
 

 

November 23, 2011 
 
United States Access Board 
1331 F Street, NW, Suite 1000 
Washington, DC 20004 
 
Fax:  202-272-0081 
 
RE:  Docket No. ATBCB 2011-04 
Accessibility Guidelines for Pedestrian Facilities in the Public Right-of-Way 
 
The American Public Works Association (APWA) appreciates the opportunity to file comments in 
response to the United States Access Board’s notice of proposed rulemaking on Accessibility Guidelines 
for Pedestrian Facilities in the Public Right-of-Way. These comments were developed with input 
provided by APWA’s Transportation Technical Committee and other members. 
 
APWA is an international educational and professional association representing more than 28,500 
members.  Working in the public interest, our members plan, design, build, operate and maintain our 
public infrastructure, including transportation, rights of way, water supply, sewage and refuse disposal 
systems, public buildings and other structures and facilities essential to our nation’s economy and way of 
life.  Public works professionals serve a diverse range of local communities, municipalities, counties, 
townships, villages and districts, whether large or small, rural or urban.   
 
Public Works agencies throughout the nation are committed to making our pedestrian facilities and public 
buildings as accessible as possible.  We believe that every community has a responsibility to provide a 
safe and inviting environment with facilities and amenities accessible to all.  Infrastructure within the 
public right-of-way is rightfully intended to serve the needs of and provide a benefit to an entire 
community.   
 
Maintaining the highest level of flexibility in the application of accessibility guidelines will work best for 
local communities because right of way characteristics can vary significantly from one community to the 
next.  Prescriptive “one-size-fits-all” standards typically fail to take into account the diverse conditions of 
individual localities and the engineering realities of a given situation.   
 
Instead, best management practices and guidance that provide for flexibility, creativity, and professional 
judgment in the planning, design, construction, maintenance and operation of public right-of-way 
infrastructure generally constitute the best approach for local communities as they implement accessible 
facilities.   
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
The use of the word “shall” as it occurs regularly throughout the guidelines provides no flexibility to local 
agencies.   As an example, R302.6.1, Pedestrian Street Crossings without Yield or Stop Control, states, 
“Where pedestrian access routes are contained within pedestrian street crossings without yield or stop 
control, the cross slope of the pedestrian access route shall be 5 percent maximum.”      
 
We believe the guidelines as a whole would be strengthened  and communities better served by qualifying  
occurrences of “shall” with language such as “where practical” or “where possible” in order to allow 
engineers to design in accordance with the proposed guidelines unless physical or other conditions do not 
allow strict adherence.   
 
We recommend, therefore, that the guidelines contain a provision stating the guidelines should be 
followed unless engineering judgment, cost, or the physical environment precludes strict adherence to the 
guidelines.   
 
Local communities have the difficult responsibility to balance needs and requirements against available 
resources as part of their overall service delivery missions.  Without funding assistance from federal or 
other sources, many communities lack the means and ability to pay for the costs of implementing new 
standards.   
 
Throughout the United States many pedestrian pathways are in serious need of repair and updating to 
provide accessibility, but federal, state and local funds are limited to address every needed upgrade.    
 
When funds are made available to improve a location or to make repairs along a pathway, the proposed 
guidelines state that access will be provided through construction.  The cost to keep the pathway open 
and/or detour for the pedestrian would be cost prohibitive in most cases.  The dollars used to make a 
pedestrian pathway accessible through construction could be counterproductive when those dollars can 
provide a permanent benefit for pedestrians with disabilities.   
 
Therefore, we recommend the guidelines be rewritten to provide that they apply to permanent facilities 
with reasonable accommodations for access made during construction.  Reasonable accommodations 
during construction could include such things as notification that the pedestrian pathway will be closed, 
and alternate routes and/or transit suggested to assist pedestrians while these improvements are being 
constructed. 
 
For projects that are under construction for extended periods of time it may be preferred to close all 
access to the construction zone.  Complete closure of the construction zone protects workers as well as the 
public.  As written, the guidelines require that where pedestrians had access prior to construction the same 
level of access be provided during construction.  While the safety of pedestrians is still of utmost 
importance, there are several risks that come with a construction zone even after reasonable precautions 
have been made.  Workers, pedestrians and drivers still are injured and killed within construction zones. 
 
In many cases it would be in the best interest of all pedestrians to use an alternative route of travel around 
construction.  This is true even if the alternative route is longer, or if a transit provider needs to be 
utilized.  
 
