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Introduction 

As many as seventeen percent of adult 
Americans—physically and mentally disabled 
individuals—have been unable to enjoy the Na­
tional Park Service's historic sites to the fullest. 
For certain segments of the disabled population 
such as those in wheelchairs and those who walk 
with difficulty, the configuration of a historic 
site and its historic structures makes physical 
access to the site and structures, and interpre­
tation programs difficult or impossible. For 
other disabled persons (i.e., those who are 
mentally disabled, deaf or blind), physical ac­
cess is not a problem, but access to interpreta­
tion programs may be difficult or impossible 
because the programs were not designed with 
these disabled individuals in mind. In addition, 
those with limiting physical conditions of a 
temporary nature (such as a broken leg) and 
those who are limited in strength and agility as 
a result of the aging process would benefit 
from a more accessible environment. 

This publication has been prepared to 
assist managers and technical staff in meeting 
an important, continuing goal of the National 
Park Service: giving disabled citizens the op­
portunity to share in the cultural, educational, 
and inspirational values embodied in the Park 
Service's historic sites. It is divided into two 
parts. The first serves as a guide to help manag­
ers understand the physical barriers that limit 
the enjoyment of the site by disabled visitors 
and describes some positive steps that can be 
taken. The second section is a manual for the 
specialists responsible for providing accom­
modation for disabled visitors. 

Part 1 focuses on physical access to his­
toric sites. It is an attempt to resolve the dif­
ferences between the needs of physically dis­
abled visitors and the need to preserve the 
historic integrity of Park Service sites and struc­
tures. The answer to resolving this difference is 
accommodation. Accommodation means all 

changes (architectural, administrative and in­
terpretive) made for the benefit of disabled 
visitors. 

The goal of the National Park Service is to 
provide visitors with the highest level of ac­
commodation consistent with the primary mis­
sion of the Service and the authorizing legisla­
tion for various park historic sites with the least 
impact on the historic fabric. 

When the highest level of accommodation 
cannot be achieved without significantly alter­
ing the historic fabric, other levels of accom­
modation, i.e., administrative or interpretive 
changes, may be the solutions of choice. 

The chapters that follow in Part 1 contain 
information for understanding and dealing 
with accommodation and historic preserva­
tion. Chapters 1 and 2 deal with an overview of 
accommodation and basic information about 
disabled individuals. Chapter 3 deals with 
historic preservation and its implications. The 
manager's role and the legal context are dis­
cussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 6 presents 
some priority problem areas along with typical 
solutions. 

Part 2 is designed to help the specialists 
who are responsible for providing accom­
modation for disabled visitors. This includes 
professionals such as historical architects, and 
specialists for the disabled, etc. at the parks, re­
gional offices, Denver Service Center, Harpers 
Ferry Center, and the Washington Office. The 
Denver Service Center now has a specialist for 
the disabled on each geographic team. The 
roles of the specialists are explained; and the 
criteria that management decisions should be 
based upon are discussed. 

Solutions to problems of physical accessi­
bility are presented in Part 2 in greater detail 
using the same priority listing as in Part 1. In 
most cases, more than one option is given 
along with the advantages and disadvantages 
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of each option. Solutions are presented in this 
way because each site is different and there are 
a number of factors that will determine how 
disabled visitors should be accommodated. 

A catalogue is included that lists the 
manufacturer of devices designed especially for 
disabled persons. There also is a bibliography 
for further reading. 

There are many things that can be done to 
upgrade the accessibility of historic sites and 
structures, for at least some percentage of 
disabled individuals. Remember, the objective 
of the Park Service is to provide disabled 
visitors with the highest level of accommoda­
tion, i.e., free and independent access to the 
site and its facilities, where it makes the least 
impact on the historic fabric. Physical access is 
described in terms of two levels: STANDARD 

and BELOW STANDARD. As described in Part 1, 
Standard Physical Access incorporates the 
standards adopted by the General Services 
Administration (GSA) in its Federal Property 
Management Regulations. Below Standard 
Physical Access is less than the standards 
adopted by GSA and involves a judgment as to 
whether acceptable physical access is achieved. 

Where physical access cannot be achieved 
according to one of the two levels described 
above, administrative changes and modified 
visitor interpretation programs should be con­
sidered. 

