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I.
BLVPP Executive Summary

The Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project (BLVPP) is the first community research project of its kind. Never before has there been a formal assessment among people who are blind and low vision of their priorities for improving and increasing access to public services in San Francisco. In related literature, few assessments go beyond issues of medical care and rehabilitation. This study is the first to address architectural and programmatic access to government departments and services. The project was the result of collaboration between LightHouse for the Blind and the San Francisco Mayor’s Office on Disability in 2006 and 2007. 

Results of a telephone survey, leadership polls, and multiple focus groups show that accessible public transportation, travel, and public pathways are of greatest concern to people who are blind and low vision in San Francisco.

Problems with public transit and public pathways keep blind and low vision residents from being able to navigate San Francisco with safety and convenience.  Significantly, however, the community did not call for major policy changes or new technological fixes to redress their concerns. Instead, most of their recommendations involved enforcing compliance with existing laws and regulations and wider application of existing technologies. 

Key Findings:
· Sixty percent (60.6%) of blind survey respondents, and one-third (32.8%) of low vision respondents frequently encounter intrusions into the path of travel. The most common obstacles were sidewalks in poor condition, street furniture and signs, construction sites and scaffolding, protruding steps and street trees, and vehicles blocking the sidewalk.

· Almost all blind and low vision participants reported difficulties with citywide navigation. More than sixty percent (61.4%) of respondents would find audible signals at crosswalks the most helpful solution to address barriers to citywide navigation. 

· Although seventy-three percent (72.9%) of blind and low vision transit riders would find “talking” buses and MUNI trains most useful for accessible transit, MUNI bus drivers frequently fail to use the automated Digital Voice Announcement System (DVAS). Nor are operators calling out the stops in lieu of using the DVAS, as required.

· Disabled access seats on MUNI are rarely available as intended, and drivers do not consistently ask other riders to yield the seats.

· Sixty-four percent (63.6%) of blind and low vision survey respondents were not aware that they have the right to ask staff of city programs to provide information in alternative formats. 

· Sixty-six percent (66.2%) of respondents said they did not know they could call the Mayor’s Office on Disability to complain about city services.

Key Recommendations:
· Enforce laws and policies about keeping public pathways clear; 

· Increase responsiveness of the Department of Public Works and Department of Parking and Traffic to complaints;

· Install standardized, accessible pedestrian signals citywide;

· Expand and enforce the use of audible announcements on public transit vehicles and at transit stops;

· Improve signage and other navigation aids at transit stops and stations;

· Address transit operators’ behavior and adherence to regulations;

· Upgrade customer service to people who are blind and low vision;

· Train city employees about how to assist people with disabilities;

· Provide informational materials in a variety of alternative formats; and

· Educate people who are blind and low vision about their rights and grievance procedures.

Additional Findings and Recommendations:
As the first study of its kind, the BLVPP addressed the most urgent priorities and needs of people who are blind and low vision. Participants in the survey and focus groups also had the following recommendations for increased access in other areas of city services:

· Voting: Provide voting materials in alternative formats, training on accessible voting machines, and increased visibility for polling place signage.

· Public Art:  Provide audio description of public art exhibits where the art is located. Provide flexibility in alternative formats.

· Public Safety and Emergencies: Provide automatic audio announcements or staff assistance for blind or low vision people during emergency building evacuations.

Many areas for further investigation remain. These areas relate to public safety, arts and recreation, housing, health and social services, and other administrative services. Based on the prioritization by survey respondents, the BLVPP Steering Committee recommends that the City undertake additional blind and low vision community assessment projects, first focusing on access to public health and social services.

II.
Background and Acknowledgments

In 2006-2007, the LightHouse for the Blind and the San Francisco Mayor’s Office on Disability collaborated to conduct the Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project (BLVPP). The LightHouse for the Blind engaged the services of Rachel Lanzerotti, Project Management and Research Consultant, to manage the project and The Henne Group, a professional research firm, to conduct a telephone survey.

The project’s goal was to document and assess priorities for increasing access to city services and thus improve aspects of urban livability for people who are blind and low vision in San Francisco.

To reach that goal, the project intended to use a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods to answer the following, initial questions:

· What is the preferred mode of way-finding in blind and low vision (BLV) communities?  

· What features and approaches are best for BLV communities in an emergency or disaster?

· What are the current and future preferred modes of voting for BLV communities?

· What are the best means to make public art (in museums and the public right-of-way) accessible to people with visual disabilities?

· What is the preferred means to receive information about City services, benefits and activities for BLV communities?

· What is the level of knowledge of disability rights in BLV communities?

A primary goal of the project was to get a sense of relative urgency about what city services community members want addressed to increase and improve access. The project framework divided city services into six broad areas: public housing, public health and social services, public paths and travel, public safety and emergency services, arts and recreation, and administrative services and civic participation.

Each of these areas of city services is a legitimate area for investigation in its own right. As the project developed, it focused on the areas that community members indicated were highest priorities: public transportation, travel, and pathways.

Prioritization of City Services
When surveyed about their top priority among six areas for San Francisco to improve or increase access for people who are blind or low vision, the greatest proportion of survey respondents chose public transportation, travel, and pathways, and respondents also ranked this area as the most important for improved access.

The survey asked respondents to rank the importance of improving accessibility for people who are blind or low vision in each of six areas of San Francisco city services on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 meaning not at all important and 7 meaning extremely important. City services in the area of Transportation, Travel, and Pathways received the highest importance ranking of 6.28. Responses are presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Areas for Improvement

(Mean score on a scale of 1 to 7)

	Area of City Services
	Mean Score

(1 to 7)

	Transportation, travel, and pathways (n = 219)
	6.28

	Public safety and emergency services (n = 206)
	6.12

	Public health and social services (n = 200)
	5.90

	Housing (n = 206)
	5.88

	Arts and recreation (n = 210)
	5.79

	Administrative services (n = 213)
	5.72


The scores indicate that all six areas were of high importance to the respondents, with none falling below a mean ranking of 5.7 out of 7. However, there is some differentiation in the rankings.

Next, respondents were asked to select the one area that was their top priority for the City of San Francisco to improve and increase access for people who are blind or low vision. The greatest proportion, forty-two percent of respondents (41.7%) selected “Transportation, travel, and pathways” as their top priority. The proportions of respondents who selected each area are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Top Priority Area

(n = 228)
	Area of City Services
	% of Respondents

	Transportation, travel, and pathways
	41.7%

	Public health and social services
	18.0%

	Housing
	12.3%

	Public safety and emergency services
	11.0%

	Arts and recreation
	6.6%

	Administrative services
	4.4%

	Other/No Opinion/Decline to State
	6.1%


Those who selected public transportation, travel, and pathways as their top priority were most likely to do so because they use these services most frequently. 

The body of the report therefore presents specific recommendations related to the areas of public pathways and public transit. The report presents briefer summaries of findings in other areas and summarizes recommendations related to ubiquitous issues of customer service and communications, which turned up as concerns related to all areas of city services.
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III.
 Project Report 

1. Introduction and Overview

People who are blind and low vision tell numerous stories, often with patient humor, about the indignities and dangers they find in navigating city life. These include stories about using public services such as transportation, getting around on city streets, voting, and safety in emergencies. People who are blind and low vision also have many creative ideas and recommendations about how to make San Francisco a more accessible and livable city.

The LightHouse for the Blind and the Mayor’s Office on Disability sought to collect and assess these experiences and ideas so they might be transformed into concrete changes to improve San Francisco city services and thus ensure the civil rights of people who are blind and low vision. The BLVPP Steering Committee wanted to know where severe access problems have occurred and better ways to address them.

Throughout the project, several points consistently informed our methodological decisions. First, the project sought the direct experience of people who are blind and low vision regarding their interaction with city services in San Francisco. Second, it sought to gauge community priorities for increasing and improving city services without asking participants to make exclusionary choices among them, as they have a right to them all. Third, the project endeavored to make a distinction between participants’ difficulties with access to city services and access in other areas that may affect livability but that would be outside the scope of city accountability for disability access.