We recommend, therefore, making the following change to the guidelines: 
 
In the OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED GUIDELINES, page 12, where it says:  
 
“The proposed guidelines ensure that the following facilities for pedestrian circulation and use located in 
the public right-of-way are readily accessible to and usable by pedestrians with disabilities,” 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
we recommend changing to:  
 
“The proposed guidelines ensure that the following permanent facilities for pedestrian circulation and 
use located in the public right-of-way are readily accessible to and usable by pedestrians with disabilities.  
Any temporary pedestrian facilities shall be constructed in compliance with the guidelines provided 
by the US Access Board and the current Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD):”  
 
And in the first bullet below this statement, where it says, 
 

� “Sidewalks, pedestrian overpasses and underpasses, and other pedestrian circulation paths, 
including requirements for pedestrian access routes, alternate pedestrian access routes when 
pedestrian circulation paths are temporarily closed, and protruding objects along or overhanging 
pedestrian circulation paths;” 

 
we recommend changing to: 
 

� “Sidewalks, pedestrian overpasses and underpasses, and other pedestrian circulation paths, 
including notifications of temporarily closed access and/or delays due to the requirements for 
pedestrian access routes, alternate pedestrian access routes when pedestrian circulation paths are 
temporarily closed, and protruding objects along or overhanging pedestrian circulation paths; 

 
Many of the guidelines can be accomplished with minimal effort or expense.  We appreciate the 
exceptions allowed for existing physical, historical and natural resource constraints.  It would be good 
also to include exceptions for impacts to residential and business property use, operations and access.  
However, the proposed guidelines identify four requirements that will have more than minimal impacts 
on state and local transportation departments.  They are: 
 

� Detectable warning surfaces required on newly constructed and altered curb ramps and blended 
transition at pedestrian street crossings. 

 
� Accessible pedestrian signals and pushbuttons required when pedestrian signals newly installed or 

replaced at signalized intersections. 
 
� Maximum cross slope of two percent required on pedestrian access routes, including within 

pedestrian street crossings with yield or stop control.   
 
� Pedestrian activated signals required at roundabouts with multi-lane pedestrian crossings. 

These requirements will have major impacts on local agencies in the maintenance and expansion of their 
street networks.  Without a funding source to assist many local governments, projects in some cases could 
be delayed or canceled due to the expense of implementing the new measures, which could result in 
compromising the overall safety of the area.   
 
The proposed guidelines apply to alterations and elements added to existing facilities.  The guidelines 
indicate that alterations are changes to an existing facility that affect or could affect pedestrian access, 
circulation or use.  Alterations, the guidelines further state, include but are not limited to resurfacing, 
rehabilitation, reconstruction, historic restoration or changes or rearrangement of structural parts or 
elements of a facility.  Also, resurfacing of a facility is listed as an alteration.  Therefore, it appears that 
resurfacing the street where a facility is located is enough to trigger implementing the regulations.     It is 
our recommendation when streets are resurfaced the accessibility guidelines be implemented where 
practical as determined by the local jurisdiction.   
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
There are other issues that could be problematic for local governments. For Alternate Pedestrian Access 
Routes (R205) the guidelines state that “Proximity-actuated audible signs are a preferred means to warn 
pedestrians who are blind or have low vision about sidewalk closures.”  Proximity-actuated audible signs 
are not commonly used, would be expensive to provide, and are likely to be easily stolen, if used.    We 
recommend this guideline be removed until this technology is more available. 
 
The guidelines also require accessible pedestrian signals and pedestrian pushbuttons (R209) be provided 
when new pedestrian signals are installed.  Pushbuttons at pedestrian signals are required if signal 
controller and software are altered, or the signal head is replaced.  We believe this requirement will also 
be a significant issue for local governments.  Requiring audible pedestrian signal pushbuttons just because 
the pedestrian head is being replaced adds significantly to the cost and does not have a strong nexus, 
because replacing the head does not functionally also require you to replace the pushbutton.  We 
recommend this guideline be reconsidered. 
 
Many times throughout the year in Auburn, AL, for example, a city with a population of 54,000, 
controllers are replaced and signal heads are damaged and must be replaced.    This could be expensive 
for local governments and difficult to schedule.  It would especially be problematic if the pushbuttons 
have to be installed prior to the replacement of the controller or signal heads.   
 
It is going to be expensive and difficult to retrofit existing intersections to meet the cross slope 
requirements for pedestrian crossings. The requirement will basically necessitate an intersection to be flat.  
This intersection design will cause a significant jolt to automobile drivers as they cross through the 
intersection.  This is especially significant if the design is used at signalized intersections.  The proposed 
design will also affect the drainage at these intersections.  In steeper parts of town it will require 
reconstruction of the entire intersection plus reconstruction of all the intersecting streets in all directions 
hundreds of feet.  Such changes in grade will also have negative impacts on existing access to private 
property.  Of all the requirements in the guidelines, the cross-slope requirement could be the most 
problematic for the public and local government to implement.  We recommend this guideline be 
reconsidered. 
 