Historic preservation is as important to dis­
abled individuals as it is to everyone else. A 
spirit of commitment and the willingness to 
think creatively and explore all possible op­
tions can make the goals of accommodation 
and historic preservation work together for the 
benefit of all. 
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Brief Accessibility Checklist 

A complete and comprehensive survey check­
list is available in Part 2. 

This checklist, however, is provided to give 
the reader an overview of the areas and features 
of a site which need to be accessible. It wil l be 
helpful for managers to use this checklist while 
making a brief survey of a site and its structures. 

The brief survey will probably show many 
areas in need of improvement, thereby dem­
onstrating why this publication can become 
important to the task of upgrading the accessi­
bility of historic sites. 

Parking 

Entrance 

Yes No 

Special Spaces Reserved for disabled visitors? 

Extra-wide? 

Walks Paths of Travel Level, paved or stabilized, wide enough 
for a wheelchair, free from curbs, steps 
and obstacles? 

Walkways Level, paved or stabilized, wide enough 
for a wheelchair, free from curbs, steps 
and obstacles? 

Primary Entrance 

Alternate Entrance 

Accessible to wheelchairs? 

Railings? 

Accessible to wheelchairs? 

Railings? 

Main Floor Floors Non-slip finish? 

Carpeting Anchored securely? 

Doorways Allow wheelchairs to pass through? 

Thresholds Negotiated safely by wheelchairs and 

those with mobility impairments? 

Paths of Travel Free from obstacles to wheelchairs and 
visually impaired people? 

Other Floors Stairways 

Other Access 

Have railings which can be grasped for 
stability? 

Carpeted or otherwise free from pro­
jecting nosings (i.e., extensions of 
tread beyond risers) 
Provided for those in wheelchairs? 
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Convenience 
Facilities 

Toilet Rooms 

Water Fountains 

Telephones 

Permit entry by wheelchairs? 

One wide toilet stall? 

Sink, mirror, soap and towel dispenser 

at height for wheelchairs? 

One low urinal for wheelchairs? 

One low enough for wheelchairs? 

One low enough for wheelchairs? 

Equipped with amplifying device for 
hearing impaired? 

Elevators Conform to modern specifications? 

Provide room for wheelchair and 
attendant? 

Controls within reach of those in 
wheelchairs? 

Controls marked with raised letters or 
standard symbols? 

Warning 
Signals 

Emergency Alarms 
Doors leading to 
dangerous areas 

Both audible and visual? 

Properly identified? 

Identification Signs 

Paths of travel 

Large letters on contrasting background, 
raised or recessed and located within 
reach? 

Indicated by International Symbol of 
Accessibility? 

Visitor 
Interpretation 

Exhibits 

Recordings 

Standard Verbal 
Interpretation 

Written Visitor 
Information 

Alternate 
Accommodation 

Park Guide for 
Disabled 
Visitors 

Generally able to be viewed from 
wheelchair? 

Appreciated by visually impaired 
persons? 

Have amplifying device for hard-of-
hearing visitors? 

Information also available in written 
form (books or leaflets)? 

Also available in simple terms for those 
with reading difficulties? 

Provided if physical access is not 
possible? 

Available which describes facilities. 
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PART1 

CHAPTER 1 Accommodating physically disabled visitors: 
An overview 

INTRODUCTION 

Independent physical access for disabled visi­
tors, that is, access without the assistance of 
others, while using the same facilities as non-
disabled visitors is the highest level of accom­
modation. Any limitation of this exposure, or 

off-site alternative program is less desirable 
than touring the historic site in its entirety. 

LEVELS OF ACCOMMODATION 

Physical access can generally be achieved on 
two levels: STANDARDand BELOW STANDARD. 

A. 
PHYSICAL ACCESS: 
THE HIGHEST LEVEL 
OF 
ACCOMMODATION 

The Administrator of General Services is re­
quired by law to establish standards for the de­
sign, construction, or alteration of buildings 
under the jurisdiction of the General Services 
Administration (which for this purpose, in­
cludes National Park Service buildings) to in­
sure, whenever possible, that physically im­

paired persons will have ready access to, and 
use of, such buildings. Subpart 19.6 of Chapter 
101 of Title 41 of the Code of Federal Regula­
tions contains the standards which apply to all 
buildings owned by the Park Service or those 
under the jurisdiction of the GSA and used by 
the Service. (See Part 1, Chapter 4.) 