Previous research in this area is limited. Few assessments of the needs of blind and low vision people go beyond issues of medical care and rehabilitation. Moreover, few address architectural and programmatic access to public departments and services from the perspective of people who are blind and low vision. Finally, census and other demographic data sources are limited and thus do not adequately help describe the blind and low vision population in San Francisco. The Project sought to address these information gaps as it strove to document the characteristics and priorities of San Franciscans who are blind and low vision.

A steering committee of management staff from the LightHouse for the Blind and the Mayor’s Office on Disability, with consultant Rachel Lanzerotti, planned and implemented the Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project over the course of a year. Initially, the BLVPP Steering Committee and consultant reviewed literature and demographic data and held formative “leadership poll” discussions with groups of community leaders. Next, we surveyed blind and low vision adults in San Francisco by telephone about their priorities related to city services. To provide context and texture, the project concluded with two large community meetings that incorporated focus group discussions and a disability rights training by the Mayor’s Office of Disability. We held additional focus groups with people who are deaf-blind, people whose primary language is Spanish, and blind and low vision youth. (See Section IV for full details of the project methodology and participant characteristics. See Appendices for protocols.)

Our study found that the top priorities for the City of San Francisco to improve and increase access for people who are blind and low vision are public transportation, travel, and public pathways. Participants reported numerous problems with public transit and public pathways that keep them from being able to move around the city with safety and convenience. According to the testimonies of participants, existing laws and regulations related to these areas are consistently disregarded. The Project also gathered community input about improving other areas of city services, such as public safety protocols, access to public art, and voting processes.

Finally, the project polled respondents on what they thought San Francisco should do to improve services in the priority areas. Participants weighed in on technological solutions related to navigating public services and city streets. They strongly preferred auditory technologies in combination with tactile guide systems, improved signage, and personal assistance. Having city workers provide appropriate customer service and assistance was a recommendation that cut across city departments. Interestingly, most of the solutions proposed by those affected would not require new technological fixes or dramatic policy changes. Rather, the community urged better staff education and enforcing compliance with existing regulations.
Summary reports on the information collected at each stage of the project can be found in the Appendices. The body of the report organizes key findings according to the priority areas community participants identified. In each chapter, the existing laws, rules or regulations are presented, followed by the experience of study participants and their suggestions for improvements. The report concludes with a compilation of recommendations. The recommendations are based in the optimism and creativity of our community members and should provide guidance and direction to city policymakers. Our hope is that the Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project may inform changes not only in San Francisco but also in the larger field of community livability, accessibility, and disability rights.

2. Public Pathways
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires access to the public right-of-way for people with disabilities. The City of San Francisco Department of Public Works, Department of Parking and Traffic, Cal Trans, and the California Building Code have in place a number of policies and regulations to ensure that persons with disabilities have full and unimpeded access to all city streets and sidewalks. Yet people who are blind and low vision described numerous obstacles that consistently and frequently violate these legal regulations. Findings from this study show that the City of San Francisco is not maintaining a clear path of travel in the public right-of-way for people who are blind and low vision. Two key recommendations emerged in this area:

· Enforce policies that are designed to keep public pathways clear

· Install standardized Audible (or Accessible) Pedestrian Signals (APS) citywide.

Enforce Policies to Keep Public Pathways Clear
Department of Public Works regulations are designed to ensure a safe and accessible path of travel for all pedestrians. Keeping sidewalks clear of obstacles and hazards is a legal requirement. Details about DPW regulations related to access for people who are blind and low vision are included in the accompanying text box. Despite existing DPW regulations, three-fifths (60.6%) of blind respondents and one-third (32.8%) of low vision respondents frequently encounter intrusions into the path of travel.
People who are blind and low vision reported that they are not able to safely use the San Francisco public right-of-way due to the following types of dangers:

· Sidewalks that are broken and in poor condition;

· Street furniture and signs, such as café or restaurant tables and chairs and signboards on the sidewalks;

· Construction sites and scaffolding;

· Protruding steps and street trees;

· Cars and motorcycles blocking the sidewalk; and

· Other obstacles.

Sidewalk Condition

Community participants reported the dangers of sidewalks in poor condition: uneven pavement, potholes, dips in the street, holes, and broken or irregular sidewalks.

The City should fix the sidewalks. When I go down the hill, the sidewalks are all cracked up and everything. If you can’t see that good, you can fall and hurt yourself.

I noticed there were holes in the sidewalk months and months ago. I called the public works department. They never got back to me.

The sidewalks are in horrible condition. Sometimes I walk in the street, which is in better shape than the sidewalks.

Street Furniture

The City regulates “A-frame” or “sandwich” signboards outside of businesses as well as tables and chairs on the sidewalks outside of restaurants. However, these obstacles continue to affect access to the public right-of-way, according to many community participants.

I used to love walking around North Beach, but they all put in seats and tables on the sidewalk. I’ve almost fallen over. You have to maneuver around. If there wasn’t a table there would be room, but they should be responsible for these things being in the way.

A-frame signs in front of restaurants: they put them right in the middle of the sidewalk.

Construction Sites
City regulations require a safe and accessible path of travel around and/or through construction sites for all pedestrians, including those with disabilities. However, community participants described inadequate construction barriers and uncovered holes, along with scaffolding that makes it necessary for them to walk in the street. As one respondent said, “Many times construction sites pose significant hazards and problems. Last week, I came across a deep hole with no covering.”
Obstructions or Overhangs

Participants also described the hazards of steps that protrude into their path of travel and dangers related to sidewalk trees.

You don’t know there’s a hole around the tree. They should put a guard around it so you don’t fall in it, some sort of barrier.

Those metal cages that go around certain trees curl up at the top so there’s a metal spiky thing at head level. You turn and get poked by this pointy thing.

I walk to get to work, and there’s this tree that’s always low-hanging. I called DPW and they said, “OK we’ll come out and trim the trees.” But in three years, no one has come out.

Vehicles on the Sidewalks
Many participants reported the difficulties presented by cars and motorcycles parked across the sidewalk, in some instances requiring navigation out into the street to get around them. They also talked about the hazards of bicyclists and skateboarders on the sidewalks.

I personally would like the City to come and ticket people who are not parking in the proper place.… You have to go out into the street to get around the car.

Bicyclists [nearly hit me] at least once or twice a week. My number could have been up. I was annoyed when I was sighted; now I’m blind, and I feel all the more vulnerable.
Other Obstacles
Other obstacles described by participants included people standing, sitting, or lying across sidewalks, steps, or other public walkways; dogs who are leashed to poles and parking meters, blocking the sidewalk; garbage and dog feces on sidewalks; and garbage cans left on the sidewalk by garbage collectors.

Homeless people are constantly changing the landscape of where I’m going. They don’t like it when you stumble on them. Something needs to be done about homeless people sleeping in public walkways.

Any place that a public [stairway] walk connects two streets, the City should make sure that they have a regular schedule for cleaning those areas.… There’s garbage that makes it difficult to walk safely and lots of greenery obstructing rails.
The garbage collectors fling the garbage cans anywhere.
Findings
In response to the types of dangers cited here, survey and focus group participants who are blind and low vision recommended San Francisco take the following actions: 

· Increase responsiveness of the Department of Public Works (DPW) and Department of Parking and Traffic (DPT) to complaints;

· Develop and publicize a clear system for tracking intrusions or obstacles and addressing or removing them;

· Enforce related policies and rules about keeping public pathways clear, focusing on the general public, business owners, homeowners, car owners, and city contractors; and

· Educate people who are blind and low vision about their rights and grievance procedures.

