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Who put that there!  
The barriers to blind and partially sighted people 
getting out and about 
 

Street Furniture 
Many items of street furniture are installed and appear on pavements for 

practical and aesthetic reasons. However, problems are caused when 

they are poorly placed and managed, overused, or when the obstacle 

itself is hard to see or detect properly with a white cane. In these cases 

street furniture can become a hazard and increase the risk of significant 

collisions that result in injury. In many instances blind and partially 
sighted people are being forced to step into the road to get past 

obstructions which puts them at risk of colliding with cyclists and motor 

vehicles.  

 

RNIB research showed that over half of blind and partially sighted 

respondents have collided with both permanent and temporary street 
furniture such as bollards, lamp-posts, signs and scaffolding [1].  

We know, however that permanent street furniture which is sensibly 

placed, like railings and benches, can be useful navigation aids for 

people with sight loss.  

 

 Judith’s experience - “In the nearby market town, street furniture is 
a big problem. They have put chairs, hanging baskets and tubs of 

flowers on the pavements. I’m sure it looks very attractive to people 

on a nice sunny day, but it’s very difficult for me. I’ve also bumped 

into bins on the pavements which can be quite painful” 

 

The Law 
There is a significant amount of legislation, regulations and guidance 

which are relevant to blind and partially sighted people’s access to the 

street environment. 

 

Keeping the streets clear 

Under the Highways Act 1980 it is the duty of the highway authority to 

assert and protect the rights of the public to use and enjoy the highway 
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(the term ‘highway’ in this instance meaning pavements). They also have 

a duty to prevent obstruction to the highway (again this means keeping 

streets clear!).  
 

It is a criminal offence under the Highways Act (and the Town and Police 

Clauses Act) to wilfully obstruct free passage along the highway and to 

deposit anything on the highway which causes an interruption to, or 

obstruction of, the highway. 

 
In addition to this, under section 175A of the Highways Act, local 

authorities are required to have regard to the needs of blind people when 

placing lamp-posts, bollards, traffic-signs, apparatus or other permanent 

obstructions in a street.   

 

So streets should be kept clear of obstacles and clutter, enabling people 
to walk along them without any problems. 

 

Providing accessible information to all 
The Equality Act 2010 makes it unlawful for public authorities, including 

highways authorities, to discriminate in the exercise of a public function. 

They also have a duty to make reasonable adjustments including 

changing practices, policies and procedures which have a discriminating 

effect and to take reasonable steps to enable disabled people to avoid 

substantial disadvantages caused by physical features. The Act also 
requires local authorities to provide information that is accessible for 

everyone. 

 

Inclusive Mobility 

The Department of Transport have published "Inclusive Mobility - A 

Guide to Best Practice on Access to the Pedestrian and Transport 

Infrastructure". The aim of this guidance was to provide advice on best 

practice to assist professionals working in this field and enable them to 
meet their responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 

(DDA) (now the Equality Act - see above). There is much in it for 

Highways Authorities to note.  For example: 

 

"Apart from roadworks and scaffolding, there are many other, sometimes 

temporary, obstructions that can cause problems for disabled people, 
particularly those with visual impairments. A-frame advertisement 

boards placed outside shops, ladders, overhanging tree branches, 

dustbins, vehicles and bicycles parked on pavements are all 

potential hazards. 
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Wherever feasible, obstructions of this kind should be kept to a 

minimum and should not encroach on the clear space (horizontal and 

vertical) needed to provide safe passage for pedestrians [emphasis 
added]." 

 

Under the Equality Act Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED), public 

authorities, including highways authorities are also required to have due 

regard to the need to eliminate discrimination under the Equality Act and 

to achieve equality of opportunity between disabled and non disabled 
people. This means anyone responsible for looking after the street 

environment has a responsibility to eliminate and tackle problems that 

make a highway inaccessible for disabled people. It is simply not an 

option to leave things as they are.  

 

What we think should happen  

Local authorities should explore the following options, with blind and 

partially sighted people: 

 Review their policy in relation to the placement of street furniture.  
A postcode lottery approach to policy and decision making by those 

who have an impact on the design and enforcement of the street 

environment is having a negative impact on blind and partially 
sighted people. Local authority staff, residents and businesses 

would all benefit from more clarity, and policy statements would 

help inform decision making at a local level. It would also help to 

address some of the inequality due to local authorities taking 

differing approaches to some of the most common problems. 

 Set up accessible ways for blind and partially sighted people to 
report collisions and injuries they experience 

 Monitor how many blind and partially sighted people are being 
injured due to collisions with obstacles. 

 
For more information contact 

Please visit www.rnib.org.uk/onmystreet for access to more information 
and resources. 

 

RNIB have Regional Campaign Officers all over England (and campaigns 

teams in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales).  

 

Tel:   020 7391 2123 
Email:  campaigns@rnib.org.uk 

Twitter: www.twitter.com/RNIB_campaigns  

 

http://www.rnib.org.uk/onmystreet
mailto:campaigns@rnib.org.uk
http://www.twitter.com/RNIB_campaigns
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