Disability Access Audit of Historic Graveyards, Co. Monaghan.
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Audit Details
This Accessibility Audit was carried out by Dominic Mc Larnon, Accessibility Consultant.
Building/Area of audit: 
12 No. Heritage Sites in County Monaghan.

Date and time of Survey: 
Week commencing Saturday 16th September 2006 for one week and carried out at various times throughout the day.
Weather conditions during time of audit: 
Mainly bright sunshine with dry ground conditions.

Limitations of Audit: 
The audit was carried out during daylight hours, therefore a true assessment of the provision of street lighting cannot be provided. A lighting audit carried out by a qualified lighting engineer is recommended, should user feedback suggest that issues require attention. Health and Safety issues mentioned should not be taken as a full Health and Safety Audit.

Auditors: Eileen Sinclair and Lynda Deane.     

Executive Summary

Outline of facilities:

The sites audited are all ancient burial grounds and monuments in both urban and rural locations. Some sites contain ruins and/or derelict church buildings.                                                                                                                                                                                       The publication of the National Heritage Plan raised the profile of Heritage as a National issue, 'Placing Heritage at the Heart of Public Life'.  County Monaghan has a wealth of sites and monuments of archaeological importance. One  of the aims of  Monaghan County Council is "to protect and enhance the built, natural, cultural and community heritage of County Monaghan and to increase awareness, understanding, responsibility and enjoyment of it by all,"  (County Monaghan Heritage Plan 2006-2010.)  These audits were carried out with this objective in mind.

Features seeking immediate attention:

Lack of information, via a website or promotional material, creates problems in locating and discovering details of these heritage sites.  It is recommended that information is provided on an accessible website and on promotional material in a variety of formats including large print format, Braille and Audio tape/CD to help locate the sites. When developing promotional material, consulting with local disability groups will help ensure that the needs of users are met. An evaluation of the service will help ensure that the service is not only accessible but is useful and usable. Locational information should also be made available in local libraries, at tourist attractions and distributed to local user groups.  Providing appropriate and accurate pre-visit information creates a valuable marketing tool which allows potential visitors make informed decisions. Providing information in a format which is accessible demonstrates a commitment to access and inclusion.  

Signage:

The majority of the sites are not sign posted from the nearest main road or at junctions on the approach to the site. It is recommended that directional signage be provided with reference to 'The Sign Design Guide'. Consideration should be given to including symbols on signage to assist users including those with learning difficulties and those whose first language is not English. 
Transport:

Public transport is available within close proximity to some of the sites while others are located away from the main road and  therefore do not benefit from a transport service. When recommending transport to users, ensure that this information includes whether the transport is accessible or not. While it is reasonable to assume that many visitors will be accompanied by friends or relations to heritage sites there are those who may wish to travel independently. Providing accessible public transport adds choice to this option. It is unrealistic to request that public transport be provided to all sites however,  other transport arrangements may be considered. Contact local transport providers and community transport services to evaluate if a service is required and could be delivered as a partnership venture.  Local volunteer groups, especially those with an interest in heritage, nature and wildlife, could be contacted to discuss the possibility of volunteers providing transport to sites or a 'buddy' system may be introduced. Any such volunteers should be offered disability awareness training. 
Accessibility;

There appears to be no information regarding the accessibility of each site.  Access to such information via a descriptively narrated virtual tour on a website would allow potential visitors to make informed decisions, reducing the possibility of disappointment and frustration which can be experienced when visiting sites.  The provision of site layout maps should also be made available. These should contain pictograms of features such as parking, steps, items of archaeological and natural interest, ramp gradients with the direction of incline indicated by arrows, path surfaces and highlighting sensory features for all users.  'The role of the local authority is important in giving positive, accurate, good quality information so that disabled people can make up their own minds about where to go and what to do when visiting a site.  The information given should be clear and honest. Describe a site and do not judge it. Do not say your site is not accessible as there will always be some disabled people who will not find current access a problem. Instead it is best to describe the site as muddy, steep and 1000m long rather than ‘difficult to get to’ (Fieldfare Trust). 
Site information:

There is little or no informational signage regarding the significance or details of the sites or the features located therein e.g. buildings, ruins or graves of particular interest. Such information if made available will enhance visitor experience. Where such information is provided this should be made available to all users i.e. the signage or print is contrasted with the surround, in a font accessible to all users, positioned at a height and location which is accessible to all users and with tactile information and symbols included where appropriate.                                                                                                                                                                   Prior to commissioning of informational signage seek advice from Access Consultant, user groups,  BS8300 2001 9.2,   'NDA Building for Everyone' 8.2 and RNIBs 'Sign Design Guide'.