Install Standardized Accessible Pedestrian Signals Citywide

Access to information about traffic movement and traffic signals is necessary for the safety and independence of pedestrians who are blind and low vision. For new construction or renovations, the City of San Francisco Department of Public Works requires tactile warnings at spots where pedestrians enter traffic (for example, at intersections). The clearest example of tactile warnings is the “truncated domes” on curb cuts at street corners. These are bright yellow sections of sidewalk in the sloped area of the curb, with raised bumps aligned with the direction of traffic. These warning measures are required by the ADA, the California Building Code, the San Francisco Building Code’s Department of Public Works Public Right-of-way Requirements, and in the case of major thoroughfares such as Van Ness Avenue, Cal Trans.

Another warning system at street corners is the Audible (or Accessible) Pedestrian Signals (APS), which make a sound to indicate when it is safe to cross. Some chirp, others beep; some give the location, others do not; and some include a tactile vibration for people who are hearing-impaired. One of the general requirements under Title II of the ADA is that all programs must be equally accessible to people with disabilities. Accessible crossing signals are particularly important for blind and low vision pedestrians who do not have the visual cues as to when it is safe to cross.
People who are blind and low vision in San Francisco reported that more should be done to ensure pedestrian safety via accessible crossing signals. Many of the respondents complained about lack of implementation or the slow pace of implementation. As one participant asked, “Why is it taking San Francisco over twenty years to catch up? The technology is there.”

Almost all study participants reported difficulties with citywide navigation. We asked survey respondents who walk in San Francisco to select two out of a list of approaches they would find most helpful for walking in the city. More than sixty percent (61.4%) of blind and low vision survey respondents who walk in San Francisco said that audible signals at crosswalks would be the most helpful solution.

The next most popular approach was textured raised bumps (truncated domes) on street corners, which were favored by one-third (33.2%) of respondents. Table 3 below shows the combined proportions of responses.

Table 3: Most Helpful Approaches
(n = 202)
	Approaches to Accessible Pathways
	%

	Audible signals at crosswalks
	61.4%

	Raised bumps on street corners
	33.2%

	Tactile strips to follow on sidewalk
	26.2%

	Global positioning via cell phone/pager
	12.4%

	Infrared signage with a receiver
	8.9%

	Braille signs
	4.0%

	Other
	14.9%

	Don’t know/No opinion
	7.4%

	* Because respondents could select multiple response options, percentages add up to greater than 100%.


Audible and Accessible Pedestrian Signals
Community participants strongly urged San Francisco to install audible signals (also known as accessible signals) at crosswalks. This finding is consistent with a general preference expressed by many participants for auditory information above other approaches. 

 Out of all the concerns that people go through during the day, the most dangerous part of their day is getting around the City. If I were the Mayor, I would spend whatever it takes to install audible pedestrian signals immediately.

Audible signals are [needed] for safety; pathways need to be marked. They say that it will cost a lot and take a lot of time. It should be speeded up.

We need audio for the corners, because the drivers don’t care if you have a red-and-white cane.

The improvements to audible technologies suggested by participants included using consistent sounds to indicate location and direction and increasing the volume and clarity of sound. We noted that English language audio or signage does not particularly add to the navigation barriers faced by Spanish-speaking focus group participants. (See Appendix G for more information.)

Participants praised the vibrating buttons at audible signals at crosswalks, which add to accessibility for people who are deaf or hearing-impaired; many would like to have more of these. As one person explained, “One thing that has been helpful, being hearing and vision impaired, is the new signals that vibrate. Even with a verbal announcement, I can’t hear it very well. As long as it vibrates, I know I can go.”
Tactile Street Corners

Many participants appreciated tactile, textured bumps (truncated domes) at street corners. Some would prefer a tactile “way-finding” strip, tactile or textured crosswalks, or crosswalk guides that would help them stay aligned and safely out of traffic.

Some curb cuts are painted yellow and have bumps. Not all of them do. But in general, I like them more than I don’t like them. 

I like the raised bumps because then I know I’m coming up to the curb. The old curb cuts were very slippery when they were wet. I like the bumps.

[I would like] a strip that goes from one curb to the other curb, in a straight line. Van Ness is a wide street and the lights are short, and it’s hard to walk in a straight line.

Findings

Community participants urged San Francisco to speed up installation of accessible pedestrian signals citywide. They also recommended that San Francisco do the following:

· Standardize audible pedestrian signals (APS), so that location and sounds are consistent and easy to use;

· Pair audible technologies with consistent tactile options (textured curb cuts, tactile strips, vibrating buttons);

· Pair audible technologies with large-print street signs for people who are low vision; and

· Increase traffic signal length at particularly wide streets to allow longer crossing times.

Reassess San Francisco’s Use of Infrared Technologies

Although there are other technologies that provide navigation solutions, their usefulness was more contentious among blind and low vision participants. Most respondents were interested in auditory technological solutions that don’t require them to carry additional devices.

Overall Recommendations – Public Pathways
The community survey and focus groups yielded the following key recommendations related to improving and increasing access to public pathways in San Francisco:

· Enforce policies to keep public pathways clear

· Install standardized audible and accessible pedestrian signals citywide

· Reassess San Francisco’s use of infrared technologies that require individuals to carry a separate device.

3. Public Transit

Most legal requirements related to accessibility of public transportation come from the federal level, under the requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). In San Francisco, access to public transit for people with disabilities is further regulated by the current operator rules and instructions handbook of the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency (SF MTA). (Although findings in this section of the report include some that apply to both MUNI and BART, BART is not a City and County program.)

Results of this study demonstrate that San Francisco needs to improve and increase disability access to public transit for people who are blind and low vision, who cannot drive and are heavily dependent on MUNI trains and buses to get around San Francisco. As with other areas in this study, most community participants did not feel that major overhauls would be needed to improve their access. They recommended the following:

· Expand the use of audible announcements; 

· Improve signage and other navigation aids to promote safety; and

· Where the rules or procedures are not being followed, improve customer service by increased responsiveness to complaints.

Expand and Enforce Audible Announcements on Transit Vehicles 

Although the ADA requires audible information to be presented visually, there are no specific laws or regulations requiring that visual information also must be audible. However, the SF MTA’s current operator rules and instructions handbook requires operators to announce stops. Details about MTA regulations related to access for people who are blind and low vision are included in the text box below.

Blind and low vision transit riders in San Francisco rely on audible announcements of transit stops, whether via automatic systems or drivers’ announcements. 

We asked survey respondents who use public transportation in San Francisco what they would find most useful to them. They were asked to select two items from a list of choices. Seventy-three percent (72.9%) of blind and low vision survey takers who are transit riders in San Francisco would find “talking” buses and MUNI trains most useful for accessible transit. Table 4 shows the combined proportions of responses. 

Table 4: Most Useful for Public Transportation

(n = 177)

	Approaches for Accessible Transit
	%

	“Talking” buses or MUNI trains
	72.9%

	A driver who is helpful and freely gives information
	53.1%

	Bus stops or MUNI train stops that announce what bus is coming
	22.6%

	Bus stops or MUNI train stops that tell you what routes stop there
	15.8%

	Route and schedule information available by phone or Internet
	11.3%

	Other public transit workers who are helpful
	9.6%

	Other
	7.9%

	Don’t know/no opinion
	0.6%

	* Because respondents could select multiple response options, percentages add up to
greater than 100%.


Enforce Use of Audible Announcements
According to community participants, MUNI bus drivers frequently fail to use the automated Digital Voice Announcement System (DVAS), in violation of MTA policy. Nor are operators calling out the stops in lieu of using the DVAS. As a result, people who are blind and low vision cannot identify where they are or prepare to disembark. They are missing their stops; sometimes they end up lost.
The driver won’t tell us the stop, or the sound is down, or it’s not operational. I’d say that 60 percent of the time that’s a problem.

