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FOREWORDS TO THIRD EDITION  

 
Foreword by Councillor Sue Fennimore 
 
I am delighted to welcome this 2015 internet edition of LBHFôs ñUnderstanding Tactile 
Paving - Support Material for Tactile Paving Providersò.   

This guide is written from the perspective of the customer, i.e. blind and partially 
sighted people who use pedestrian crossings.   
 
Previously, printed editions have been used by many professionals across the country 
including local authority planning and highway officers; highway engineers and 
contractors responsible for tactile paving at pedestrian crossings.   
 
Because of the demand from professionals and the public, Hammersmith & Fulham 
decided to publish this updated, internet version as an expression of our commitment 
to social inclusion.  We are fully committed to working together across the Council to 
implement good practice and continue to make tactile paving a central part of highways 
specifications.   
 
Since we started this programme of installing tactile paving across the borough, 
neighbouring boroughs have joined us in our determination to create a safer 
environment that helps to maximise the mobility and independence of people with 
visual impairment.   
 
With accurate information about pedestrian crossings and tactile paving, blind and 
partially sighted people may gain the confidence to walk independently and safely 
wherever they are.   
 
Finally, I would like to thank those who have contributed to this guide with special 
thanks to Beata Duncan-Jones.   
 
 
Councillor Sue Fennimore 
Cabinet Member for Social Inclusion 
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Foreword by Jane Wilmot OBE 
 

I am delighted to welcome this 2015 internet edition of ñUnderstanding Tactile Paving - 
Support Material for Tactile Paving Providersò. Beata Duncan-Jones has a lifetime 
experience of training blind and partially sighted people to use the pedestrian 
environment independently.  

Beata has very helpfully written it from the perspective of blind and partially sighted 
people who use pedestrian crossings. Several important points arise. 
Tactile paving at pedestrian crossings:  

¶ provides essential information (like a sign for a roundabout for sighted people) 
so blind and partially sighted people can find and navigate different pedestrian 
crossings safely. 

¶ Sighted people rely on consistent, accurate maps and signage for information 
when travelling from place to place. Blind and partially sighted people also rely 
on consistent and accurate tactile paving for information at pedestrian crossings 
when travelling from place to place. 

¶ Consistent and accurate tactile paving at pedestrian crossings gives blind and 
partially sighted people the confidence that it is safe to cross. 

¶ Incorrect tactile paving at crossings can be dangerous if blind and partially 
sighted people are misled by the information provided before using the 
pedestrian crossing. 

These issues are well covered in this guide on tactile paving at pedestrian crossings. I 
warmly recommend this guide by Beata Duncan-Jones to every professional including 
local authority planning and highway officers; highway engineers and contractors 
responsible for tactile paving at pedestrian crossings. There are helpful tips and 
drawings to illustrate different situations that make professionals aware of little things if 
corrected will make a big difference to blind and partially sighted people. 

It is a good read and helps to raise important issues which are not seen as a problem 
for sighted people but are major issues for blind and partially sighted people.  When 
tactile paving is installed correctly to provide consistent and accurate information about 
the pedestrian crossing it gives blind and partially sighted people the confidence that 
they can walk independently and safely wherever they are.  

This Internet Edition provides essential information to a much wider audience about 
providing consistent tactile paving at pedestrian crossings. It comes at a good time 
because the Department of Transport is reviewing its 1998 guidance on tactile paving 
with new guidance expected in 2016. 

 

Jane Wilmot OBE 
Chair, Hammersmith and Fulham Disability Forum 
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Foreword by Wayne Ryan, BSc, MSc, CQSW 
 
 
Beata Duncan-Jones has worked in Hammersmith & Fulham as a 
mobility/rehabilitation officer for visually impaired people for 37 years.  In 1978 Beata 
completed a course in mobility studies in visual impairment, at that time, at the National 
Centre in Birmingham.   
 
Where did this interest and lifelong study, culminating in the production of this internet 
version of Understanding Tactile Paving at Pedestrian Crossings, come from?  There 
are two points from which this journey can be seen to originate from.  The first is a 
óchanceô incident, which led to the thought or idea being developed, the second was 
the óexperience of observationô.   
 
In 1975 Beata's brother-in ïlaw, who was visually impaired himself, wanted to attend a 
conference in Poland, where he lived.  However, his guide was unable to attend so he 
asked if Beata could assist him.  The outcome of this led to Beata translating a booklet 
on óThe physical environment and the visually impairedô (Per Gunner 1974), from 
English into Polish.  As Beata recalls óthis experience sparked an interest for lifeô.  
The second influence was hard earned, from years of going out, into this terrain of the 
óstreet environmentô with visually impaired people, experiencing and thinking about 
how óvisually impaired people could use the facility of the environmentô.  Beata 
considered what the environmentsô limitations were, what the problems were, this fed 
into her continued observations, where she was able to arrive at a view where she 
could be more certain of the problems and issues for visually impaired users of this 
terrain.  This is not unlike how a social scientist might, make use of continued 
observation, gathering data or information.   
 