Heritage sites in general:

Each site presents it's own particular limitations to access such as:  lack of designated parking bays, topography of the site, unevenness of the ground surface, lack of lighting provision, lack of paths and where paths are present, most have an inappropriate surface finish. Such limitations make provision of accessibility for potential users difficult to achieve.  Each heritage site does present a unique opportunity to undergo a multi-sensory experience.

Parking and entrance gates:

Where parking is provided, a designated accessible parking bay must also be provided.  Some of the sites do not have parking facilities and restriction of carriageway adjacent to the site makes provision difficult. Where appropriate, acquiring of land or conversion of a small section of the site is recommended in order to provide parking facilities.                                                                Some entrance gates present barriers to the sites such as being locked, constructed in heavy material or poorly maintained. It is recommended that where a site is locked that informational signage on opening hours be provided. The heavy nature of some of the gates create a closer pressure far beyond that recommended.  This accessibility audit recommends replacing such gates with an item of lighter material, thus allowing ease of use. The replacement item should be sympathetic and in keeping with the surroundings.  Where latches are broken it is recommended that these be replaced with an item of suitable profile such as a lever style. A working latch will encourage users to secure the site when exiting, therefore helping to reduce the risk of damage to historical art from straying animals.  
Level entry to sites:

Some of the sites do not have level entry access and contain steep stone steps which have uneven risers and goings, no contrasted nosings or tactile warning to indicate an abrupt change in level or handrails to assist users.  Usually steps which are uniform throughout would be recommended, however, due to the archaeological nature of the sites we recommend providing contrasted nosings on the steps and handrails to assist ambulant disable users and to act as a guide for visually impaired users and tactile warnings to indicate an abrupt change in level. Where alterations, applications and installations are recommended these should be sympathetic to a heritage site and not interfere with the fabric of the building/sites.

Topography of site:

With the topography of the sites causing various levels of access , it is recommended that a full description of the levels of accessibility be provided as described previously.  Where guided tours are offered, all guides should be provided with disability awareness training and would also benefit from descriptive training to help ensure visually impaired users receive maximum benefit from the experience. Such tours would also enable portable access equipment to be made available on the day, for example portable ramps to assist wheelchair users.   
Uneven ground surface at the sites:    
Like the difficulties the topography of the site presents, unevenness of the ground surface also creates various levels of access. Generally, upgrading of ground surface is recommended, however, in these circumstances such unevenness could be due to the presence of underlying graves, headstones or archaeological features. Prior to any works to improve access we recommend that an archaeological survey be undertaken as previously suggested. If any features are discovered during the archaeological survey which would restrict the development of permanent paths or levelling of the ground surface, it is recommended that board walks be installed. Board walks will provide level access and inclusion without the introduction of a permanent feature at a heritage site which could damage historical artefacts.

Lighting:

The audits were carried out during daylight hours therefore a full assessment of lighting provision cannot be provided. Generally lighting was not provided at the sites.  It is unlikely that such sites will be visited after lighting up hours. Should visiting hours be extended or where user demand dictates provision of lighting, it is essential that safe passage is ensured throughout the sites, particularly where steps and changes in level are present.  
Paths: 

Most of the sites do not have paths in and around the graves. Usually routes should be provided throughout a site for access purposes, however, due to the nature of these sites and the haphazard and random positioning of headstones and markers this may be difficult to achieve in some sites. It is recommended that appropriate paths are provided where possible, allowing as many users as possible to experience the unique atmosphere of the sites. If archeological features are uncovered which will restrict the provision of permanent paths, board walks may be installed as previously suggested.  Where there are existing paths, these should be finished in a non-slip surface which is sympathetic to the surroundings such as a  bonded gravel.  It should be noted that such surface finishes do require maintenance, especially in locations where heavy traffic is likely to occur. The use of modern finishes such as concrete or tarmac should be discouraged at heritage sites.
Inclusion:

Everyone working to provide public access in the countryside now has a responsibility to provide inclusive environments and to do their job without discrimination.  This report in conjunction with County Monaghan's Sectoral and Heritage Plan will help to ensure that inclusion is foremost in ongoing and future developments. "Whatever the level of provision of access, the changes will constitute the evidence for future generations of a shift in attitude towards disabled people", (Lisa Foster)

Introduction

What an Access Audit is:  An access audit is a ‘snapshot’ in time with the purpose of establishing the performance of an environment ‘in terms of access and ease of use by a wide range of potential users, including people with disabilities, and to recommend access improvements. The audit is the first part of the access improvement process and should be followed by the preparation of an access plan setting out the strategy for the implementation of the proposals, and leading to on-going management of the accessible environment’ (Access Manual, 2003).  
Each site has a different set of issues as regards access but understanding what the basic access is can provide a basis for judgement on the appropriate provision for access. The access aim is to promote simple and logical movement in and around the sites and as far as  possible, disabled people using the site the same way as everyone else does.