It would be helpful if the driver could announce the upcoming streets. We never know where we are. He might announce it when he gets there, but by that time you’re stuck. They don’t do it in time.

That’s one of the biggest problems: drivers either turn off the devices or refuse to tell you the stop.

One of the problems is that sometimes drivers turn [DVAS] off because it’s annoying [to them]. When I’m on [the bus] I tell them, you either turn it back on or announce every stop. When I tell them to turn it back on they are clearly annoyed. They should be on all the time and not be able to be turned off.
Use the technology that already exists. Many of the buses turn off or turn down the voice commands. Or the bus driver has them turned in the wrong direction. Or the stops are wrong, on buses and also trains. They need to enforce the law that stops be announced.

If I were the Mayor, I would call an emergency meeting of all the MUNI drivers before they get to work and tell them to turn on their audio whenever they stop, on every street.

Synchronize Announcements With Stops

A further problem reported is that even when operators use the DVAS, the announcements are often not correctly synchronized with stops.

The electronic announcements on the newer buses are very helpful. The one issue for me is that they are off a stop or two. You don’t know if you just passed it or it’s the next one coming up.
Even on some automated buses, the timing is off. Like on the 47, sometimes it will announce the street after we’ve passed it already. The timing meant I didn’t ever really know what stop I was at.

Improve Clarity and Volume of Announcements
Reliance on sound for navigation means that clarity and volume of announcements on transit vehicles and in stations makes a big difference for people who are blind and low vision.

I’m on MUNI quite a lot, and it’s always a mumble, like what’s going on? There’s an ongoing problem with sound in the station.

[On BART] sometimes the announcement is like a whisper, depending on the intercom system.
Findings
In summary, survey and focus group participants who are blind and low vision recommended that San Francisco carry out the following:

· Enforce audible announcements of stops by operators or Digital Voice Announcement System (DVAS);

· Synchronize DVAS announcements with stops; and

· Improve clarity and volume of DVAS announcements.

Improve Customer Service by Transit Operators
Address Transit Operators’ Behavior and Adherence to Regulations
In addition to the appropriate use of audible technologies, transit operators control all other aspects of customer service on transit vehicles. Their behavior has an enormous impact on the riders. Operators’ willingness to assist people who are blind and low vision with courtesy and adherence to the ADA and other regulations can make a significant difference in these riders’ public transit experiences.

A lot of the drivers are not very courteous to you about when you want to board the bus, when you want to get off the bus. They passed me by… when I had the cane.

Bus drivers—they get a training and then the knowledge is gone. They still grab my dog’s harness.

I use MUNI, mainly buses, and I find the service is uneven. I get some [drivers] who are just wonderful, and some where I will be chasing after a bus and it pulls away once I get there. I’d like to see some attention to the [behavior of] conductors. We are the customers, and we want to be treated well.

Drivers disrespect me when I ask them to call out stops because I don’t look blind, and they don’t believe me when I tell them I am.
Keep Disabled Seating Available
Federal law mandates that the front seats of the bus be reserved for seniors and persons with disabilities, including people who may not appear to have a disability. Operators are required to request that other passengers yield these seats. Yet we learned from community participants that these seats are rarely available as intended and that drivers do not consistently ask other riders to yield the seats.

When I get on board, sometimes the bus driver says, “Hey the lady needs a seat.” If you look like you can see, even for seniors, people don’t get up. The bus driver should really be responsible. Some drivers say, “This bus isn’t moving until the lady gets a seat.”

It would be good if bus drivers have the training to know how to ask people to move [from disabled seating]. They’re people that have to work with the public all the time. They need to know how to do that…. Some drivers don’t give a hoot; some drivers do care.

Findings
In summary, blind and low vision participants recommended the following actions:

· Address transit operators’ behavior and adherence to regulations; and

· Make sure disabled seating is available.

Increase Audible Information for Travelers Waiting at Transit Stops
Provide Audible Travel Information at Stops
Audible information for people waiting at transit stops improves independent travel for people who are blind and low vision. There are few other means to confirm a correct location or destination. Among survey respondents using public transportation, about one-quarter would find bus shelters or MUNI stops that announce arriving vehicles and their destinations most useful for navigation.

At each stop there should be an announcement telling you which bus it is and where it is going.
The new talking bus pilot study on Church and Duboce that announces the time of the next bus and train I find extremely helpful. If they could implement that city-wide, it would be really great. It would be great for people who are completely blind.… It could be a little louder because the J train and traffic overwhelms the sound of the speaker. But it’s a great idea and works well.
Provide Audible Bus Number and Destination
Community participants also suggested audible announcements by each arriving bus, providing its number and destination when it arrives at the stop.

One of my main problems is I don’t know what bus it is, so the bus comes up and I can’t read the number on the bus, so what I have to do is stand there and they open the door, and I say, ‘What bus is this?’ It’s not right.

When the bus arrives and it announces the destination, it’s very helpful. For example, the 38 Geary has four different destinations.
Findings
In summary, survey and focus group participants who are blind and low vision recommended that the SF MTA:

· Provide audible travel information at bus shelters and other transit stops; and

· Provide audible bus number and destination upon its arrival.

Improve Signage and Navigation Aids to Promote Safety

MUNI follows signage requirements of the ADA Accessibility Guidelines for Buildings and Facilities (ADAAG) and the ADA Accessibility Guidelines for Transportation Vehicles, which provide extremely specific requirements for the positioning, character heights, and contrast of accessible signage. For example, signs must be positioned high up on walls or overhead, and characters and symbols must contrast with their background (either light characters on a dark background or dark characters on a light background).

Increase Size, Contrast and Reflectivity of Signage

Participants who are low vision raised complaints about the size, contrast, color, and reflectivity of station name signs, exit signs, and escalator and elevator signs in MUNI and BART. They recommended larger and lower signs that are reflective or are constantly lit (rather than flashing) with high-contrast, black-and-white lettering.

I’m visually impaired and my greatest concern is signs. They’re not reflective and they’re not big enough on either MUNI or BART. The [destination] signs are small and you can’t see them.

We need constant illumination rather than lights flashing. The only way I know I’m at Civic Center is because I can see that there are two words. 

Signage should be large, with good contrast, and more at eye level.

BART stations in San Francisco in the past used to be lit. The words were printed in white and the letters were easier to read. But now the print has been changed to red, which is a bad color for a low vision person to see. My top complaint is that you don’t know where you are because of poor signage.

If you’re in BART, you wonder, “What station is this?” You have a heck of a time trying to find the name.
Use High-Contrast Paint and Way-Finding Strips

Survey and focus group participants urged use of high-contrast paint on transit escalators and stairs, and the addition of way-finding strips leading into BART and MUNI stations. As one person pointed out, “Here’s a good thing: when I take the Embarcadero station, I notice that all the steps are yellow. I can just go down the stairs. I love that. I found that very helpful for me as I’m rushing down the stairs.” We heard similarly appreciative comments about the Powell Street BART and MUNI station stairs.

Address Safety Hazards

Study findings also reveal that people who are blind and low vision may face dangerous obstacles at transit stops, such as utility poles and signs located directly in front of where MUNI buses stop, which make it difficult or impossible to exit a bus safely. 

When electric buses pull up to the curb… when you get off you run into a telephone pole. They assume that you can walk around it. It seems small, but it’s really important for someone who’s blind.

At the 22 Fillmore stop at Church and Duboce, there is a light pole, a trashcan, and a utility pole right where the bus door opens. Even with a cane, it’s almost impossible to get out of the bus. Light rails like the N Judah or J Church let you off at an island, and there’s a thin piece of hard metal sign located perpendicular to the car. You can literally slice yourself in half. Someone should look into that; it’s extremely dangerous.

MTA could address these safety concerns by instructing operators to stop vehicles so exits will be clear of obstacles. Participants suggested other types of safety hazards related to public transit use could be addressed via visual cues (such as consistent use of orange cones showing BART escalator repair) or audible cues (such as a sound indicating someone has reached the last step down on a MUNI bus.