Standard Physical 
Access 

BELOW STANDARD is less than the standard 
adopted by GSA, or STANDARD level, and in­
volves a judgment as to whether acceptable 
physical access is achieved. There is no stan­
dard for acceptability or reasonableness here. 
At this level, it is important to involve disabled 
staff or citizens to ensure that the level is ac­
ceptable. It is important to clearly demonstrate 

To illustrate the two levels, consider the standards related to 
doors and doorways. The STANDARD width of a clear 
opening is 32 inches. Most wheelchairs are no wider than 
27 inches. Electric wheelchairs or wheelchairs for large 
people may exceed this width. A space 27' / , inches wide 
may allow most wheelchairs to pass through. However, 
another consideration is the space needed for the wheel­
chair user's hands as they propel the wheelchair. 

that this lesser standard provides a level of 
physical access which is acceptable in practice 
as well as in theory. 

BELOW STANDARD applies only to 
historic sites and structures. Modern facilities 
should be made accessible according to the 
STANDARD levels. 

The 27'/2-inch-wide doorway should be tested by having an 
individual try to propel himself by hand through the 
doorway in a standard wheelchair. If the BELOW STAN­
DARD level is adopted here, visitors in wheelchairs may 
require assistance from staff or a companion in getting 
through the doorway. 

Below Standard 
Physical Access 

EXAMPLE 

Where physical access cannot be achieved ac­
cording to one of the two levels described 
above, managers may resort to administrative 
changes and modified visitor interpretation 
programs. Administrative changes can be 

defined as those actions which involve staff 
assistance, modified visitor patterns, the use of 
aids and devices, and special policies for dis­
abled visitors. 

B. 
ALTERNATE 
ACCOMMODATION: 
Administrative 
Accommodation 
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Examples include: —allowing individuals in wheelchairs to enter the building 
through an accessible non-public entrance; 

-furnishing a special narrow wheelchair for use by visitors 
if needed; 

-rerouting a tour for a disabled visitor so that a physical 
barrier (i.e., a narrow doorway) is by-passed; 

-personally assisting disabled individuals over thresholds, 
helping individuals in wheelchairs up one or two stairs, 
(lifting and carrying individuals is not recommended for 
safety and liability reasons); 

-using a modified vehicle to provide access to the grounds 
over gravel or uneven terrain; 

-moving an exhibit to an accessible location at the site. 

Accommodation 
Using Interpretive 

Materials 

Managers should consider developing training 
programs on the physical needs of disabled 
staff or citizens. Local disabled persons can be 
a valuable resource during such training. 

In some cases, full physical access cannot 
be achieved without significant damage to his­
toric features. Alternate accommodation using 
interpretive materials allows the disabled visitor 
to experience inaccessible parts of the site 
through exhibits, audio-visual presentations, 
staff briefings and printed materials. On-site 
interpretive accommodation is always prefer­
able to off-site alternatives since the disabled 
visitor remains integrated with other visitors. 
(Managers should refer to the IMPS Interpreta­
tion and Visitor Services Guidelines [NPS-6] for 
additional information.) Accommodation may 
include, but is not limited to: 

—providing pictures of inaccessible second 
floor rooms; 

—providing printed texts for audio presenta­
tions and/or movie subtitles for deaf per­
sons or having available information similar 
to that presented in such interpretive 
presentations; 

—providing braille materials or audio ver­
sions of written material. 

Alternative accommodation using interpre­
tive materials benefits all visitors. Accommoda­
tions described above may be of value to 
visitors with limited interest or energy. On the 
other hand, well developed preview programs 
about the upstairs of a building may tempt 
previously noninterested visitors to see the 
upstairs for themselves. 

—developing an audio-visual presentation of 
the site and showing it in an accessible 
location; 
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CHAPTER 2 Who benefits from accommodation 

Every one benefits from an accessible environ­
ment to one degree or another. According to 
one estimate by the National Center for Health 
Statistics, thirty-five percent of Americans suf­
fer from limiting physical conditions and would 
benefit from a more accessible environment. 
An additional ten percent (Americans over the 
age of 65 and limited in mobility as a result of 
the aging process) are not included in this 
estimate. These estimates do not include those 
who are temporarily disabled, obese, or those 
carrying small children. 