The purpose of this audit: A pan disability access audit was carried out at a number of your Heritage Sites around the county. The purpose of these audits is to assess the sites with regard to accessibility and inclusion for all users, taking into consideration and embracing, the likely needs of potential users. This includes people pushing buggies, users with reduced mobility, people with mental health issues, learning difficulties and sensory impairments and wheelchair users. The audit commences with the approach to the site, including signage and parking and then continues on a sequential journey throughout the site. Improving access creates benefits beyond legal obligations, it enhances the experience for everyone, increases visitors numbers, and increases the efficiency of resources and (as this is a live document evolving over time) forward planning through prioritisation of works.  Where areas are to be refurbished, opportunities are explored to maximise use for everyone.

What an accessible environment is: The term 'accessible' originally was used to describe environments which could be used by wheelchair users. As wheelchair users comprise of only 4% of disabled users, the term has evolved to include design standards which are accessible to a broad range of users including elderly, families with young children, those pulling suitcase, those with sensory impairments, cognitive impairments as well as those it was intended to assist, users with physical impairments. Accessible design is  intended to 'make the performance of basic activities easier and safer for as many people as possible', (T. Davis). Hoping to provide access for everyone to all areas may be difficult, and in some cases unattainable. Providing accessibility at historical sites will often become a compromise because of the existence of certain archaeological features. In practice, different degrees of accessibility will be achieved at different sites. This information should be available to visitors before embarking on their journey to the site.
Health and Safety: A number of health and safety issues for all users are highlighted but this report must not be taken as a full Health and Safety Audit.

Alterations to Historical Sites: 'The physical survivals of our past are to be valued and protected for their own sake, as a central part to our cultural heritage and our sense of national identity. They are an irreplaceable record which contributes, through formal education and in many ways other ways to our understanding of both the present and the past.' PPG 15.      
Under no circumstances should any alteration work which  is recommended, be attempted without prior expert approval and consultation. Providing alterations to historical sites should be carried out in such a way as to preserve the existing cultural significance of the site. See 'The care and Conservation of Graveyards' Heritage Council 1997.

The scope of this audit: This audit was carried out on behalf of Monaghan County Council, is site specific and includes the following information:
Observations on current access provision, good and bad, digital images are included in the report as back up to observations, recommendations to alter the physical features that currently act as barriers to access , identification of where management and communication procedures could be adapted to improve accessibility, category of adjustment - how recommendations are implemented, priority status enabling forward planning and maximising of financial expenditure and costings.

Category of adjustment:                                                                                                                                                                                 C = Construction                                                                                                                                                                                           MA = Management Action                                                                                                                                                                           MP= Maintenance Programme

Priority Status:                                                                                                                                                                                              High Priority (H) is 1-3 months. This level has been recommended either because of Health and Safety issues, Occupier’s Liability, or because undertaking the work will have an immediate positive effect on the  accessibility of the environment.           
Medium priority (M) is 3-12 months. These are essential works that could be incorporated as part of a planned maintenance programme.                                                                                                                                                                                                   Low  (L) is 12 months plus. These features could be put in place as part of the replacement of a particular feature or as part of a long term planning strategy.
Costings:
Provision of cost estimates for work to be undertaken are given in wide bands and based on the BCIS Access Audit Price Guide 2002.  

Prices contained in the guide are subject to localised price adjustment and V.A.T. Price Bands shown are in Euro. 

Category  1 = 1-500 

Category  2 = 500-2000

Category  3 = 2000-10000 

Category  4 = 10000-20000

Category  5 = 20000-30000

Category  6 =30000+ 

Legislation and Codes of Practice:

This audit was undertaken with regard to the following legislation and codes of practice and includes advice from the National Disability Authority (NDA) & the Office of Public Works.
The Disability Act 2005

BS 8300: 2001 and 2005 (Best Practice)

Equal Status Act 2000 and Equality Act 2004

Buildings for Everyone: National Disability Authority (NDA) Best Practice

Code of Practice: on Accessibility of Public Services and Information provided by Public Bodies. 2006 (NDA).

Please note: The Disability Act 2005 contains conditions on accessibility in relation to buildings and Heritage Sites but these do not fall within the scope of this Code of Practice. They are said to be dealt with separately. To date there is no such Code of Practice.

Easy Access to Historic Landscapes. English Heritage

By all reasonable means. Inclusive access to the outdoors for disabled people. Landscape Access Recreation UK

'Care and Maintenance of Graveyards' Heritage Service 1997.
A good practice guide to disabled people's access to the countryside: Fieldfare Trust, UK

National Sectoral Plan:  2000-2009  Department of Environment, Heritage, Local Government. (Chapter 3. Heritage Sites)
Access to Historic Properties - a look forward. Lisa Foster.
PAGE  
1