This experience of training people within the borough of Hammersmith and Fulham 
over the 37 years that she has worked here, has led to a ógrounded knowledgeô of what 
we now call the óstreetscapeô.  Working in this environment, on the streets of 
Hammersmith and Fulham, noting the difficulties of hundreds of her clients, led to 
questions.  These were questions about how visually impaired people could use the 
óstreetscapeô, of, ówhat is good?ô and ówhat should be changed?ô   
 
Beata concerned herself with those who had a responsibility for providing these street 
ófeaturesô and others who could improve this environment.  Beata, after years of 
experience, looks back and views herself as an óeducatorô in this field, and as a 
professional who wants to raise awareness.  For Beata this óintranetô edition can be 
used as a reference to learn about the street environment and the needs of its visually 
impaired users.  It is hoped that those responsible for this environment, along with 
newly qualified students in the visual impairment field, the professionals and groups 
working with visually impaired clients will all benefit from this knowledge.  Of course 
the learning comes from the experience of those whose independent mobility has, at 
different times been compromised.  These are the people who, themselves, have a 
visual impairment, and wish to mobilise safely outside their own homes.   
 
 
Wayne Ryan, Manager 
Sensory Impairment Team 
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Introduction from the author 

 
This is a revised, internet version of ñUnderstanding Tactile Paving - Support Material 
for Tactile Paving Providersò originally published in 1995 and 1998.   
 
ñUnderstanding Tactile Pavingò was initially written following an analysis of the 
problems involved in tactile paving installations.  Provision of tactile paving has 
greatly improved since the 1990s, but just as then, also now, the majority of problems 
come from a lack of insight into the issues of blind mobility on the part of tactile paving 
providers.   
 
People who provide such facilities need to understand how they are meant to be used 
by those for whom they were invented, otherwise no number of guidelines will improve 
the situation.  So I explain things thoroughly and throw punches at times but pay a 
handsome complement to the British highway engineers at the end.   
 
In PART 1, I explain a few concepts that need to be appreciated before one embarks 
on a programme of tactile paving installations.   
 
In PART 2, I go over the major points of the tactile paving system.   
 
The second section of Part 2 (pages 49 - 55) has a concise list of all the elements of the 
tactile paving system.  It can serve as a checklist or can be taken as a separate entity 
by people who will not have time to read the whole work and study the issues.  It is 
written in the form of short, positive statements about each element; what each 
element consists of and then what it does.   
 
The one-page diagrams (pages 55 and 103) can be photocopied and taken on site as 
a quick reference.  They literally contain the whole system.   
 
PART 3 is about rectifying the situation of tactile paving installations.  It highlights 
important points to be aware of, when seeking or giving opinions, or making decisions 
about tactile paving.  Like any training program, this part ends with an outline of an 
approach to tactile paving installations and can be used to create an action plan.   
 
Tactile paving cannot be taken in isolation so PART 4 includes other environmental 
issues that have a serious impact on the safety of visually impaired pedestrians.   
 
At the end, just as all the way through my work, I emphasise the importance of 
co-operation with the mobility and rehabilitation officers and in the final paragraph I 
take a European look at the environment and the needs of people with visual 
impairment.   
 
I should stress that the examples of environmental designs that I use are taken from 
across the U.K. and are not representative of any specific area.   
 
The full value of ñUnderstanding Tactile Paving at Pedestrian Crossingsò is realised if it 
is read as a whole.  It is written so that the key points of a general nature (e.g. guiding 
a blind person, usefulness of residual vision, mobility training) are integrated at 
different parts of the text.  For those who will only glance through, my personal 
recommendation is to read the paragraphs: ñColour and texture contrastò, ñColour 



 10 

Schemesò and to look at the cartoons!   
 
Finally my thanks to the army of people who helped me with spelling and grammar and 
to my now grown up daughter Karen, on whom, from the age of five, I tested the clarity 
of all my cartoons!   
 
 
Beata Duncan-Jones 
Mobility & Rehab Officer for Visually Impaired People 
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TERMINOLOGY 

People with visual impairment 

 
It is estimated that there are two million people in the United Kingdom who are visually 
impaired.  A proportion of these people are registered with their local authority as blind 
or partially sighted.  Currently the phrases used are: severely visually impaired (blind) 
and visually impaired (partially sighted).  The registration though formal, is voluntary.  
Hence not all people with visual impairment are registered.  In other words there are 
many more visually impaired people than the statistics indicate.   
 
A great number of people who are registered blind (severely visually impaired) have 
various degrees of residual vision and there are those who are registered partially 
sighted (visually impaired) but function as blind.   
 
In recent years there has been a swing from using the ñblind and partially sightedò 
terminology to using the phrase: ñvisually impaired peopleò, with the emphasis on the 
word ñpeopleò as opposed to ñtheò visually impaired.   
 
Writing about issues of tactile perception I felt I needed a vocabulary which carries a 
strong message about lack of sight and the need for tactile information.  So for the 
purpose of this project I used the word blind throughout to describe anyone, whatever 
their degree of visual loss and usefulness of vision, who needs tactile information to 
find a road crossing.  In parts, where I write specifically about residual vision and 
appreciation of colour in identifying a crossing, I felt the phrase ñvisual impairmentò was 
more appropriate.   

Mobility officers 

I use the term mobility officer to include all specialist workers who teach outdoor 
mobility skills to visually impaired people.  This includes rehabilitation workers, guide 
dog mobility instructors and technical and mobility officers.  Because of the changes 
in training for specialist workers which have been taking place over the years, the term 
which is currently used in the majority of local authorities is: rehabilitation worker, 
though not all may necessarily be engaged in teaching mobility.   

Tactile paving 

There are seven different surfaces recommended by the Department of the 
Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR), now Department for Transport, to 
use for the benefit of people with visual impairment.  The surface I refer to throughout 
as tactile paving is called by the DETR, ñBlister Surface for Pedestrian Crossing 
Pointsò.   
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PART 1 

 

TACTILE PAVING - major issues 

Understanding tactile paving 

 
 
Understanding the issues of blind mobility is absolutely essential to the successful 
installation of tactile paving.   
 
