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The Status of Disability Access in the NPS

Overview

• What is required?
• What are we currently doing?
• Where are we falling short?
• What do we need to do to do better?
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Federal Law Requires Accessibility
• In Buildings and Structures

Architectural Barriers Act of 1968

• In Programs and Services

Rehabilitation Act of 1973
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1973 Rehabilitation Act
(Sec. 504 and 508)

• Prohibits “discrimination” on the basis of 
disability.

• Requires that people with disabilities can get 
into our services and can get “equal benefits”.

• Requires accommodations for visitors with 
hearing and vision loss in all programs and 
services in addition to those with mobility 
limitations.
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Current Status

• We have Departmental regulations
• We have Management Policies
• We have Director’s Orders (16 a – Employment 

and 42 Visitors)
• All Parks are working to improve access, and
• We have many very good examples of

accessible facilities and programs

……………….. But,
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In spite of accomplishments, we still 
have significant deficiencies.

No single park in the system is as 
‘universally accessible’ as is 
reasonable, and as required by law and 
by NPS policy!
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Over the Past Year

• We have had: 
– a significant increase in formal complaints. 
– the House Subcommittee on National Parks

oversight hearing on disability access in the 
parks (May, 2006), and

– the receipt of FOIA requests from an 
organization that has filed numerous disability 
related law suits across the country. 
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The Complaints

• Half related to lack of architectural access 
in both newly constructed projects as well 
as existing facilities;

• Half related to lack of required services for 
visitors with hearing loss (i. e. captioned 
films, listening systems, etc.);

• All have been valid violations of legal 
requirement that require correction;
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Congressional Hearing
• included representatives from national 

organization representing people with 
disabilities;

• reinforced the fact that NPS is not where we
should be in compliance;

• demonstrated a high level of interest and 
concern by the Committee Chair;

• resulted in a commitment on the part of the 
Chair to “Hold NPS Accountable”
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Four Issues of Concern

• New Construction
• Repair and Rehabilitation
• Interpretation and Programs
• Continuing Education
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New Construction

All new design and construction projects: 
• must comply with appropriate standards and 

guidelines;
• required since 1968
• many new projects still fall short
• standards misapplied/misinterpreted
• contract supervision a problem
• is very cost effective in design phase
• is very costly to correct later
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• Compliance is required in alterations (1968);
• Most cost effective solution is integration of  
access when structures are altered or repaired;
• Not being done to the extend that it should;
• No project should proceed without assuring

compliance in both design and construction
whenever possible;

Repair and Rehabilitation
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•Interpretive media and services required to 
provide “effective communication”(1973);
includes those with hearing and visual loss
specific issues are:

For People who are Blind: alternative formats of 
publications, tactile exhibits, way finding, audio 
description;

For People who are Deaf: captioned films, assistive 
listening systems, sign language interpreters

Interpretation and Program 
Access
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Continuing Education
Awareness and understanding of requirements, 

and solutions is key;

Architectural Standards are evolving, changing 
and
sometimes difficult to interpret;

Program Access guidelines are very new and
evolving,

Training and education opportunities are available,
but funding is limited; (National Center on 
Accessibility)
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Other Actions

• Accessibility Component of FMSS
• Conduct evaluations at selected parks for 

baseline assessment (FY07)
• Service wide TELNET for Managers

(December 2006)
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Other Critical Issues

• Historic Preservation
• Funding  (“unfunded mandate”)
• Priority
• Accountability
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Historic Preservation
• Historic Properties are not exempt;
• Any alteration must comply unless compliance would

“threaten or destroy the historic significance”;
• State Historic Preservation Office must be involved in 

decision;
• If compliance would “threaten or destroy”, alternative;
• minimum provisions apply;
• In most cases, it is not a question of “if” we can provide

access, it is simply “how” and to what extent.
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-

Funding
• “Unfunded mandate” argument;
• Must “include” access as integral part of 

every project;
• It is not something that we can “exclude”

unless “special” funds are provided.
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- Access is often viewed as an “extra” after the other
important things are addressed.

- Must raise the level of priority to where it is integral

- Access features are oftentimes an important part of
health and safety

- Access features are important components of “good
planning and design”

- Accessible facilities and programs frequently make   
them better for everyone.