When administrative accommodations or 
accommodations using interpretive materials 
are made, once again the population benefit­
ting are not only disabled individuals, but 
elderly visitors, those who speak foreign 
languages and those with limited time and 
energy. 

Quite often, when accommodations are 
made, non-disabled individuals find the site to 
be more convenient and pleasant to visit. 

" In 1978, there were an estimated 127.1 
million noninstitutionalized Americans aged 
18-64. Of this 127 million, more than 21 
million adults were limited to their ability to 
work due to a chronic health condition or im­
pairment. In other words, 165 of every 1,000 
adults were disabled."1 Various estimates of 
the total population of disabled Americans 
range as high as 35 million. 

Managers should make an affort to esti­
mate the number of disabled visitors who use 
parks. Moreover, because disabled people 
have been limited in their enjoyment of 
historic sites in the past and because the geo­
graphic distribution of disabled individuals 
varies, managers should make local estimates 
of the number of potential disabled visitors. 
Representatives of disabled consumer organi­
zations can assist with this process. 

The following information describes the 
kinds of functional limitations distributed 
throughout the disabled population. 

This term, as it is used here, refers to persons 
who use wheelchairs. It is important to 
remember that many persons in wheelchairs 
have lost upper body movement as well as 
lower body movement. 

The basic accessibility problems en­
countered by persons in wheelchairs include 
maneuvering through narrow spaces, going up 

or down steep paths, moving over unsmooth 
surfaces, making use of conventional toilet and 
convenience facilities, and reaching and see­
ing things placed at a conventional height. For 
those with upper body limitations, use of con­
ventional controls (i.e., water faucet handles, 
doorknobs, etc.) is also an accessibility 
problem. 

Total Mobility 
Impairments 

This term, as it is used here, refers to persons 
who walk with difficulty, do not have full use of 
their arms or hands, or who lack coordination. 
The kinds of impairments and their causes vary 
within this category but do include persons 
who use some mobility aid (i.e., crutches, 

braces), amputees, arthritic persons and those 
who may be partially paralyzed. 

Managers should be aware of the prob­
lems partial mobility impaired persons have. 
They include walking, climbing steps or slopes, 
and standing for extended periods of time. 

Partial Mobility 
Impairments 

'Work Disability in the United States, U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 1980. 
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Visual Impairments This term, as it is used here, refers to persons 
who are totally blind, as well as those who 
have lost a significant degree of normal vision. 

The basic accessibility problems for vis­
ually impaired persons include maneuvering 

past obstacles in a path of travel, going up or 
down steps, reading signs and printed mate­
rials, and understanding exhibits that can be 
seen, but not touched. 

Hearing Impairments This term, as it is used here, refers to persons 
who are totally deaf, as well as those who are 
hard of hearing. 

The basic accessibility problems for hear­

ing impaired persons include understanding 
audio presentations, communicating with site 
personnel. 

Learning Impairments Included here are mentally retarded individ­
uals, those with learning disabilities and others 
who have difficulty comprehending written or 
spoken material. Managers should be aware of 

the need to modify interpretive materials, signs 
and visitor instructions so that they are simple 
and direct. 

Managers should be aware of other impair­
ments which are site specific such as claustro­
phobia and acrophobia (fear of heights). At 
Perry's Victory and International Peace Memo­

rial, for example, the largest group of visitors 
unable to use the Memorial Column are those 
who have a fear of heights. 
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CHAPTER 3 Values of historic structures 

The Park Service has a statutory obligation to 
locate, identify, evaluate, preserve, manage, 
and interpret significant historic structures in 
every park in a way that they may be handed 
on to future generations unimpaired. This obli­
gation is spelled out in federal laws, an Execu­
tive Order, and Park Service management 
policies and guidelines which are summarized 
in Part 1, Chapter 5. 

After learning about the levels of accom­
modation for disabled visitors, it is important to 
understand the limitations on alteration and use 
of historic structures that are imposed by these 
laws and policies and how these limitations 
apply to accommodation of disabled visitors. 