 
 

 
 
 
A quick glance at the above cartoon will produce an instant and accurate conclusion 
that the ramp is too steep.  The possible consequences of such a ramp are also 
understood.   
 
The case of assessing the usefulness of tactile paving at first glance by a sighted 
person is vastly different.  Without the right know-how a sighted person will not be 
able to tell whether the facility is helping a blind person or not.   
 
In fact what can happen is that when tactile paving is installed incorrectly, even to the 
point of endangering blind persons' lives, people still feel satisfied at providing visually 
impaired people with the facility.  Other such issues to do with well-meant provisions 
for the community are expressed by the satirical cartoon on page 57.   
  



 13 

A blind person standing on tactile paving has first to interpret it before using it.  This 
interpretation happens in the blind person's head, so to speak, and is not visible to 
people watching.  ñInside knowledgeò is required to understand the facility and how a 
blind person uses it.   
 
As it happens, the people responsible for installing tactile paving have no expertise in 
visual impairment or in particular, blind mobility, and may be unaware how it is used.   
 
However, there are people who do specialise in this subject.  These are the 
mobility/rehabilitation officers and guide dog mobility instructors.  Their job is to teach 
visually impaired people to use what the highway engineers provide.  Therefore these 
two groups of people, i.e. mobility specialists and highway engineers, need to work 
together when tactile paving is provided.   
 
Mobility/rehabilitation officers are usually employed by Social Services Departments, 
by specialist voluntary organisations for visually impaired people or by educational 
establishments.  Guide dog mobility instructors are based at the local branches of 
Guide Dogs.  They teach visually impaired people mobility skills and the use of tactile 
paving, though, of course, there are differences in the techniques they teach.  
Mobility/rehabilitation officers teach to use a white cane.  Guide dog mobility 
instructors teach to use a guide dog.  Some may also teach the long cane system.   
 
Links between the highway engineers and the mobility specialists are essential for 
tactile paving to be successful.  I am not talking here about consultation as such, 
although I do raise this later, but about a group of professional people extending their 
knowledge so that they can do the job well.  After all, both parties are aiming for the 
same goal: to enable visually impaired people to travel independently and safely.   
 
Indeed the exchange of ideas will prove useful both ways.  Undoubtedly engineers 
have genuine technical problems to overcome and legal parameters to consider.  If 
these are understood by mobility officers then new and more appropriate proposals 
may in turn be communicated to the policy makers on access and environment.   
 

Tactile paving - a mobility aid 

 
Tactile paving is first and foremost a mobility aid for visually impaired people and 
needs to be treated as such ï always.   
 
When tactile paving is not treated as a mobility aid, but as a mere paving or traffic 
issue, then the appropriate consultations do not take place and extraordinary mistakes 
occur.   
 
For example: an installation of tactile paving I have seen on the emergency sidewalk of 
a flyover, must, I assume, have arisen out of an approach that tactile paving is just an 
alternative surface at engineers' disposal ï not a mobility aid for blind people.   
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Similarly, treating installation of tactile paving as part of a plan to replace bad 
pavement, rather than providing a mobility aid for blind pedestrians, often leads to the 
surface being provided on one side of the road only.  This in turn provides a blind 
person with haphazard information about crossings.   
 
There needs to be an overall plan for installing tactile paving so the installations are 
carried out on both sides of the road and in the case of a major junction, on all 
connected sides.   
 
Such a ñpavement matterò approach does not foster a much needed broader look at 
tactile paving, which considers both the individual features already present at the site 
and the mobility techniques blind people have to employ at different crossings.  
Looking at the features of the location in the context of the techniques blind people use 
to cross the roads, before installing tactile paving would help to avoid problems such as 
the one illustrated below.   
 
At a pelican crossing with an L shape configuration a blind person, having found the 
pole, may want to ñshiftò him/herself to the left to reach the centre of the crossing while 
holding the cane in front of the body.  Therefore at this moment a blind pedestrian is 
not protected on the side by the cane, but trusts that the crossing is clear so that it is 
OK to do this particular manoeuvre.   
 
Street furniture placed within the area of crossing would also be a problem for a guide 
dog user as the guide dog is usually kept on the left side of a blind person.  Tactile 
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paving must never lead a blind person into an obstacle.  If it does, then blind people 
will start perceiving it as a hazard in itself, rather than an aid to safe crossing.  A blind 
person must be absolutely sure that while on the tactile paving surface he/she can 
manoeuvre him/herself according to the learned techniques in complete safety.   
 
There may be other problems, which need to be considered in advance of installing 
tactile paving.  For example, if a crossing is placed close to descending steps, óthe 
blister surfaceô, using the Department for Transportôs phrase, indicating the crossing, 
may come too close to the steps (stairs are always a point of concern for visually 
impaired people).  This inadvertently creates a hazardous situation; a person focusing 
on the crossing can easily fall down the unexpected steps.  In such cases, where 
there is not enough space between a road crossing and stairs (stairs should usually be 
proceeded by a different type of tactile paving, so called corduroy surface), something 
extra may be needed to prevent an accident; e.g. a rail, relocation of the crossing or a 
different solution.   
 
Visually impaired people use stairs, but the potential risk is in not noticing the drop or in 
misjudging the distances, particularly when stressed, tired or disturbed.   For these 
reasons many accidents actually happen on familiar ground.  I personally knew two 
blind men who had fatal falls on stairs.  Both accidents happened at home where they 
had lived for over 20 years.   
 