Priority 
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Architectural Barriers Act

What is covered vs. what is not

Scope: All areas of newly designed and 
newly constructed buildings and facilities 
and altered portions of existing buildings 
and facilities shall comply with these 
requirements.
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Alteration
“A change to a building or facility that effects the 

usability of the building or facility.”

Includes: remodeling, renovation, rehabilitation, 
reconstruction, historic restoration, resurfacing of 
circulation paths, changes or rearrangement of 
structural parts…, plan configuration of walls and 
full height partitions.

Does not include: normal maintenance, 
reroofing, painting or wallpapering, or changes 
to mechanical and electrical systems….
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The U.S. Access Board
•An independent federal agency
•Created in 1973 to ensure access to 
federally-funded facilities
•now provides guidance to the private 
sector as well has a managing Board 
consisting of
representatives from most federal 
agencies and 13 citizens appointed by 
the President.
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The U.S. Access Board (cont.)

Roles and Functions:
• Develops guidelines for accessible design for 

the built environment, transit vehicles,
telecommunications equipment, and for 
electronic and information technology.

• Enforces compliance with the Architectural 
Barriers Act of 1968

• Provides technical assistance and training

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS
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Accessibility in New Construction and 
Renovation: Accountability, Oversight and 

Project Management
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Architectural Barriers Act 
Accessibility Standard (ABAAS)

http://www.access-board.gov/ada-aba/final.htm

NPS = ABA

(Parts II and III)

Current Accessibility Guidelines
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10/24/06 Directors Memorandum

• The NPS must ensure that all newly 
constructed assets are designed and 
constructed in compliance with the 
appropriate standards or guidelines.

• The NPS must ensure that all rehabilitation 
and renovation projects incorporate 
accessibility corrections to the highest degree 
practicable.

Critical Areas covered:
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Project Components and 
Accessibility

• Project Scoping – PMIS
• Predesign
• Schematic Design
• Design Development
• Construction Documents
• Construction Management
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PMIS Formulation
• Verify accessible elements are included in the 

PMIS statement

• Verify accessible 
route and parking 
are included in 
rehabilitation and 
renovation projects
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PMIS Formulation

The accessible route is 
the pedestrian route 
from the accessible 
parking and passenger 
unloading areas to all 
accessible facilities 
and features.
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PMIS Formulation
Common Project Scoping Omissions

• Building rehab projects: Building interior is 
made accessible;  parking lot and accessible 
route are not in project scope, and are not 
accessible

• Requirement: Assure parking and accessible 
route are included in the PMIS scope
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PMIS Formulation
Common Project Scoping Omissions

• FLHP 3R and 4R Road Projects: Parking lots 
and adjacent walks are made accessible, 
restrooms and other elements next to the 
parking are not in the road project scope, and 
are not accessible.  (funding for improvements to 
restrooms, etc. are not eligible for FLHP funding)  
Plan ahead to have other funding sources 
available.

• Requirement: Assure restrooms, overlooks, 
and interpretive elements next to FLHP projects 
are accessible
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• F202 Existing Buildings and Facilities
• F202.1 General. Additions and alterations to existing buildings or 

facilities, including leased buildings or facilities, shall comply with 
F202

• F202.2.1 Accessible Route. At least one accessible route shall 
be provided within the site from accessible parking spaces and 
accessible passenger loading zones; public streets and 
sidewalks; and public transportation stops to an accessible 
entrance serving the addition. If the only accessible entrances 
serving the addition are provided in the existing building or 
facility, the accessible route shall connect at least one existing 
entrance to all accessible spaces and elements within the 
addition. In addition, elements and spaces specified in F202.2.2
through F202.2.5 shall be on an accessible route.

PMIS Formulation
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Predesign
• Verify accessible elements included in the PMIS 

statement are included in the project program 

• Program addresses interpretive elements of 
project and programmatic accessibility 
requirements

• Analysis includes accessible route from parking 
and drop off to accessible elements
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Schematic Design
• Verify developed alternatives and approved preferred 

alternative provide physical and program access and 
match program and PMIS statements.