Findings
To increase their ability to navigate safely at MUNI and BART stops and stations, blind and low vision community members recommended that San Francisco take the following actions: 

· Increase size, contrast, and reflectivity of signage;

· Use high-contrast paint and way-finding strips; and

· Address safety hazards.

Overall Recommendations – Public Transit

The community survey and focus groups yielded the following set of key recommendations related to improving and increasing access to public transit in San Francisco:

· Expand and enforce use of audible announcements on transit vehicles

· Improve customer service by transit operators

· Provide audible information for travelers waiting at transit stops

· Improve signage and navigation aids to promote safety.

4. Other City Services

The survey and focus groups also provided information about ways to improve or increase access in other areas of city services. Table 5 below summarizes the prioritization of areas of city services by survey respondents. (Also see Section IV for full details of the project methodology. See Appendices for additional information.)

Table 5: Top Priority Areas for Improvement
	Area of City Services
	% of Respondents
	Mean score (1 to 7)

	Transportation, travel, and pathways
	41.7%
	6.28

	Public health and social services
	18.0%
	5.90

	Housing
	12.3%
	5.88

	Public safety and emergency services
	11.0%
	6.12

	Arts and recreation
	6.6%
	5.79

	Administrative services
	4.4%
	5.72

	Other/No Opinion/Decline to State
	6.1%
	N/A


Housing, Public Health and Social Services

Housing and public health and social services ranked second and third in priority for areas San Francisco should focus on, though well below the interest in transportation. Only 18% and 12% of respondents choose housing and public health and social services, respectively, as top priority areas. The discussions in the study’s focus groups of the needs of blind and low vision San Franciscans around these areas could not do justice to these large topics of concern. Further investigation is needed.

Public Safety and Emergency Services

As required by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), public buildings provide emergency exit information on Brailled placards next to elevators. We asked all survey respondents what would be most useful to them in finding an emergency exit. The vast majority said that they would find recorded audio announcements or staff assistance most useful for exiting a public building safely in an emergency. In contrast, just four percent (3.5%) would find the Braille signs useful.

Arts and Recreation
A relatively small proportion (6.6%) of survey respondents selected city services related to arts and recreation as their top priority for improving and increasing access for people who are blind and low vision in San Francisco.

Among survey respondents with interest in public art exhibits, more than half (51.2%) would prefer to experience exhibits through an audio description at the site where the art is located, particularly by wearing personal headphones to hear a description of the exhibit.

Focus group participants reported that they particularly appreciate tactile exhibits. They also appreciate “access days,” or days when people with disabilities have priority access to exhibits, and docent tours. Participants clarified, however, that the preferred form of accommodation (e.g., audio description versus docent tour) would vary by individual.

I would like to have more access to the arts. This is a world-class city and people who are blind and low vision should have the opportunity to explore and enjoy what’s here.

That’s what’s difficult about being in a museum – you can’t touch anything. I lose that sense of whatever the artist was trying to get at, if you can’t touch it. If I could just get an idea by feeling or touching, I’d be happy.

The City should have information on their website for arts programs for people with disabilities. That would be a start.

For further investigation, it may be useful to make a distinction between public arts and recreation.

We should separate arts and recreation. I have a low interest in the arts. I have a high interest in recreation…. Arts are a low priority for me because there’s not enough information telling me what I’m standing in front of.

That’s where recreation has an advantage. In the Park, you can smell the flowers and have other sensory experiences.

Administrative Services – Department of Elections

In the area of administrative services, community focus groups yielded a number of recommendations for the Department of Elections. Many focus group participants vote with absentee ballots. Those who vote at their polling place highlighted the importance of several factors:

· Voting materials in alternate formats

· Advance training for poll workers on using accessible voting machines

· Advance training for voters who are blind and low vision

· Increased visibility for signs indicating polling place location

· Personal assistance by poll workers.

Accessible Voting Materials

Participants appreciate receiving voter information on cassette tape or via website information. They also recommended condensing voter information, embossing the print on ballots, and sending voter information further in advance of elections.

The Library in San Francisco provides the city and state ballot on tape and that’s what I use. And they send it to us ahead of time.
The Department of Elections could set up one portion of their operations to prepare the voting pamphlet on a cassette and standardize who to call prior to the election so [there] won’t have to be so many surprises.
Those ballots this time, there were too many! I think it was six pieces. Can’t they condense this so that it won’t be so long? …I just thought, when is this going to end? I just wanted to dump it in the trash after a while, but I thought: Let me vote.
If they would emboss the printing [on ballots] that would really help.

I think website stuff is really valuable. If there was a text-based place where people could read [voter information] online. It’s tedious to go through the San Francisco Ballots. The tapes are great but you could scan through that stuff quicker online on a computer.

Advance Training for Poll Workers

Closely related to the value of personal assistance is the recommendation that poll workers receive advance training on using accessible voting machines.

I would strongly recommend that the staff be trained better; it almost took longer for the staff to figure it out [the accessible voting machine] than for me to cast the vote. In the primary in March I went to City Hall to use the machine. It took them about 15 or 20 minutes to figure out how to use the machine.

The people at the polls don’t know how to use the machine.

Advance Training for Voters

Community participants also recommended advance training for voters who are blind and low vision, so they are well prepared to use machines before election day.

I think we need to have training on how to use the machine prior to going to the polling place. It can be such an emotional ordeal just to vote—the whole process of listening to the instructions. I prefer to have instructions prior to that so when I get there I can vote intelligently without having to worry about how to do it.

One other thing that could be good is if there is a place that has a machine for people to come check it out before, a demonstration, to figure out how to work it before election day, because it’s good to know in advance.

Improved Signage for Polling Places

Making it easier to find polling places via better signage would facilitate the voting process for people who are blind and low vision.

Once I get to the polling place I would need something very obvious that lets me know it’s a polling place. A bright sign, a blue handicap sign that lets me know I’m in the right space.

What they need to do is put a big plastic sign to say this is the polling place, so that anyone can see it. It is just invisible.

Personal Assistance

We heard that trained assistance by poll workers is extremely helpful for voters who are blind and low vision.

[The City should] have someone in the polling station who could verbalize how to use the equipment.

There should be someone at the [polling place] that would be knowledgeable that would help me get to the machine and help me use the machine, tell me what button to press…. I would need someone to show me exactly what button to touch to vote.

5. Customer Service and Communication

Community members raised many concerns about customer service as an area for improvement that cuts across all city services. Customer service includes appropriate, helpful, and courteous response by city workers to people who are blind and low vision. Community members recommended training for city workers about the rights and needs of people with disabilities.

Study participants also called for enforcement of laws, regulations, and policies for providing services to people with disabilities, including providing informational materials in alternative formats. Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), those serving the public are obligated to provide assistance to people who are blind and low vision regardless of whether that person is accompanied by a partner, family member, or other personal assistant.

Personal assistance from city workers is an essential aspect of accessing city services for people who are blind and low vision in a variety of situations. Yet almost twenty percent (19.3%) of survey respondents reported that they have received “inadequate or inappropriate” assistance from a San Francisco city employee.
In many situations, personal assistance is important for community members to access city services:

· When getting around inside city government buildings, almost eighty percent (78.9%) of survey respondents would prefer personal assistance (such as from staff or a help desk).

· More than half (53.1%) of blind and low vision survey respondents who use public transit in San Francisco highlighted the importance of a driver who is helpful and gives information freely.

· For receiving information from government departments about city services, benefits, and activities, the greatest proportion of blind and low vision survey respondents would prefer talking to a city official on the phone.

· Related to voting, focus group participants cited the importance of trained polling staff who can familiarize them with voting equipment, and of City Hall workers who can direct them to submit absentee ballots.