Stress is a major factor on stairs.  When there are stairs leading down or any drops of 
surface on a route, the majority of visually impaired people experience tense 
anticipation which in turn causes them to make mistakes.   
 
The ñGuidance on the Use of Tactile Paving Surfacesò (1998) published by the DETR 
makes a specific point on considering the surrounding environment when providing 
tactile paving.  Local mobility officers may prove particularly helpful here if involved 
during the planning stages so that any site preparation is included in the overall 
programme.   
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Tactile paving - a system as opposed to a landmark 

 
When tactile paving is installed incorrectly, it undermines the entire system.   
 
A blind person, who has been misled by tactile paving once or twice, will not be able to 
use it afterwards, even though it may be in perfect order.  The previous experience will 
sound a warning not to trust it.  The facility, though provided, will cease to be a useful 
and reliable source of information for that blind individual.  Travelling a route regularly, 
they will begin to use the surface as a landmark, not as part of an information system; 
just as a person driving a car may rely on seeing a pub in order to make a turn rather 
than follow the signposts.   
 
It is useful to compare tactile paving and blind people to road signs and drivers, if only 
to see an extraordinary double standard in perceiving and meeting the needs of drivers 
and of blind people.   
 
It is clearly understood that drivers need systematic information about roundabouts, for 
example.  Since the drivers travel, such information needs to be uniform right across 
the country as indeed it is.  In the case of information for blind travellers about a 
pelican crossing, for example, this can vary from borough to borough, from street to 
street or even from one side of the crossing to another.  Would such variation be 
allowed for drivers who can see?   
 

Consistency 

 
The layout of tactile paving, the context of the situation and the colour of the slabs all 
contain information for visually impaired people.  However, for the system to work, as 
well as being correctly installed, it has to be consistent, regular and simple.   
 
A blind person like anyone else can work in one area, live in another and have a 
business appointment in yet another area.  If in all the three areas tactile paving is laid 
according to different principles, how can this be helpful to a blind person?   
 
In fact blind people travel longer distances in search of a school, a job or 
accommodation than their sighted counterparts.   
 
In some areas, within the one authority there are different engineers responsible for 
smaller localities, each with the freedom to interpret and implement the guidelines on 
tactile paving.  This leads to extraordinary variations in the designs within an area.   
 
At this point I can quote Ann Frye, Head of the Mobility Unit at the Department of the 
Environment, Transport and the Regions speaking at a seminar organised by 
Hammersmith and Fulham Social Services Department in April 1994 entitled: 
ñEnvironment and the needs of people with visual impairmentò:   
 
ñTactile paving is not a matter for interpretation and creativeness; it is only going to 
work if it is done correctly, according to the guidance and consistentlyò.  Right across 
the country, I add.   
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Safety 

 
I once spotted (I do a lot of tactile paving spotting!) tactile paving at a zebra crossing, 
but not at the crossing point, rather next to it, within the zig-zag zone.  Since this was 
almost in front of an organisation for disabled people, I went inside and asked if they 
knew anything about it.  They told me: ñthis was for blind peopleò.   
 
So, there is not only a problem of lack of awareness about tactile paving but also an 
assumption that what is not safe for sighted people, is safe for blind people ï perhaps 
a white stick is a magic wand!   
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I frequently see tactile paving installed in places where no one would recommend a 
member of their own family to cross, for example: on the flyover, next to the crossing, 
on apexes of junctions and even where there are no crossings.  Such installations 
frequently occur ï probably with the best of intentions ï in front of places for people 
with visual impairment.   
 
The safety of visually impaired pedestrians should always be foremost in the thoughts 
of everyone involved in a project and at every stage of its development.  This includes 
the stage when the crossing is being built.   
 
A perfect installation of tactile paving for a controlled crossing can pose a serious 
danger to blind people when installed prior to the crossing being operational.  Sighted 
people see the works in progress and can instantly assess the situation.  A blind 
person travelling alone, having found tactile paving under their feet, has no way of 
knowing that the crossing is not to be used.   
 
Great care needs to be taken that blind people are not lured into crossing the road at 
sites which are not ready.  However, awareness of how a blind person is likely to use 
the crossing or how drivers may behave is extremely important as in some situations 
the tactile paving needs to be installed first.   
 
A case where tactile paving is needed at an early stage of road works is when a zebra 
crossing changes from a single to a double crossing.  The cones the workmen put on 
the road to install an island immediately indicate to drivers that the crossing is a double 
crossing and they drive accordingly.  A blind pedestrian will still feel the smooth 
surface of the single zebra and, being unaware of any change, will proceed without 
stopping.  Here the chance of a serious accident in a case like this is very high indeed 
particularly for blind pedestrians who are familiar with the crossing and know it as a 
single one.   
 
Whenever work begins on a crossing it is a good idea to start from the firm conviction 
that a totally blind person travelling alone will be passing there and will use the facility.   
 
Alternatives are to barricade a crossing until it is ready or to install tactile paving slabs 
upside down and when the crossing is in full operation to turn the slabs over.  
However, someone told me of instances where the slabs were laid like this 
permanently in the belief that the blisters were there to grip the surface underneath!   
 
Clearly, understanding the issues of tactile paving is essential to all those involved in 
providing it.   
 

