UNIVERSAL DESIGN: cheap, nearly invisible today, priceless when misfortune strikes

Is your home fit for the future?

Builders, buyers urged to plan for tomorrow’s health challenges

By Todd Lawys

UILD today for a mobility chal-
lenged futare tomorrow,
That's the message behind a
conference caming to Winnigeg rext
manth that aims to encourage new

| home buyers, hamebuiiders and real

estate agents to consider that today’s
heakth and agility may not outlast a
persea’s desipe to stay in their home,

And statistics suggest that's often
the case: late last year, a Boval LePage
study looked at bow one-third of Cana-
da's population is ever 5 and how the
vest majorily ¢f those pentagenariang
Terres o desire to move inte so-called
“genior's howsing."

While serme of that market is looking
to condeminiums o esse Hiestyle, as
the hursan papulation’s longeviey
increases and the desire to hold of £
maving into assisted-living homes for
as long a5 posaible, the pdds that move
homerwners will Face mability chal-
lenges hafore it's time tn legve tha
harne are kigh,

That is the foree driving what's
emerging 5 & new phil hays i vee-
ol design. And at the new-home stage,
it's samething that can be incorporated
at littde ecttra cost,

“We used to work in the spinad cord
unft a1 Health Sciences Centre, and as
occupational therapists, we ave trained
to book at the wey people I‘uﬂ-:um.'
says nocypationsl therapist Corinne
¥lawany whn iz nneaf.the ngpanizess

of the Human Fectors in Design con-
ference March 1-2 at the Victoria Inn.

“When our patients were sent home,

wet quickly realized that most homes
are ot acepssible for patlents convas
leseing from injuries that impaired
their mebility. Standard homes have
stairs, small doorways and other barel-
ers that make it extremely difficuit for
mobility-impaired people to do
gudw-h}-du}' tasks we take for grant-

Invisible

Mamy of the changes behind univer-
zal design are almaost invisible to the
averags observer: a df-inch main
entrance door, 32-inch interior doors
(instead of the standard 30-inch), &
step-free entrance and wider hallways.

“The main issue here is that we've all
getting older," Angie Maidmant,
Elassen’s partner in Therspy First and
co-nrganizer of the conference says,
“For example, ane of my clients just
hed a stroke. So he now has mobility
problems, and his wife has memory
problems. They didn’t want to move, so
they bad to spend about $25,000 for a
lift to help him negodiate a set of stairs,
It's just not cheap to retrofit a housa."

But designed in ar the beginning, &
plan for the future is quite Inexpen-
give, she said. And to the cameal
observes, it appears simply as good
design precepts, not necessarily con-
cessions o any physical impairment,

Klassen adds that annther client,
wanting to prepare for the physical

that come with aging, was
lnoking to enlist a builder to build
him a bome with universal design fea-
mres.

"It turned out to ke incredibly diffi-
cult 0o find a builder that would build
that kind of home from scratch,” she
says. “Onrt of five builders,
ime responded. That — by necessity —
was the bauilder he went with."

Edmonton architect Ron Wickman,
leynote speaker af the conferencs,
says thet's not surprising.

*The reality is that most of
teday's housing communities are built
for able-bodied peaple, That's why I'm
50 keen to come and speak at the con-
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Gorinna Klassan, 1aft, and Angie Maidment say universal design does-
n't cost much but ean make yowr fature in yoer own homa brighter.

‘A huge tidal wave of seniors with mobility issues is coming, and it’s going to hit hard’

lerence — Corinna and Angie are book-
ing to atiract & large cross-section of
society to it, which is & good thing,” he
sys, "We bave to educate the general
publiec, various levels of government,
and the private sectar (budlders) about
the merits of universal design concept
homes."

Wickman said like it or nat, old age is
Coming.

“A huge tidal wave of senfors with
mohility isswes is coming, and it's
going to hit hard.” e warns. “So
there’s going to be a real need to
asceommodate seniors with a variety of
mobility isswes. Right nosw, I'm left
wondering where people who can't
take care of themselves are poing to
go. OF eourse, we'll figiure ot a way to
house people, but 'm concerned thart
solution will lack grace and dignity.”

‘While univerzal design is the ulti-
miate: el when designing a home for
persons with Hmited mobility, thers
are actually three levels of user-friend-
liness: 1) Visitahle; 2) Accessible; and

e Thar e o

This home has a barrer-free entrance — wide door, no step up, wide sidewalk —
yet it simply leoks like the prodect of geod design.

Keys to universal design

B ltems thal have minimal visual impact: wider hallways, 32-inch
interior doors, 36-inch main entrances with no steps, wider kitchen
pathways, additional bracing inside bathroom walls to accommodate
arab bars, gither now or in the future, -
i For greater planming: lower light switches, higher electrical outlets,
customizable kitchen cabinetry, curbless showers, at least one accessi- 1
ble bathroom and bedroom on'the main floor.

—architect Ron Wickman, a lesaing propoment of uriversal design

3} Universal.

Making a bome visitable means that
a mobility-impaired individual can get
to and through the front door
without incident, and then can negos-
ate their way around the main foor
without encenintering any major
obabructions.

“Tough slog'

Judy Redmand, universsl design
coordinator for the City of Winnipeg,
5ays it may be & while before evervone
— the pablic, government and bufllders
— Fully realize how heneficlal unives-
sal design can be.

“It be hemest, it's heen a tough slog
o sell the concept to date,” she says,
“We are definitely looking at visitable,
accessible and universal housing in
Manitotw, but the city is a regulatory
body, 50 we can't mandate something
like universal housing 1o happen.

“We definitely encourage and pro-
muote it, but eny type of legislation (to
pramate it} has to come from the
provinelal government,”

Redmond aays that bailders through-
oat the provinee can't continae to
claim there's oo demand for houses
Incorporating universal deaign con-

cepts.

“T've been told by people in the real
estate industry that not & day goes by
without them getting requests for bun-
galows, especlally from senbors,” she

8433,

“The builders then reply that no one
ks them for bungalows with a uni-
versal design floor plan. How can pee-
ple ask them i they don’t understand,
or knonw shaut the concept? Personally,
T would love to kave one showhoms in
the Paracde of Homes designed specifi-
cally to show what universal
features are all sbowt. D that, and
then see what the demend is like.”

WinnipegREALTORS market ana-
192t Peter Squire says the universal
design concept makes sense.

“Tt makes sense that universal
design will be a growing rend — older
people with knee, hip and back issues

1

wold benafit tremendously from the
user-friendly features.

“There's going to be & market for it,
we just have to educate people about
=

Wickman says it i hard to convince
builders

[ can appreciate that it's rough for
hausing developers to go against the
trend — they're out there to makea |
praofit,” he says. "Buot building a home
with universal design features built-in |
iga't more expensive, In fact, such
buildings, cver time, will save money.
You won't bave to tear down obsolete
buildings to start ever, and because
people can live for a longer time in
their homes, they won't have o go inta
care homes.™

For details on Therapy First's
Human Factors in Design conference,
5;;; www, TherapyFivat.ca or call 612-

= lewysEnits. net