At the same time, respondents reported concerns about “uncommunicative,” “touchy,” or even “downright hostile” city workers and other employees serving the public: supervisors and staff in city departments, security guards in public buildings, MUNI and BART drivers, taxi drivers, poll staff, construction workers, security checkpoint staff at the airport, and city safety and emergency workers.

Today I came into [City Hall] through the concierge area. I had to go through the metal detector. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. The guard was just standing there… she was very uncommunicative; she didn’t tell me what I had to do.

With MUNI drivers, you have to ask them to put the coach down for you, and then they’re very touchy about it. Don’t you see my cane? That’s standard service.

Many [taxi] drivers are not courteous, nor are they helpful. They wait for you to grapple with the door. The hand is out for the tip but not to help you. It’s a lack of courtesy.

I’ve asked for assistance, and people will say, “Can’t you see?” and I practically had to prove to them I can’t see. Be sensitive if someone asks for assistance, and think that they are asking you because they need it.
As addressed in the earlier Public Transit section, focus group participants gave many reports about poor customer service by public transit workers. Among survey respondents who reported inadequate or inappropriate service from a city department, the greatest number cited MUNI. Community participants call for systemic improvements.
My suggestion is to think of some way to reinforce and reward [MUNI] drivers who do what they’re supposed to do. There are some drivers who are really nice… and there are some drivers who are really cruel. There is not yet an effective way to get people to do what they‘re supposed to be doing. The fact is a lot of them don’t. They seem angry and unhappy, and it seems that people need to think of a systemic way to reinforce and monitor drivers’ behavior.

Findings
Two key recommendations emerged in the area of customer service and communication:

· Provide comprehensive training on disability rights and awareness for city employees who are managers or who have contact with the public.

· Provide information and communications intended for people who are blind or low vision in a variety of formats.

Provide Disability Rights and Awareness Training for City Workers

Community members strongly recommended training for city employees about how to assist people with disabilities.

The City could incorporate disability awareness and sensitivity to blindness training and information for city employees into an ADA awareness day.

People in public capacities need a basic, brief training: “This is how you would help somebody who has a disability.” Make it a basic part of the training procedure.

Guards, drivers—they should have some sort of training… anyone who works directly with the public will need training.

If I were Mayor, I would make it mandatory that every city and county worker in San Francisco know about the visually impaired and especially train them about the red-and-white cane.

Participants called attention to particular city jobs requiring a great deal of public contact—MUNI employees, security guards, police and other safety and emergency workers—for whom training may be particularly vital.

There should be a sensitivity training for MUNI employees. I used to use a disability card but got tired of being asked all the time, “What is your disability?”

At the airport, I’m not sure if the security checkpoint people have had training. I’ve had people ask me about my cane. You’d think it was rudimentary knowledge. If they don’t know what a cane is, how will they know what a bomb is?

It’s important to continue to educate the police force of the rights of blind people. A blind person being injured on the street is not about being blind.

The Police Department, MUNI drivers, BART agents, firemen, and city departments… all need more training and education.
Moreover, respondents made specific suggestions about the types of sensitivities that the training should address. They recommended in particular training city staff in the following areas:

· How to respond to requests for assistance with courtesy and patience;

· How to handle confidential and sensitive information; 

· Appropriate customer service to persons who ask for assistance but may not appear to have a disability; and 

· Understanding that people with disabilities, including people who are blind or low vision, may have a wide range of needs for assistance.

In this regard, respondents said:

For me, I think the biggest thing in terms of assistance is staff understanding that they need to do things a little more slowly. If I’m trying to write something it takes longer, it’s slower. People are very pressured for time sometimes. They get brusque and irritated. With low vision, you don’t look disabled, so sometimes if you ask a question that seems obvious, people can be abrupt and hostile.

One of the things I’ve had to do a bunch of times is fill out a form with a stranger, who gets to know things like when my last period was, or what my political affiliations are. It’s having the customer service skills so that’s not a big deal, so confidentiality is taken into account.

It would be helpful if city staff people could be made aware that blind people cover a wide range of travel abilities. Some people just need directions; some need more help…. The basic thing is, if you were training city people, to ask the person what they need and how they want to be helped….[It would be helpful] if people could learn to listen to what is really needed and turn off their anxiety.
Provide Information and Communications in Alternative Formats


A key area of good customer service to the public is pro viding information. Under the ADA, people who are blind and low vision have the right to alternative formats for information that any government agency is providing to the public. Alternative formats may include Braille, large print, audio tape, and electronic formats that may be played on a computer. The US Department of Justice calls for “primary consideration,” specifying that public entities must honor the choice of an individual with a disability and stating that the individual with the disability is in the best position to determine what type of aid or service will be effective. 

Yet we heard accounts from project participants that demonstrate that this legal requirement is not being met by city departments.

My problem is that everyone thinks I’m sighted. I have to get nasty [by insisting on help] or go home and fill [a form] in because it’s less of a problem.

I asked for [an audible format for] information at health services and was told that a woman who spoke Chinese would interpret for me. 

In any such situation when I’m asking for reasonable accommodation, if a worker—City or otherwise—will not help me, I immediately say “I want to see your supervisor,” and the reason I do that is to help educate wherever I am that there [should be] a reasonable accommodation as well as human kindness.

I’ve had issues with the city involving information. I think I should be able to write the city a letter with my requests and have a response in a certain period of time. I don’t mind waiting, but a procedure needs to be in place.

Is it okay for the Department of Elections to tell me to print the voters guide and get someone to read it to me, when I call and ask them for a taped version?

I’ve had people say, “I’m not allowed to help.”
Project findings demonstrated that, to some extent, new technologies and formats such as large print have superceded Braille, particularly for older adults who are newly blind or low vision and who may not have learned Braille. This situation partially explains why only a small proportion of survey respondents (5%) prefer to receive information from city departments in Braille compared to other formats.

The survey asked all respondents to indicate two communication methods from a list of choices that they would find most useful for receiving information from San Francisco city departments. As stated above, the greatest proportion of survey respondents would find talking to a city official on the phone the most useful method for receiving information from city departments. Other sources of communication, in order of preference, are large print by mail, Internet or e-mail, cassette tapes, TV, and radio. (Although nearly one-third of respondents reported that they currently receive information via radio or TV, fewer than one-fifth find these to be the most useful formats.)

Table 6, below, shows the combined proportions of responses.

Table 6: Most Useful Information Methods

(n = 228)

	Information Method
	%

	Talking to a city official on the phone
	43.0%

	Large print by mail
	34.6%

	Internet or email
	22.8%

	Cassette tape
	21.9%

	TV
	18.9%

	Radio
	18.4%

	Automated phone menu
	10.5%

	Braille
	5.3%

	Other
	5.3%

	Don’t know/No opinion
	3.5%

	* Because respondents could select multiple response options, percentages add up to
greater than 100%.


A few individuals in the focus groups highlighted the importance of accessible websites (websites that are compatible with software that turns text into speech, commonly called screen-reading software) with information about city services, such as voter information and public events. This area of accessible communication about public events, services, and activities may merit more investigation.
Overall Recommendations – Customer Service and Communication

Community members who are blind and low vision recommended that San Francisco implement the following actions in order to improve customer service and communication by city workers:

· Provide training on disability rights and awareness for city employees

· Provide information and communications in a variety of formats.

6. Summary of Recommendations

The report has highlighted recommendations in the highest priority areas of people who are blind and low vision, for the City of San Francisco to improve and increase accessibility of city services. The following summary compiles the key recommendations detailed in the previous sections. All recommendations are directed to the City of San Francisco by community members who are blind and low vision.

Public Pathways

1. Enforce policies to keep public pathways clear:

· Increase responsiveness of the Department of Public Works and Department of Parking and Traffic to complaints;

· Develop and publicize a clear system for tracking intrusions and obstacles and addressing or removing them;

· Enforce policies and rules about keeping public pathways clear with the general public, business owners, homeowners, car owners, and city contractors; and

· Educate people who are blind and low vision about their rights in this area and about grievance procedures.