Purpose of tactile paving - the message of the surface 

 
Tactile paving at road crossings is a surface that tells a blind person about a crossing.  
It does not say: ñstay away!ò but: ñhere is a place to crossò.  In case of controlled 
crossings it also says: ñhere is a good place to cross, a safer one!ò  There is a feeling 
of safety associated with tactile paving.   
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Unfortunately there are many mistaken installations of tactile paving which seriously 
undermine the system and devalue it for blind people.  Many mistakes are due to 
frequent misconceptions about the purpose of different tactile paving surfaces and 
mixing the concepts of guiding, warning and informing.   
 
óThe blister surfaceô, using the Department for Transportôs phrase, is only a surface 
that indicates crossing points.  It is not meant as a guiding surface or for warning.  If 
the surface were used as a warning, a blind person would be unable to tell when it 
would mean ñkeep offò and when ñcross hereò.   
 
Of course, elements of guiding, warning and informing are there and intermingle with 
each other, or one takes precedence over another in different circumstances.   
 
For example, the strip of tactile paving across the footway which informs a blind person 
that the crossing is there, also guides him/her to the crossing point.  This does not 
mean however that the surface should be used for guiding a blind person from one 
place to another by, for example, installing long paths of tactile paving to connect 
locations or to guide between the obstacles.  Blind people are taught the tactile paving 
system and manoeuvre themselves through the space according to their expectations.  
Unexpected layouts will not necessarily convey the right message to the blind person.   
 
Similarly, tactile paving at dropped kerbs warns a blind person about the road ahead 
but it does not indicate a dangerous place where one should not enter.   
 
There are different types of surfaces being introduced nationally, specifically for 
guiding and warning blind people.  Having said that, it is important to stress, if only to 
stop further misconceptions about blind people's foot finesse, that blind pedestrians 
are only able to distinguish very few surfaces while walking and even that requires a lot 
of concentration and training.   
 
The guidelines on the use of tactile paving issued by the Department of the 
Environment, Transport and the Regions (1998) include the guidance on all agreed 
surfaces to benefit visually impaired pedestrians.  They are:   
 
- Blister surface (this book is only about this surface and I refer to it as tactile paving)   
- Corduroy hazard warning surface   
- Platform edge (off street) warning surface   
- Platform edge (on street) warning surface   
- Segregated shared cycle track/footway surface and central delineator strip   
- Guidance path surface   
- Information surface   
 
The research that was undertaken prior to publishing the Guidance on the use of 
Tactile Paving Surfaces was very thorough with tactile paving layouts installed at the 
Department of Transportôs testing centre where they could be tried out by people 
interested in the subject.  At that time there was a Joint Committee on Mobility for the 
Blind and Partially Sighted which worked very closely with the DRTRôs own Mobility 
Unit.  The committee was later known as the RNIB/GDBA Joint Mobility Unit.   
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Colour and texture contrast 

 
Tactile paving works by contrast ï a person with visual impairment distinguishes it 
because its surface is different in texture and colour to the surface next to it.   
 
Installation of surfaces similar in colour and texture next to tactile paving defeat the 
principal objective of tactile paving which is to create contrast.  For example: the use  
of red bricks in combination with red tactile paving, or yellow stones with yellow tactile 
paving, reduces the contrast both tactile and visual.   
 
I write about the street environment, but at this point I need to mention that the principle 
of tactile and colour contrast also applies to indoor situations and transport 
environments.  In a London train station, I saw a platform surface made of small tiles; 
when touched with a long cane, the difference between the tiled platform and the 
platform edge warning surface could not be felt.   
 
In the street environment, in some cases colours are applied as a design element 
rather than to fulfil the objective of tactile paving.  These problems seem to have 
increased particularly since the introduction of yellow into the tactile paving system.   
 
I have seen many examples where following the installation of yellow tactile paving, 
yellow has also been adopted for the adjoining footway and road surfaces.  This 
results in the blend of three, or often four, yellows, and of course most importantly, loss 
of contrast.   
 
It is not a blend of colour people with visual impairment need, but colour contrast.  The 
colours of tactile paving are already very pale; they are not as bright and bold as 
colours used to benefit drivers.  The shape of the blisters has already been flattened 
which makes it more difficult to detect.  There isn't really any more room for 
compromise before tactile paving becomes ineffective.   
 
Changes to the surface adjacent to controlled crossings which ignore contrast are very 
common.  Rather than leaving the footway alone, all the area adjoining the L shape 
configuration is often filled with red bricks.  The desired, tactile and visual contrast is 
then seriously undermined.   
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Sometimes, at controlled crossing locations, instead of installing red tactile paving at 
the crossing points, the entire site surfaces are changed to red, and then yellow tactile 
paving is installed at the crossing points.  Why?   
 
I have seen many cases of grey or black tactile paving provided at controlled 
crossings.  Grey and black are not suitable colours for use at crossing points if they 
are to benefit visually impaired pedestrians.  They do not contrast well with the colours 
of the road surface and footpaths that usually are just a different shade of grey or black.   
 
Black tactile paving in particular does not provide a visually impaired pedestrian with 
an encouraging message.  The black colour on the footway is associated with the 
lumps and patches of black tarmac used for filling potholes; something to watch out for.  
A black patch on the ground surface can also mean a shadow, a hole, a drop, an iron 
service cover, an obstacle of some sort and of course the road.   
 
The black and white surface of a zebra crossing is seen by many people with visual 
impairment but this is because of the play of the two colours, not because the black 
colour is the most visible.   
 
The importance of colour contrast for people with visual impairment cannot be 
over-emphasised.   
 