NPS Management Policies, dated 2-78, 
indicates that protection of historic fabric and 
contents, and public safety take precedence 
over the use of a historic structure. In order to 
protect historic fabric or provide public safety, 
the use of the structure must be changed or 
limited if there is a conflict. 

Given the requirements of historic preser­
vation and limitations imposed for reasons of 
safety, managers have an important task of 
assessing the significance of each historic struc­
ture in order to understand the accommodation 
options which should be considered. Manage­
ment policies require that no structure be signif­

icantly altered without professional evaluation 
by the concerned regional cultural resources 
specialists (regional historical architect, regional 
historian, regional archeologist) of its historic, 
architectural and archeological value using the 
National Register criteria. Proposed alterations 
to National Register eligible structures must also 
comply with the "Procedures for the Protection 
of Historic and Cultural Properties" (36 CFR Part 
800) promulgated by the Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation. 

There are a number of factors that should 
be taken into account when considering inde­
pendent physical access to historic structures or 
administrative and interpretive accommoda­
tion. There is no formula for using the following 
factors. Instead, they must be evaluated in as 
objective a manner as possible. Most important­
ly, managers should be prepared to indicate 
why a particular factor was considered impor­
tant and how it affected a recommendation or 
decision. 

Each structure at a site must be evaluated 
separately, because structures at a historic site 
may differ in their historic significance and thus 
be treated differently when accommodations 
are made. 

The List of Classified Structures (LCS) identifies 
all historic structures including those that meet 
the criteria of the National Register of Historic 
Places. 

Those structures that are listed in the Na­
tional Register as individually possessing na­
tional significance should receive the greatest 
protection from alteration or loss. Structures of 
less than national significance may allow greater 
flexibility when making physical changes to 

achieve accommodation 
When judging just how amenable to modifi­

cations various structures are, managers should 
evaluate the structures in terms of their reason 
for significance. A historic structure's reason 
for significance defines why it should be pre­
served and aids in determining how accommo­
dation can be accomplished. The National 
Register nomination form's statement of sig­
nificance should be consulted to confirm 

Significance 
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the reason for significance of the structure. 
The installation of a permanent ramp at the 

front entrance of a structure preserved primarily 
as an example of period architcture may be a 
major intrusion. On the other hand, if a struc­
ture contains the workplace of a famous person, 
then access to the workplace may be essential 
to enjoyment of the resource, and a ramp may 
be justified at an appropriate entrance. 

Thus, there may be a difference as to the 
aspect of the structure that accounts for the 
significance. 

Managers should ask such questions as: 

-Must a visitor enter the structure to enjoy its 
value? 

-Are all rooms or locations in the structure 
equally important? 

-Must historic objects be enjoyed in their 
original setting to gain full appreciation of 
their value? 

-Does the structure have intrinsic architectural 
value, or is it valuable primarily because it 
houses a particular collection, or commemo­
rates an important event? 

A structure that has been preserved entirely in 
its original condition should be treated with 
care and respect. Continued preservation may 
preclude irreversible physical accommodations 
or those accommodations which jeopardize 
future preservation. For example, regrading a 
site around an entrance may cause damage to 
the walls or foundation of a building. 

Where the exterior of a structure has been 
preserved, but the interior has been subjected 
to adaptive use, there are more options avail­
able when achieving access within the struc­
ture. Modern toilet facilities in such structures 

should be made accessible according to the 
STANDARD level. 

In some cases, a portion of a structure was 
added after the period which established the 
structure's historic significance. In such cases, 
this more recent addition may allow more op­
tions for accommodation, because it is not as 
essential to portraying the architecture of the 
historic period. In other cases, the addition 
may be essential to showing the evolution of 
the use of the structure over a longer historic 
period. 

Use or Function When a historic structure serves as a visitor 
center, then it is especially important to pro­
vide access for disabled people. Such visitors 
may rely on visitor center facilities such as 
toilets, drinking fountains and telephones. In 
addition, it may be necessary to gain access to 
a structure to enjoy an interpretive program 
and to obtain assistance from Park Service staff. 
Where visitor centers are provided in inac­
cessible locations of a structure, and it is not 

desirable to alter the structure, serious con­
sideration should be given to moving the 
visitor center to another location. 