2. Install standardized, accessible pedestrian signals citywide:

· Standardize the location and sounds of audible pedestrian signal (APS) technology for consistency and ease of use;

· Pair audible technologies with consistent tactile options (textured curb cuts, tactile strips, vibrating buttons);

· Pair audible technologies with large-print street signs; and

· Increase traffic signal length to allow longer crossing times at wide intersections.

3. Reassess San Francisco’s use of infrared technologies that require individuals to carry a separate device.

Public Transit

1. Expand and enforce use of audible announcements on transit vehicles:

· Enforce audible announcements of stops by operators or Digital Voice Announcement System (DVAS);

· Synchronize DVAS announcements with stops; and

· Improve clarity and volume of DVAS announcements.

2. Improve customer service:

· Address transit operators’ behavior and adherence to regulations; and

· Enforce the requirement to keep disabled seating available.

3. Increase audible information for travelers at transit stops:

· Provide audible travel information at transit stops (such as bus shelters); and

· Provide audible bus number and destination upon its arrival at a transit stop to passengers waiting to board.

4. Improve signage and navigation aids to promote safety:

· Provide larger, lower, and high-contrast station and destination identification signs;

· Use high-contrast paint and way-finding strips; and

· Address safety hazards.

Customer Service and Communication
1. Provide comprehensive disability rights and awareness training for city employees who are managers or who have contact with the public.

2. Provide information and communications in a variety of formats.

IV.
Methodology

The Blind and Low vision Priorities Project was conducted with the collaborative leadership of the LightHouse for the Blind and the Mayor’s Office on Disability. A professional researcher and evaluator, Rachel Lanzerotti, MSW, managed the project. Telephone surveyors from a professional survey firm, The Henne Group, conducted the telephone survey using trained interviewers. Facilitators with experience working in diverse communities, including Bruckner Consultants, LLC, and Michael J. Wong Consulting, led the focus group discussions. The project provided interpretation for focus groups consisting of Spanish-only speakers and deaf-blind individuals.

The BLVPP Steering Committee publicized the project and recruited participants through community outreach efforts. Steering Committee members made presentations at the Mayor’s Disability Council (televised), Human Services Network meetings, a membership and board meeting of the Coalition of Agencies Serving the Elderly (CASE), and at the annual conference of the California Council of the Blind (CCB). We published information about the project on the LightHouse web site, through the LightHouse’s Lantern newsletter, and CCB’s California Connections.

Several points consistently informed our methodological decisions. First, the project sought the direct experience of people who are blind and low vision regarding their interaction with city services in San Francisco. Second, it sought to gauge community priorities for increasing and improving city services without asking participants to make exclusionary choices among them, as they have a right to them all. Third, the project endeavored to make a distinction between participants’ difficulties with access to city services and access in other areas that may affect livability but that would be outside the scope of city accountability for disability access.

Research Methods

The Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project used the following research methods to address the project’s guiding questions:

· Literature and secondary demographic data review

· Leadership polls

· Telephone survey

· Focus groups

Literature and Secondary Demographic Data Review

As a first step, the project conducted a literature search and review to locate research that might inform the project design and implementation. Although the BLVPP is more focused in its scope than a broad needs assessment would be, we hoped to determine whether other entities have conducted assessments related to public services to people who are blind or low vision. Project consultants searched for relevant publications of the past ten years, from 1995 to 2006, using electronic databases and a general Internet search for related articles or projects.

We also conducted a search for census and other secondary demographic data that would describe the blind and low vision population in San Francisco and for comparative purposes, California. We found very few data specific to San Francisco. Prevalence data for blind or visually impaired and overall disability can be found at the state and national level. 
Leadership Polls
In April and May 2006, the Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project held three “leadership poll” focus group discussions at the LightHouse for the Blind with informants who are blind and low vision. In total, ten key informants participated in one of three leadership polls, including LightHouse board members, staff, and leaders from other community groups.

The purpose of the leadership polls was twofold: to ask participants about their priorities related to improving the accessibility of city services, and to get their input about how to approach broader communities of people who are blind and low vision about their priorities related to city services.

Leadership poll meetings used a prepared protocol of discussion questions; responses were analyzed for themes within and across groups.

Limitations of Leadership Polls

Leadership polls provide qualitative data meant to help inform project design. Because of the qualitative approach and small and context-specific sample sizes, it may not be possible to generalize findings beyond these respondents.

The leadership poll participants were key informants identified by the LightHouse. Although they represent a leadership perspective on community-wide concerns, they may not be representative of San Francisco blind and low vision communities in many ways, including age, race/ethnicity, and income level. One specific caveat raised by leadership polls participants is that they represent a group of “independent travelers,” (that is, they leave their homes, often without a sighted companion) and that people who are blind or low vision who do not travel independently might have different priorities. Along similar lines, as one participant pointed out, ensuring greater participation is a broader, ongoing challenge related to working in these communities: “I see the same people in many of the meetings and focus groups. You would think there are only two dozen blind people.” 

Telephone Survey

Drawing from its organizational databases, the LightHouse generated a list of 1,658 community members, clients, donors, and individuals who responded to outreach efforts related to this project. Only individuals for whom phone numbers were available were selected for the sample. The LightHouse engaged professional telephone surveyors, The Henne Group (THG), with the capacity to use trained interviewers and a 12-station Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system.

We requested that THG stratify the sample by gender, with equal representation of men and women. We also limited the sample to names with telephone numbers in the following Bay Area telephone area codes: 415, 510, 650, 925, and 707. We further limited participation eligibility to those who self-identified as blind, low vision, and/or visually impaired; to those who either reside in San Francisco or visit San Francisco at least twice a year, with a target of 80% San Francisco residents; and to respondents over 18 years old who could hear and respond to the surveyer in English.

THG made up to five attempts to contact each member of the sample.  For their participation, each participant received a gift of a radio and a ten percent discount coupon for purchases at Adaptations, the LightHouse store.

Survey Instrument

The BLVPP Steering Committee, composed of the Directors and Management Staff of the LightHouse for the Blind and the Mayor’s Office on Disability (MOD), in consultation with consultant Rachel Lanzerotti and The Henne Group, developed a 20-minute survey instrument based on the literature review and on findings from the leadership polls. Additional staff from the LightHouse and the MOD reviewed a draft instrument prior to pilot testing.

Prior to launching the survey, THG did a pilot test with 11 English-speaking, hearing individuals who responded to outreach efforts and others randomly selected from the LightHouse databases.  The BLVPP Steering Committee, in consultation with THG, reviewed the pilot test results and made final revisions to the survey instrument and sampling plan.

Response Rate
THG attempted up to five calls to a sample of 1,235 individuals. Of these, 228 interviews (18.5%) were completed. Based on the disposition of completed, ineligible, unknown, or refused interviews, and using the Council of American Research Organizations (CASRO) method, the simple response rate is calculated as 32.4%.

The following data table summarizes characteristics of those who responded to the survey. Three quarters (75.9%) of survey respondents live in San Francisco.

