
Questionnaire on access to cultural heritage- 
World Blind Union response
The World Blind Union (WBU) is a non-political, non-religious, non-governmental and non-profit-making organisation, representing over 160 million blind and partially sighted persons in 177 member countries. It is the internationally recognized organisation speaking on behalf of blind and partially sighted persons at the international level. 

In responding to this questionnaire, WBU has focused on issues relating to ensuring access to cultural heritage for blind and partially sighted people. Since we are an international organisation, we have not attempted to describe specific national laws and practices. 
The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) provides the framework under which disabled people’s access to cultural heritage should be ensured. In particular, Article 30 - Participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport, sets out that: 

“1. States Parties recognize the right of persons with disabilities to take part on an equal basis with others in cultural life, and shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that persons with disabilities:

c) Enjoy access to places for cultural performances or services, such as theatres, museums, cinemas, libraries and tourism services, and, as far as possible, enjoy access to monuments and sites of national cultural importance.”

It is also important to note that the requirements of Article 9 of the UNCRPD, on Accessibility, and Article 21 on Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information, must be fulfilled if States Parties are to ensure full access for blind and partially sighted people to their cultural heritage.
I. The recognition of cultural heritage

1. What are the main achievements (good practices), gaps and obstacles in:

a. Granting access to cultural heritage for different groups

Good practice for ensuring maximum access to cultural heritage for blind and partially sighted people revolves around ensuring the accessibility of both the heritage site itself and related facilities and information. Specifically, WBU believes that the following steps should be taken: 

Consultation with local groups of visually impaired people to find out how best to meet their needs.

An access audit of the heritage site’s facilities to assess their accessibility.  This should be carried out by a professional person with experience of auditing facilities. Consideration should be given to the way the service is delivered from start to finish, and areas for improvement identified.
Physical environment

It is not necessarily someone’s disability that stops them from gaining access to a building. Rather, physical barriers are often the cause.
Wherever possible, a step free environment throughout the facility including the main entrance should be created.
Providing accessible facilities, such as good, even lighting, helps everyone- not just disabled people. 

It is vital to ensure that disabled people are aware of emergency procedures and that key staff are aware of where disabled guests/visitors are located within the facility

Accessible accommodation

For a heritage site to be accessible, local accommodation also needs to be accessible, 
Hotels should have staff specifically trained to offer support to blind and partially sighted guests. It is helpful for hotels to have additional features such as colour contrasting surfaces, talking lifts and tactile signs. 
Trained staff
Over and above the physical accessibility of a site, staff training is a key factor in ensuring good access for blind and partially sighted people. Staff should, for instance know how to guide blind people. Sites should have up-to-date and appropriate disability policies and all staff should be familiar with them.
Accessible travel

Accessibility of travel to and from a heritage site is vital. If a blind visitor cannot get there, he or she cannot benefit from any accessibility features the heritage site may have. Accessible information about the heritage site is also necessary. This should be provided in a range of accessible formats, such as large print, audio and braille. Communication channels should allow blind and partially sighted people to fully access all services. For example, if a heritage site has a website, it should conform to web accessibility standards such as WCAG2.
III. The access to cultural heritage

5. What are the main achievements (good practices), gaps and obstacles in ensuring access to cultural heritage, including in terms of:

b. Ways in which technological developments can promote and support access to cultural heritage;

Technology can be a barrier or a means of facilitating access for blind and partially sighted people. New technology is often designed without accessibility in mind. So, for instance, an interactive touch-screen display in a museum might well be useful for explaining cultural heritage to sighted people. However, unless it is designed also to be accessible, for instance with spoken versions of the on-screen information, it will exclude blind and partially sighted people. 
In theatres and on television, visual images can be explained to blind and partially sighted people by a service called “audio description”. This is a narration which fits between the dialogue and describes the action to those who cannot see it. Audio description is still rare both on TV and in theatres. However, where it does exist it provides significantly increased access to culture for blind and partially sighted people.

Much cultural heritage information is now being provided thanks to websites. This is a very powerful and potentially accessible way of ensuring both the survival of and widespread access to cultural heritage. However, as mentioned above, websites need to conform to web accessibility standards such as WCAG2 so that blind and partially sighted people are not excluded from the benefits they bring. At present, only a very small percentage of websites do conform to this standard.
c. Mechanisms to make justiciable the access to cultural heritage; 

The integration of the requirements of Article 30 of the UNCRPD into national law would help to achieve this. So far 147countries have signed the UNCRPD and 96 have ratified it. If these countries take their responsibilities seriously under Article 30 of the Convention they will indeed ensure that access to cultural heritage is indeed justiciable in their jurisdictions.
Linked to the point above, all countries should ensure that when drafting disability anti-discrimination law, they expressly require access to cultural heritage

IV. The way forward

9. In your view, what concrete measures should be adopted and implemented to ensure access to cultural heritage including through the use of new technologies at the regional and/or international levels?

As per 5b and 5c above.
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