Many visually impaired people have such severe sight damage, they will not be able to 
see the face of the person they talk to, they will not see stairs and will not see the 
footway, but they will see light and colour patches.  If there is some regularity to the 
colour patches seen, then they will start using these colour patches to their advantage 
and make sense of them.  Hence, an odd area of black tactile paving at a zebra 
crossing will be of no use, but a red one will.   
 
See also the paragraph: ñColour schemesò on page 83.   
 
Similarly there are many people with visual impairment who cannot see the footway, 
but can see the yellow lines and use them to navigate themselves while walking.  Just 
as a point of interest: the red lines along the red routes are not as effective as the 
yellow lines.   
 
To get an idea how important colour is to people with visual impairment you can take a 
clear plastic document folder (the one that works best is Polypropylene ñorange peelò 
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finish), put in front of your eyes and look around.  You will instantly notice how 
everything blends beyond the point of recognition, but colour and brightness stand out.   
 

 
 
Striving for ever new designs of the streetscape should not put pressure on the visually 
impaired community to compromise the tactile paving system requirements.   
 
Many of the proposals, as described above, do not provide good reason for their 
justification, yet the tactile paving system, so important to the independence and safety 
of visually impaired people, and as it happens, very well researched and consulted, is 
endlessly knocked and dented as the liability and source for all the problems.  (Please 
see also the paragraphs on involving visually impaired people in consultation 
processes, pages 56 to 65).   
 

Historic areas 

 
There is some concern that tactile paving does not fit in areas protected for their 
historic value.   
 
On the issue of colour, double standards can often be observed in relation to fulfilling 
the needs of visually impaired pedestrians and those of drivers.  This particularly can 
be observed in so called conservation areas.  The need for good colour contrast for 
drivers, whether on the road surface or at eye level, is well understood and drivers are 
provided with what they need, even in areas of particular beauty or historic value.  It is 
equally important for visually impaired pedestrians to have colour contrast on the 
streets.   
 
A patch of red, very pale after all, on the footway does not present a problem in this 
context, particularly if the cost is the safety of a visually impaired pedestrian.  There 
are lots of different striking colours all over the streets.   
 
In an area of historic interest, I recently saw, grey tactile paving and looked at the 
colours of the immediate surroundings.  There was a petrol station nearby which was 
strikingly colourful and almost jumped out of the picture, the white and yellow markings 
on the road surface and double red lines stood out by their strong colours, so what was 
the grey tactile paving at the crossing attempting to preserve?   
 
The colours for tactile paving, red for controlled crossings and yellow for uncontrolled  
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crossings should be treated as colour coding in the area of road safety.  The 
emphasis on the contrast alone with freedom to vary the colours undermine the clarity 
of the system.   
 
The argument about conservation areas is over stretched.  It is extremely subjective 
to say that a pale red patch of paving at a road crossing will have an adverse effect on 
the overall impression of the area while there are all sorts of other features in the 
vicinity; striking shapes and colour contrasts for the benefit of people who see well.   
 
I sometimes hear the phrase óhorrible pinkô which spreads negative attitudes towards 
tactile paving.  Tactile paving is a mobility aid which aims to improve independence of 
people with a serious disability and colour plays a very important role in this.  Just like, 
I expect, one would not make derogative remarks about a loop system or a ramp, one 
should not make adverse remarks about this facility.  If anything, people should talk in 
encouraging terms about access issues and spread awareness about different needs 
of disabled people.   
 

PART 2 

TACTILE PAVING - major elements 

 
All elements of tactile paving have meaning and all elements relate to the specific ways 
visually impaired people orientate themselves.   
 
When the meaning of only some elements of the tactile paving system are appreciated 
by people who install tactile paving, then visually impaired people do not get the full 
benefit of the facility.   
 
Tactile paving correctly installed will convey several messages about a crossing to a 
blind person.  When incorrectly installed, it will convey an incomplete message or no 
messages at all if the key element is missing.  When it signals a wrong message 
altogether, then this is also dangerous.   
 
All elements of tactile paving must, therefore, be installed correctly.   

Legal status 

 
Tactile paving used to have the legal status of a road sign.  This compelled local 
authorities to get the layout of tactile paving right every time.   
 
Regrettably the surface lost its legal status when in 1991 the installation of tactile 
paving, so far reserved for controlled crossings only, was extended to other types of 
crossings.  It was thought that the legal status could not be upheld with such a huge 
variety of situations where tactile paving could now be used.  However, changes in 
legal status do not mean the surface can now be used in an ñas you wishò manner.  
The legal status may have changed but the way blind people orientate themselves has 
not.   
 
The primary purpose for extending the application of the surface for uncontrolled  
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crossings was to counteract loss of the kerb at crossing points.  Disabled people, 
particularly the wheelchair users, as well as other groups, need ramps at crossing 
points, whereas blind people need kerbs to tell them where the footway ends and 
where the road begins.  Following the Disabled Persons Act 1981 dropped kerbs were 
introduced on a large scale.   
 
There was a great urgency to do something for blind people, who, following the 
installation of dropped kerbs, started walking into roads without realising it.  This 
problem became apparent particularly at side road crossings.  So the use of the same 
type of surface for dropped kerbs, though of a different colour, received its go ahead, 
and the surface is now used at all types of crossings in conjunction with the dropped 
kerbs.   
 
