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Have we ever wondered why we don't see children with disabilities in our
public spaces? What are they doing during their leisure time? The answer

to all of this leads to the design of our cities. The current situation in India
means they are often confined at home within their four walls. Parents also
prefer to keep them at home to protect them from bullying or negative
attention. Thus, we often forget that children with disabilities are important
stakeholders in city planning.

Back in 2011, the Evangelical Social Action Forum (ESAF) as part of their
Livable City Program disseminated the idea of creating accessible and barri-
er-free public spaces with the support of HealthBridge Foundation, Canada.
The programme looks into creating freely accessible, safe public places that
are welcoming and stimulating for children. Their first intervention in creat-
ing inclusive play spaces took place in Nagpur, India. Currently, this concept
is being promoted in nine other cities in the country.

255

THE CITY AT EYE LEVEL ASIA

KERALA & MANANCHIRA, INDIA



DESIGNING A NEW DEFAULT

The current design of play spaces is such
that disabled children are discouraged to
make use of public spaces. ESAF envisions
happy and healthy children and families in
every neighbourhood having safe streets,
free access to playgrounds and other open
spaces to play in. They plan to achieve

this by bringing policy changes that assert
accessible and barrier-free designs as the
default. The primary focus was set on sensi-
tising government officials towards increas-
ing the budget allocation, so that they can
make the infrastructure changes required.

For any project to be sustainable, the in-
volvement of the government departments
and direct beneficiaries are essential.
Discussions were conducted with the
officials of Nagpur Municipal Corporation
(NMC) on different designs they could
adopt without completely revising the
existing model. As the cost difference was
minimal, they were open to the idea. With
government officials on board, the team
held a design charrette that included chil-
dren with disabilities, their parents, special
educators, school authorities, government
representatives, architects, physiotherapists,
counsellors, doctors, and psychologists.
This process helped to identify the designs
that catered to their needs.

The designs suggested by the children

were then developed by the participating
architecture students and submitted to NMC
and the Department of Gardens. The first
inclusive play space thus designed was inau-
gurated on 23 January 2013 in Nagpur. The
first park was an example to understand how
these children will receive a space designed
exclusively for them. The team invited a
special school to make use of the spaceon a
daily basis, which encouraged other children
in the community to join. The government

authorities were fascinated to see the space
being used by so many. The success of the
project brought more confidence and ave-
nues to engage with responsive government
officials.

PARKS AND BEACHES FOR ALL

Sensitisation of policymakers has been a
major part of the team'’s advocacy. Apart
from the consultations with the community
and immediate stakeholders, a mapping of
public spaces in connection with special
schools was conducted. The initial inhibi-
tions of school officials were alleviated as
soon as they experienced a park visit.

Taking on the role of facilitator, ESAF con-
nected NMC and Nagpur Improvement
Trust (NIT) to these special schools which
led to the sensitisation of such designs.
Currently, Nagpur has four inclusive parks
and four more sensory gardens in the pipe-
line. The achievementin one city has helped
in convincing policymakers in others.

Kerala is blessed with beaches from one
end to another, which were not explored as
public spaces. The Beach for All campaign
was initiated in four cities in Kerala which
helped in bringing onboard stakeholders.
These campaigns engaged specific sections
such as women, people with disabilities,
transgender communities and the elderly,
and looked at their requirements of public
spaces. The campaigns also offered the
participants activities such as kite flying and
other games, enabling many of them to
make use of public spaces for the first time
in their lives. With the help of the children,
the team mapped different areas in each
park to identify barriers and submitted these
findings to the respective authorities. This
exercise reiterated how prevailing designs
were excluding a certain set of people from
using public spaces.
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Inauguration Day of the new play space at Ansari Park.
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The new children’s play area and access ramp at Munambam Beach.
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When the state decided to implement accessible and barrier-free areas in
tourist destinations, it was easy for all the other districts to implement the
same. The elected officials complimented each other in the allocation of the
budgets. As of today, 52 new public spaces have been developed, using an
approximate budget of 496.15 million INR.

Thanks to their efforts, ESAF received awards from UN Habitat under the
Global Public Space Program for two cities in 2017. Following this, there was
an introduction of wheelchair ramps to beaches in Kochiand Thrissur. An
inclusive space was also introduced in Calicut. Due to these improvements,
both areas have seen an 80% increase in utilisation. Next to this, the success of
piloting signboards in Braille has encouraged The District Tourism Promotion
Council (DTPC) to implement them in other parks. DTPC has been proactive in
adding various designs and supporting our efforts.

DO'S AND DON'TS

e |dentifying the right department and officials is crucial for the project’s
success. Even though this may delay the process and require regular
follow-ups, perseverance indeed plays a huge role. It'simportant that
the process continues even if there is a change in officials. An added
advantage is that previous officials could be advocates of this concept
elsewhere.

e Celebrating and observing certain days like World Disability Day,
Children’s Day in the parks has helped to spread the word and increase
the number of users.

e The hassle of finding budgets for maintenance can be resolved by
having a clear maintenance plan as part of the design process.

® |nviting policymakers to visit the parks while organising programs
allows them to understand the importance of inclusive designs.
Special schools are important stakeholders as they are responsible for
the success of the project. When children are in a public space, they see
each other as playmates. They don't treat disability as a hindrance to their
playtime. Integrating the new designs with the existing plans is important
so that the public can see this initiative as a mode of acceptance, just like
the children see each other.
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