We oppose the 'one size fits all' approach to requiring pedestrian actuated signals at every multi-lane 
roundabout.  Signals at roundabout crossings will increase the cost for roundabouts significantly and 
negatively impact the operation of the roundabouts and significantly reduce their safety and air quality 
benefits.  We agree that a standard of care for accessibility at multi-lane roundabouts should be 
developed, but sacrificing safety is an unacceptable policy trade-off.  We would accept language which 
requires accommodation for accessibility based on local conditions and a national standard of care.  
 
APWA would be available to partner with the Board and other stakeholders to develop a standard of care 
that is performance based with allowable alternatives, rather than a prescriptive solution.  While a 
partnership would yield more ideas and alternatives, it is important to point out that there are existing 
techniques that have already been used to improve the opportunity for all users to cross roundabouts: 
 
1. Move the crosswalk 100 feet or more away from the intersection, particularly on the approach leg.  
The purpose would be to aid pedestrians who are blind or have low vision by reducing the proximity to 
background traffic noise, thus improving auditory cues.  The distance would have to be site specific, as 
background noise will vary. 
 
2. In 2008, the City of Ann Arbor, MI used rumble strips across the entire pavement width to provide 
auditory cues at a roundabout and a mid-block crossing to pedestrians who are blind or have low vision.  
These are a very effective tool, and although the City used the rumble strips on both the approach and 
departure legs, those choices are site specific.  It would be productive to develop design guidance for full 
width rumble strips. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
3. Number one could be combined with full width rumble strips, much like the mid-block crossing 
noted in number two.  
 
4. Pedestrian actuated signals are certainly a viable solution for many situations, and we support this 
tool as one of many in the design toolkit. We recommend that the Board and other stakeholders work 
together to develop guidance for site specific warrants that would determine when introducing a 
(signalized) stop condition into a roundabout is a greater benefit than a detriment, much like warrants 
have been developed for introducing stop conditions and signalized stop conditions into traditional 
intersections.   
 
In determining the need for introducing a stop condition into a roundabout, we believe a focus must be 
given to demonstrating an existing safety problem at the existing roundabout rather than presuming 
every mult-lane roundabout will cause a safety problem for pedestrians who are blind or have low vision 
or other users.  Data clearly demonstrating that many traditional intersections were less safe after 
introducing a stop condition was the origin of stop and signal warrant standards.  
 
We note for further consideration that at modern roundabouts, pedestrians cross behind the first vehicle 
or two waiting to enter the roundabout.  This means the busier the roundabout, the more likely the 
pedestrian can cross behind a stopped vehicle.   
 
In addition, modern roundabouts are designed to keep speeds below 25 mph.  Pedestrian safety and 
survivability is greatly increased at speeds below 30-35 mph.  Speed reduction is a key goal of Complete 
Streets design for precisely this reason.  Multilane roundabouts are a tool for high volume streets which 
typically have design speeds higher than 30 mph, further reinforcing their traffic calming and safety 
effects. 
 
The guidelines note that the cost of providing pedestrian activated signals at roundabouts with multi-land 
pedestrian crossings would be significant, but it is unclear if delays to motorists were taken into 
consideration.  Often, roundabouts are selected as a design solution because they allow the continual 
movement of traffic.  This reduces delays and emissions to the environment.  Installation of the pedestrian 
Hybrid Beacon (R306.3.2), which may be confusing to motorists, will interrupt the flow of traffic to 
allow pedestrians to cross.    
 
It is not clear what options public agencies have for the requirement for a continuous and detectable edge 
treatment on the street edge of all sidewalks in roundabouts without planter setbacks. Our members in the 
City of Eugene, OR indicate this would add another expensive “fix” to a perception of a problem they 
have never encountered with their roundabouts.  
 
For running slopes, (R304.2.2) the guidelines state, “the running slope of the curb ramp shall cut through or shall be 
built up to the curb at right angles or shall meet the gutter grade break at right angles where the curb is 
curved. The running slope of the curb ramp shall be 5 percent minimum and 8.3 percent maximum but 
shall not require the ramp length to exceed 4.5 m (15.0 ft).” 
 
Our concern with this guideline is that many times a curb ramp running slope is below five percent, and 
there would be no reason to purposely make a steeper slope just to meet this requirement.  Meeting this 
guideline therefore could significantly impact designs and costs.  We recommend changing the five 
percent minimum to at least a two percent minimum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Thank you for considering our comments. We stand ready to offer our assistance, experience and 
expertise as a resource.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Peter B. King 
Executive Director 
 