• Verify interpretive elements and programmatic 
accessibility elements are included in the project.  Verify 
the key interpretive story at the project site is accessible 
to all visitors.
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Design Development
• Verify documents include all program elements 

Documents meet the requirements of the Architectural 
Barriers Act Accessibility Standards (ABAAS)

• Documents meet requirements of DSC Accessibility 
Design Standards.
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Construction Documents
• Verify all details and plans meet the requirements of the 

ABAAS and DSC Design Standards

• Verify Division One specifications include the 
Accessibility Inspection Report in Section 01430 
Contractor Quality Control Specification
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Construction Management

• Verify accessibility 
inspections are 
conducted and 
Accessibility Inspection 
report is completed

• Non-compliant 
elements are corrected.
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Construction Management

Division 1 Specifications
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Why are we seeing problems now?
SMARTTOOL Electronic level 
allows anyone to know the 
slope of walks, ramps instantly

SMARTTOOL Website
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Common accessibility problems in parks

Parking spaces and access aisles running 
slope and cross slope are less than 1:48 or 
2% (should appear flat)

Running 
slope

Cross slope

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS

Full height curb –
wheelchair users 
have no access to 

sidewalk

Walking surfaces and Accessible Route
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Floor and ground surfaces are stable, firm, and 
slip resistant

Changes in level are 
1/2 inch or less with 
1/4 inch maximum 
vertical change 
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Clear widths of walking 
surfaces are 36 inches 
(3’) minimum.

36” min
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Openings in floor or 
ground surfaces are 1/2 
inch or less

Elongated openings 
are perpendicular to 
direction of travel

½” or 
less

Openings

Direction of 
Travel
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Curb Ramps

Figure 406.4 Landings at the Top of Curb Ramps

9’ min. 
walk 
width at 
curb 
ramps
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Service Counters

36”
max.
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Toilet Compartments

60” min
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Verify views are accessible to all visitors
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Contacts/Guidance – DSC A/E Website

http://workflow.den.nps.gov/staging/6_Design/
design_bid_build.htm
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Contacts/Guidance – DSC Design Standards

http://workflow.den.nps.gov/staging/6_Design/
Designstandards/DesignStds_access_section.
htm
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Contacts/Guidance – DSC Design Standards

Contacts/Guidance – Regional Coordinators

http://workflow.den.nps.gov/staging/c_Design/Desi
gnstandards/DesignStds_access_section.htm

http://devinside.nps.gov/waso/contacts.cfm?lv=
3&prg=151
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Contacts/Guidance – Regional Coordinators

http://devinside.nps.gov
/waso/contacts.cfm?lv=
3&prg=151
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Program Access

Ray Bloomer
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1973 Rehabilitation
Act

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS

“No otherwise qualified individual with a 
disability in the United States shall solely by 
reason of his disability, be excluded from the 
participation in, be denied benefits of, or be 
subjected to discrimination under any 
program or activity receiving Federal financial 
assistance, or under any program or activity 
conducted by any Executive Agency”

Section 504 as Amended 1978
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“No otherwise qualified individual with 
a disability …”

“… be excluded from the participation in, …”

“be denied benefits of …”

“… or be subjected to discrimination …”
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The Status of Disability Access in the NPS

Section 508 of the 
Rehabilitation Act

• What is it?
– Federal departments and agencies that 

develop, procure, maintain, or use electronic 
and information technology to ensure that 
Federal employees and members of the 
public with disabilities have access to and use 
of information and data, comparable to that of 
the employees and members of the public 
without disabilities–unless it is an undue 
burden to do so. 
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Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act

• What are examples of information technology?
– Software applications/Operating systems
– Web-based information applications
– Video and multimedia products
– Self-contained, closed products
– Desktop and portable computers
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Canyon Visitor 
Center - Arches NP

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS
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What are Programs, Services & Activities?

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS
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Dayton Aviation 
Heritage NHP
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USS 
Arizona 

NM
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Kilauea 
Cultural Festival

Hawaii 
Volcanoes NP
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Yellowstone Bus
at Old Faithful Inn

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS

Lady of the 
Lake

on Lake 
Chelan
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Sugarlands
Valley Trail
Great Smoky 
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El Capitan & 
Half Dome
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Devils 
Tower 

NM
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Auxiliary Aids
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Auxiliary Aids
• Qualified Interpreters
• Assistive Listening 

Headsets
• Television Captioning & 

Decoders
• Telecommunication 

Devices for the Deaf
• Videotext Displays

• Readers
• Taped Text
• Brailled Materials
• Large Print 

Materials

*Public entities may not charge an individual with a 
disability for the use of an auxiliary aid
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Open Captioning 
Dayton Aviation Heritage 

