workshops provided a positive learning 

experience. Several participants cited technical lessons they acquired during the workshop as being 

most helpful, while others pointed to the importance of greater engagement with AACs and persons 

with disabilities on public space projects as their primary learning outcome. 

(See the AllAccess website to view the Survey Analysis.) 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/546bbd2ae4b077803c592197/t/5c379617575d1f32742a1680/1547146778517/SurveyAnalysis.AllAccess.190110.pdf
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Recommendations for Next Steps 

While AllAccess has made important progress in increasing awareness of accessibility needs and the 

DoPS Standard itself, this work has highlighted the significant need for more information-sharing, 

awareness, outreach and engagement of those with lived experience of navigating public spaces with 

a disability. Recommendations for next steps in the work of DoPS include focussing on three areas: 

Expand the reach of the workshops and create additional resources  

Interest and demand for the activities, information and resources developed as part of AllAccess far 

exceeded expectations. There was overwhelming interest in the three workshops, and many 

participants who wanted to attend were not able to due to space limitations. It is clear that there is a 

real need for resources, tools and more awareness to support the implementation of DoPS.  

Delivering more workshops across the province to engage a wide-range of practitioners and to 

expand the reach of the workshops beyond the GTA was a clear priority. 

In addition to the tools that were created as part of the AllAccess Toolkit, tools that require additional 

time and resources to develop were suggested. These include illustrative guides with specific 

examples and scenarios; webinars of the AllAccess workshop content to reach more participants; 

creating opportunities to have direct access to accessibility representatives to answer questions, and 

an interactive online tool that depicts where each regulation fits to help practitioners understand 

where each regulation governs.  

Target the private sector for outreach and engagement 

Most of the program’s participants worked for governments and large organizations. There is an 

opportunity to engage more with private sector practitioners, property-managers, developers and 

small organizations. This needs to be done not only to increase awareness and understanding of 

DoPS, but also to gain a better understanding of the unique challenges they face in their work. As 

part of this, future initiatives could direct more attention to the perceived fiscal challenges associated 

with meeting accessibility requirements for developers. 

Develop a suite of educational resources for practitioners, AACs and academic programs 

Awareness and education were at the core of AllAccess’s objectives. The program revealed  that 

there is still much work to be done in these areas to support the implementation of DoPS. This need 

was evident for practitioners designing the spaces, AAC members and for future practitioners working 

to design public spaces.  
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Integrating accessibility into curriculum for planners, architects, engineers and landscape architects 

was seen as a significant need and one that would contribute to the integration of accessibility into 

everyday practice. 

For AACs, the program revealed that very few members have a clear understanding of the content 

and application of DoPS. There is a clear need to educate members and provide them with more 

guidance and training to build capacity, and to work to lessen the obligation on these volunteers to 

develop accessible public spaces. 

(For other accessibility resources, see the AllAccess website.) 

 

http://allaccesspublicspace.ca/
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