Table 7: Respondent Characteristics
	Gender

(n = 228)
	Female = 52.6%

Male = 47.4%

	Age
(n = 223)
	Average Age = 64 years

Age Range = 18 to 97 years

	Age Groupings

(n = 228)
	18 to 29 years old
	4.4%

	
	30 to 39 years old
	3.9%

	
	40 to 49 years old
	11.0%

	
	50 to 59 years old
	21.1%

	
	60 to 69 years old
	14.9%

	
	70 to 79 years old
	18.0%

	
	80 to 89 years old
	20.6%

	
	90 or older
	3.9%

	
	Declined to state
	2.2%

	Race /

Ethnicity
(n = 228)
	Caucasian/White
	53.5%

	
	African American/Black
	17.1%

	
	Latino/a or Hispanic
	7.0%

	
	Asian
	6.1%

	
	Biracial/Multiracial
	2.6%

	
	American Indian/Native American
	1.3%

	
	Southeast Asian
	1.3%

	
	Arab/Middle Eastern
	0.9%

	
	African/Afro-Caribbean
	0.4%

	
	Other
	3.1%

	
	Declined to state
	6.6%

	Individual Annual Income
(n = 228)
	Less than $15,000
	40.4%

	
	$15,000 to $29,999
	22.4%

	
	$30,000 to $49,999
	8.8%

	
	More than $50,000
	8.4%

	
	Declined to state
	20.2%

	* The sum of the percentages may be slightly less or greater than 100% due to rounding.


Data Analysis

The CATI process involves data input directly into a database in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. Consultants cleaned and recoded data as necessary for analysis and ran the overall frequency or response to each question. Following review by the BLVPP Steering Committee, we ran multivariate analysis (cross-tabulations), using chi-square tests of independence to explore whether comparisons of responses were statistically significant. The results from chi-square tests are noted in this report with a 2 symbol, followed by a p-value showing the level of statistical significance for the test. The p-value represents confidence level or margin of error; thus a smaller p-value indicates greater significance. In general, we used the 95% confidence level, or 5% margin of error, (p = .05) to determine significance. This report includes only statistically significant findings (2, p < .05) from the multivariate analysis.

Limitations of the Telephone Survey

We are aware of specific biases in the telephone survey sample. Those who responded to the survey may have been more motivated than those who did not respond. Also, the databases from which we drew the sample represent those who already are connected to the LightHouse and therefore may not be entirely representative of people in San Francisco who are blind and low vision.

Based on available comparable data, the survey sample appears to reflect what is known about the general population of people who are blind or visually impaired, especially in terms of race. Taking into consideration the diversity of San Francisco communities, however, there may be some under-representation in the survey sample of Latinos and Asian/Pacific Islanders, perhaps because the survey was conducted in English.

The wording and order of survey questions may have influenced responses. The instrument was designed with underlying assumptions based on the literature review and leadership polls—specifically, that transportation and communication barriers are significant concerns among communities of people who are blind and low vision.

Focus Groups

In November 2006, the Blind and Low Vision Priorities Project (BLVPP) held two large community meetings, which broke into seven small discussion groups. In February 2007, the project held three additional, smaller focus groups, one each for people who are deaf-blind, for youth, and for people whose primary language is Spanish. Total attendance at the focus groups was 73 people who are blind or low vision. (We sought to conduct a focus group in Cantonese and Mandarin but were not able to generate sufficient interest among community participants. At the same time, it is important to note that the focus groups were racially and ethnically diverse, with a range of ages represented.)

The overall purpose of the focus groups was to bring together people who are blind and low vision and who live in, work in, or frequently visit San Francisco. By engaging community members in small group discussions at the meetings, the project sought to gather qualitative data that would add context and depth to the telephone survey findings. We designed a discussion protocol to gather people’s opinions, experiences, and stories. The meetings also offered an opportunity for the Mayor’s Office on Disability (MOD) to present “Know Your Rights” training to community members, covering information about disability rights and seeking to find out how to improve communication and outreach.

A LightHouse staff member made invitational phone calls to community members, using organizational databases for clients, donors, and individuals who responded to community outreach efforts related to this project. Taxi vouchers and guided accompaniment were available for those who requested transportation assistance.

A total of 54 blind and low vision individuals attended a Wednesday meeting (November 15, 2006) at San Francisco City Hall or a Saturday meeting (November 18, 2006) at the LightHouse for the Blind. The latter meeting included chapter representatives from California Council for the Blind (CCB) and National Federation for the Blind (NFB). Both meetings were attended by a diversity of participants, representing a cross-section of San Francisco communities. Consultants observed about an equal number of male and female participants; it is estimated that about sixty percent were white, the rest were people of color. Ages were observed to range from 30s to 70s. The groups included participants with various degrees and recency of vision loss. Some but not all participants also had completed the telephone survey.

In February 2007, we held three additional focus groups. These focus groups were designed to gather the input of people who are deaf-blind (5 participants), people whose primary language is Spanish (4 participants), and young people who are blind and low vision (10 participants). The Spanish focus group and the deaf-blind focus group were interpreted. None of these participants had completed the telephone survey.

Like the leadership polls described earlier, the focus groups were led by trained facilitators following formal protocols; verbatim were notes recorded during all groups. Protocols were developed with input from a meeting with LightHouse All-Services staff and consultation with the BLVPP Steering Committee members. Each adult participant received a $10 gift card for groceries, while each youth participant received a $5 café gift card.

We used content analysis procedures to identify consistent themes within and across the focus groups. Quotations from focus group members are included throughout the body of the report to illustrate themes gleaned via analysis.

Limitations of the Focus Groups

Focus group data are qualitative, which allows more in-depth contextual assessment of key issues. At the same time, qualitative findings may be biased by the individual experiences of the participants and may not be generalizable to a larger population.

The barriers to access that leadership poll and focus group participants highlighted were also those that may have limited participation in the project, namely, transportation and communication challenges. 
Areas for Further Investigation

As the first project of its kind in San Francisco, BLVPP focused on discovering the needs of blind and low vision people in relationship to their highest priority areas. More work needs to be done to research needs and recommendations for improvement in other areas. Based on prioritization by survey respondents, the Steering Committee would recommend the next assessment effort with people who are blind and low vision focus on public health and social services in San Francisco. 

What DPW Regulations Require:


A minimum 48“ wide path-of-travel, with short stretches that can be as narrow as 36” for such obstacles as posts or poles;


Clear barriers to dangers from construction sites on the street and sidewalk, including scaffolding and trenches, along with safe, alternate paths of travel;


Limits on where street furniture and signs can be placed in the public right-of-way. These obstacles must be formally permitted with DPW and leave a clear, level path of travel at least 48” wide;


No overhangs lower than 80”;


Cane-detectable rails around any objects that protrude greater than 4” or other temporary obstacles; and


No un-barricaded, unexpected, hazardous drops.











What MTA Regulations Require


Compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act;


When a disabled person is observed, operators are to stop, open doors, and announce the line and destination of the vehicle;


Operators must pick up people with disabilities; no “pass up” is permitted;


Operators must acknowledge and announce stop requests by passengers;


Operators must always announce stops, at least at transfer points with other fixed routes, major intersections and destination points, all MUNI Metro stations in the subway, and at intervals along a route sufficient to permit individuals to be oriented to their location;


Operators are required to use the Digital Voice Announcement System (DVAS) on vehicles that are so equipped. If the vehicle does not have a working DVAS system, then the operator is responsible for making announcements and calling out transfer points and major points of interest;


Route and destination must be announced at all stops served by multiple lines or destinations;


Guide, signal, and service animals must be allowed to ride free on all equipment at all hours, on leash but not muzzled. The patron is not required to have a Disabled ID/Pass or any kind of ID for the animal; and


Operators must request passengers to yield the forward seats to persons with disabilities and to seniors.














Community Education�About Disability Rights


Many San Franciscans who are blind or low vision are not aware of their rights in relation to obtaining city services.


Sixty-four percent (63.6%) of blind and low vision survey respondents were not aware that they have the right to ask city program staff for information in an alternative format.


Sixty-six percent (66.2%) of respondents said they did not know they could call the Mayor’s Office on Disability to complain when their rights are not being met.


Older people in particular would benefit from information about their rights. Respondents older than 60 and female respondents of all ages are less likely to have asked for assistance with accessing San Francisco city services; older respondents are also less likely to be aware that they could call the Mayor’s Office on Disability if their rights are not being met.


Clearly, community education is needed for people who are blind and low vision about disability rights and about recourses such as grievance procedures.





