NHP
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Assistive Listening Headsets
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Braille Map 
Lincoln Home 

NHS
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Effective 
Communication
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Many Trails  
Trail of Tears –

Tahlequah
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Strategy for Implementation: 
Regional Office Case Study

Jon Jarvis, PWRO
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Strategy for Implementation 
Case Study 

Mike Tolefson, YOSE
Larry Harris, YOSE

Rebeccah Harriet, BOWA
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Yosemite National Park

Accessibility Management Program
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First Complaint Received 
in 2001with 13 Separate 
Complaint Items

From 2001 to 2006 Nine 
Additional Complaint 
Received

10 Complaints with 53 
Individual Accessibility 
Items 38 Now Completed

Additional 69 Issues 
from Site Visits
53 Now Completed

Recent History
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Management Support
And Commitment

Develop a Team

Compliance

Accountability

Funding

Developing a
Successful Accessibility Program
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Laws, Regulations and Technical 
Guidance

• The 
Rehabilitation
Act Of 1973, 
as amended

• Director’s Order #42

• ADA and ABA
Accessibility 
Guidelines
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Funded Accessibility Projects
Construct Curry Village Mountain Shop Access $     19,000 Completed
Correct Knob Hill Showers Path of Travel – Curry Village $     22,000 Completed
Install Accessible Paths of Travel at Curry Village Tents   $     81,000 Completed
Install Automatic Door Assists – Parkwide $   188,000 Completed
Install Curb Cuts to meet ADA Requirements – Parkwide $     75,000 October 2006
Install Accessible Ahwahnee Hotel Elevator Controls $   106,000 Fall 2006
Install Accessible Paths at Valley Visitor Center and Auditorium $   127,230 Fall 2006
Rehab Campground Buildings and Camping Sites $   209,321         Fall 2006
Correct Accessibility at Cascades Picnic Area Vault Toilet $     21,398 Winter 2006
Curry Village Pool/Shower House Rehabilitation $   450,000 Spring 2007
Install Elevator at Degnan’s Deli $   415,000        July 2007
Retro-fit Ahwahnee Hotel Rooms to Provide Accessibility $   408,000     Fall 2007
Correct Deficiencies at Day-Use Locations and Campgrounds
(Multi-year Projects at $300k per year for four years) $1,200,000 FY08, 09 & 10
Complete Accessibility Self Evaluation and Transition Plan $   110,000 February 2009

Total $3,431,949
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Evaluate Interpretive 
and

Educational Programs
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Documenting Accessibility
Program Information

Statement of
Accessibility Goals

And Objectives

Document Completed
and Upcoming

Project Information

Providing Status of
Complaints and Issues

Document Your
Accomplishments
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Photographs and
Other Documentation

127 inches 68 inches

91 inches
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Plan for

Accomplishments
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Accessibility Program

Booker T. Washington 
National Monument
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Planning, planning, planning!
• Utilized two planning processes to identify 

accessibility needs:

• General Management Plan
• Comprehensive Interpretive Plan
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General Management Plan
• Management Goal

– The park meets the requirements of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

– Design new and upgraded facilities and visitor 
opportunities to provide accessibility 
consistent with ADA.

– GMP 2000
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Identified Facilities 
• Trail to cabin site
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VC Access/Rest Rooms
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Parking Lot/Drop-off

The Status of Disability Access in the NPS

Picnic Area
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Interpretive Resources

• Close-captioning of orientation film (HFC)
• Virtual tours on touch screen program (Fee)
• Offer a variety of interpretive programs for all age 

groups like Elderhostel, Junior Ranger (ONPS)
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Funding
• Identify potential funding sources in PMIS
• Fee demonstration has been a good funding 

source for smaller non-LIC projects
• Consider potential funding partners when 

developing accessibility projects
• Ask “What groups would benefit by having this 

project completed?”
• Seek their assistance in planning & funding
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Final thoughts…
• Like safety, make accessibility part of the 

planning process.
• Have a plan, then chip away at it one 

piece at a time!
• Don’t wait until you have all the funding 

you need to implement; that time will never 
come!

• Do what you can with what you have!
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