If on the other hand, the structure is the 
reason for significance and it is used strictly as 
a house museum, e.g., Lincoln's Home, 
preservation is essential and alterations should 
be avoided. This may not, however, preclude 
reversible physical accommodations or por­
table means of accommodation such as ramps. 

Yearly Visitation Accommodations at a site that is visited by 
500,000 visitors will likely benefit more dis­
abled individuals than accommodations at a 
site with a visitation of 50,000. Generally, 
however, such popular sites are more signifi­
cant and must be carefully preserved. 

As indicated in Part 1, Chapter 2, managers 
are encouraged to estimate the potential num­
ber of disabled individuals who might visit a 
site. This will give some idea of how many 
visitors will be affected by a particular accom­
modation decision. 

Where there is a cluster of historic structures in 
the same locality, one particular structure's 
inaccessibility may be offset by the accessibility 
of others in the area. This causes managers to 
consider structures in relation to their sur­
roundings. If two comparable house museums 
are located in the same city, it may be accep­

table to make accommodations at one struc­
ture and keep the other intact to show the dif­
ference in treatment. 
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Lincoln Home NHS in Springfield, Illinois illustrates the 
interplay of these factors. The Park consists of Lincoln's 
Home, several houses which add to the historic scene, in­
cluding the Corneau House, and a modern visitor center. 
The home, faithfully preserved through generations, must 
be preserved and maintained. A historic structure of such 
importance and unquestioned reason for significance must 
be treated with extreme care. Consistent with this, little 
physical access has been provided for visitors in 
wheelchairs, i.e., ramps, lifts, or elevators. Such accom­
modations would constitute a major intrusion on the 
historic scene, jeopardize historic fabric, and detract from 
the experience of all visitors. 

The Corneau House, which ultimately wi l l be diagonally 
across the street from the Lincoln Home, is not as signifi­
cant. Its exterior wil l be restored and its interior wil l be 

adapted as a special meeting and interpretive facility. This 
house which adds to the historic scene is able to be adapted 
for use by disabled visitors, because it does not possess as 
much significance. Accommodations at this structure will 
give disabled visitors an idea of the community in which 
Lincoln lived. 

The visitor center is not historic and is accessible at the 
STANDARD level. 

The entire complex receives high visitation annually and 
the Home is in danger of damage, so much so that serious 
consideration is being given to limiting the number of visi­
tors. Because of the visitor center and the ultimate use of 
the Corneau House as a special meeting and interpretive 
facility, alternate interpretive accommodation is a viable 
alternative to physical access to all visitors. 

Example 

Thus, we see that accommodation varies 
with the significance, treatment, use, and visi­
tation of a structure. How these factors inter­
relate and affect accommodation of disabled 
visitors is a matter of judgment. Such a judg­

ment should be made carefully and in con­
sultation with the regional cultural resources 
specialists and the Advisory Council on His­
toric Preservation . 
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CHAPTER 4 Manager's role 

Park Service managers play a central role in ac­
commodating disabled visitors. This chapter 

presents some recommended steps that should 
be taken to accomplish this task effectively. 

A. 
INCLUDE 

ACCOMMODATION 
IN PLANNING 
DOCUMENTS 

General Management 
Plan (GMP) 

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS DURING NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
PLANNING PROCESSES 

The GMP should include objectives in the 
visitor use section for adapting facilities for use 
by disabled people and involving interested 
community representatives. 

Development Concept 
Plan (DCP) 

The DCP should include all preliminary plan 
concepts for the disabled individuals and 
identify those structures which could provide 

physical access for an alternate level of 
accommodation. 

The Interpretive 
Prospectus (IP) 

The IP should address general methods of ac­
commodation and methods of interpretation 
that meet the needs of various disabled 
visitors. Individuals with learning, hearing and 

vision impairments should be included in addi­
tion to those with mobility or coordination 
disabilities. 

B. 
INCLUDE 

ACCOMMODATION 
IN ACTION 

DOCUMENTS 
The Historic Structures 

Report (HSR) 

The HSR should specifically address ac­
cessibility. It should be used to assess the im­
pact of proposed accommodations on the his­
toric fabric. 

Construction 
Documents (CD) 

Working drawings, specifications and con­
tract documents should specify solutions for 
accessibility. 
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