Following the extension of the use of tactile paving at dropped kerbs there was a period 
of great confusion in the provision of tactile paving ï hence this book!  The situation 
has been clarified by the DETR guidelines: ñGuidance on the Use of Tactile Paving 
Surfacesò (1998) which superseded the advice in the Disability Unit Circular 1/91   
 

The strip of tactile paving across the footway 

Its evolution 

 
The strip of tactile paving laid across the footway is the key element of the tactile 
paving system at controlled crossings.  It enables a passing blind person to locate the 
crossing.  This is the principal reason for which the surface was invented.   
 
When first used, this strip used to be as wide as the crossing itself.  There were 
complaints from other groups of people and a compromise was reached at national 
level to narrow the strip to leave only the optimal minimum necessary for a passing 
blind person to step onto it and register its presence.  Hence the current strip 3 slabs 
wide (1200 mm).   
 
Tactile paving closely adjacent to the kerb line was left, as before, to correspond to the 
width of the crossing in order to indicate to a blind person the boundaries of the 
crossing.  This is how the format of the letter ñTò evolved.  With this configuration the 
strip across the footway would bring a blind person to the centre of the crossing: an 
ideal position from which to start to cross, considering that a blind person may veer 
when crossing the road.   
 
In the case of a pelican crossing with a push button, a blind person needed to first 
locate the pole (as does a sighted person), so a format of the letter ñLò was proposed.  
The vertical stroke of letter ñLò would take a blind person to the pole, and the base of 
the letter ñLò would still indicate the width of the crossing.  A blind person using a 
pelican crossing would be aware of the position of the pole in relation to the centre of 
the crossing and the traffic and would adjust his/her position accordingly.   
 
So these two configurations of tactile paving the ñTò for zebra crossings and the ñLò for 
pelican crossings became standard and visually impaired people were taught the  
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techniques accordingly to identify these crossings.   
 
However, in 1991 the regulations governing the installation of tactile paving changed 
and this created a lot of confusion about tactile paving.  The ñTò shape configuration 
reserved for zebra crossings was often used at pelican crossings or side road 
crossings.  As a result the ñTò shape configuration became an unreliable sign for blind 
pedestrians and urgent action was needed to bring greater clarity to the tactile paving 
system for both blind pedestrians and highway engineers.   
 
In 1996 the Department of Transport and the Royal National Institute for the Blind 
conducted a national consultation on the subject of tactile paving and produced much 
awaited guidelines on use of tactile paving: ñGuidance on the Use of Tactile Paving 
Surfacesò (1998).   
 
The 1998 guidance did away with the ñTò shape altogether and advised the ñLò shape 
configuration for all controlled crossings including zebra crossings and brought 
uniformity to the system.   
 
 

 
 

At controlled crossings 

 
In retrospect a lot of misunderstanding arose from the extended use of the tactile 
surface at dropped kerbs.  There has been a spate of varied installations of tactile 
paving with only some elements of the configuration applied.  For example: zebra and 
pelican crossings began having tactile paving installed at the dropped kerb only, and 
not across the footway.  This of course was a mistake and a great loss to blind people.   
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The strip across the footway at controlled crossings is a core element of the system.  
Installation of tactile paving at controlled crossings at the ramped part of the crossing 
only, denies blind people the key part of this otherwise excellent facility.   
 
At controlled crossings the strip across the footway enables a passing blind person to 
identify that at that level, on the roadside, there is a controlled crossing.   
 
By ñcontrolledò I mean a crossing where there is a condition when drivers are obliged to 
stop for pedestrians.  The rules governing such a condition vary according to the type 
of crossing, but they are there and are understood both by drivers and pedestrians.  At 
uncontrolled crossings there are no rules, only misconceptions, and drivers are not 
obliged to stop for pedestrians.  Hence the pedestrians, both blind and sighted need 
to use their own judgement and cross when there is a gap in the traffic flow.  However, 
knowing whether the crossing is controlled or uncontrolled is essential for one's safety 
on the road.  Sighted people have this knowledge.   
 

Partial installations of the strip of tactile paving across the footway 

 
The strip of tactile paving which extends only partly across the footway at controlled 
crossings is not enough.  A blind person can miss it and will need to find the crossing 
by other means, which makes the provision of the facility an ineffective exercise.   
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The success of the surface lies in its texture, containing the blisters, and in its layout all 
the way across the footway at controlled crossings.   
 
The layout across the footway is a success because it meets a blind person's 
requirements in addressing the specific problem directly related to lack of sight.  
Having no visual reference points to navigate, blind people veer when walking, thus 
their position on the footway is not regular.  Tactile paving laid all the way across the 
footway takes care of this problem: it allows blind pedestrians to find it irrespective of 
their position on the footway.   
 
There are many factors, environmental as well as personal which influence a blind 
person's position on the footway.  These may be: the type of mobility aid used, 
experience, anticipation, the type of visual impairment, congenital or acquired, residual 
vision, posture, gait and any other physical disability and medical condition, widening 
or narrowing of the footway, gradient, traffic flow, any objects on the footway including 
other people and much more.  Mobility officers are aware of these factors and can tell 
which features of the environment are likely to influence the line of travel of a blind 
person and why.   
 
For example, if the footway preceding the tactile paving is wider or has some sort of 
recess, a blind person is likely to be close to the wall when the footway narrows again 
and will miss the tactile paving if it is not laid all the way to the wall.  This may not be 
the case with a person using a guide dog or a person who has residual vision.   
 
There are different styles of walking.  Some blind people walk with a bounce or a 
bouncy zig-zag concentrating on avoiding obstacles.  With this style of walking they 
are particularly prone to missing tactile paving if it is not laid all the way back to the 
building line.   
 
If the surface is touched with only half of one foot, for example, it will not give a blind 
person a sufficient message.  It may feel like a bit of gravel or bad pavement.  Blind 
people's feet are not laser sensors; they are just ordinary feet and have shoes on.   
 
Sometimes the ñtailsò are finished in brickwork by the building line with two or three 
different types of bricks laid to form a decorative pattern.  This is not helpful.   
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This creates a gap between the end of the tactile paving and the building.  Laying 
tactile paving slabs all the way to the building line is important and both simpler and 
cheaper than the example above.   
 
Creating decorative patterns around the tactile paving installations makes identifying 
tactile paving more difficult whether by visual or tactile means.  A visually impaired 
person has to pick the tactile paving from within a pattern rather than finding it on the 
basis that it stands out.   
 
Sometimes the excuse given for not laying tactile paving all the way to the wall is that 
the ground belongs to a private landlord.  I question these explanations, particularly 
regarding locations where the councils have laid the paving and maintain the footway.  
Why then would laying one king of a paving slab be OK but not the other?   
 
At controlled crossings, tactile paving laid all the way across the footway, frees blind 
people from anxiety over finding the crossing and from feeling along all the obstacles 
on the way leading to the crossing, such as bicycles chained to the railings, newspaper 
stands or whatever else there may be.   
 
ñFeeling alongò sounds nice, but in fact what it really means is walking into the 
obstacles.   
 
Unless the tactile paving is correctly laid across the path, a blind person has to walk 
into every obstacle to locate the crossing rather than finding the crossing at ease by 
stepping onto the surface.   
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The width of the strip across the footway 

 
The minimum width to guarantee that a passing blind person will step onto the strip and 
will be able to perceive and confirm the message, is three slabs (1200 mm).  Anything 
less could be missed by a blind person.  These details need to be appreciated by 
engineers when the drawings are made and when the directives are issued to the 
contractor who lays the surface.   
 
 

 
 

Inspection covers 

 
Inspection covers within the configuration also need to be covered by tactile paving, 
otherwise a blind person who walks onto the cover will miss the crossing.   
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At uncontrolled crossings 

 
Unlike at controlled crossings, the absence of the strip across the footway at 
uncontrolled crossings is desirable.   
 
Controlled and uncontrolled crossings cannot be marked by the same method if the 
difference between them is to be indicated to blind people.   
 
Dropped kerbs at side road crossings do not need the ñtailò in the tactile paving 
configuration.  If they are in the line of travel, a blind person will come across them 
anyway.  If she/he veers off the line and reaches the side road at a different point than 
the tactile paving, then he/she should find the kerb.   
 
It is therefore crucial that the dropped kerb matches the width of the crossing and the 
tactile paving installation.   
 
Crossings where a dropped or flush kerb extends beyond the width of the crossing and 
the tactile paving are extremely dangerous for blind people.  At such crossings 
despite the tactile paving being in place, a blind person can walk onto the road without 
being aware of it.   
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Installations of tactile paving taken across the width of the footway at dropped kerbs of 
ordinary side road crossings and other uncontrolled crossings are misleading and 
should be removed.   
 
Tactile paving presents a limited number of elements to inform blind pedestrians.  It is 
therefore important to apply these elements with a calculated approach.  The idea 
behind reserving the strip of tactile paving across the footway for controlled crossings 
only is to preserve the clarity of information for blind people.   
 
The purpose of extending the use of tactile paving to uncontrolled crossings was to 
indicate the ñdisappeared kerbò now called a dropped kerb.  A blind person needs the 
message of a kerb, so where there is a dropped kerb, there should be a strip of tactile 
paving.  But what a blind person does not need tactile paving to tell them is that, for 
example, there is a zebra crossing when there is not.   
 
Giving blind people the impression that a crossing is a controlled crossing when it is 
not, undermines blind people's safety.  Drivers are not obliged to stop for pedestrians 
at such crossings.  A set of bollards in the middle of a road, for example, does not 
constitute a crossing and does not oblige drivers to stop.  Yet more often than not, 
when bollards are installed, blind people are given a message that there is a controlled 
crossing when this is not the case.   
 
Of course, like anyone else, blind people need to cross roads at different points.  
However, they usually choose these points by themselves.  Usually these will be 
standard crossing places, but blind people travelling alone need to make their own 
individual judgement in the case of uncontrolled crossings.  If they are not comfortable 
with the situation, they will find their own crossing points where they do feel 
comfortable and safe, have a landmark, know they will orientate themselves better 
upon reaching the other side, avoid a particular obstacle, etc.  Choosing a crossing 
point will also vary according to how one feels, what the weather is like, the level of 
noise, traffic flow etc.  Sometimes a blind person will choose one crossing point on an 
outward journey and a different one on the way back.  Depending on how they were 
taught, they may consider anticlockwise crossings easier than clockwise crossings.   

 
 
A blind person may want to ñindentò, i.e. walk into the side road (again, how far down 
the side road will vary with the individual) on an outward journey when crossings are 
clockwise, but cross at the standard crossing point on the way back when crossings 
are anticlockwise.  (See also page 68).   
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Clockwise crossings present a particular difficulty for a blind pedestrian because of the 
traffic turning from behind the right shoulder.  Sighted people look back prior to 
crossing, blind people cannot do this and hearing the turning traffic is particularly 
difficult at this position.   
 
Blind people may also want to cross at points along the road where there are bollards 
and little refuge areas in the middle of the road but they need to know what the score is 
to be able to judge the traffic accordingly.   
 
It is dangerous when, for example, there is a zebra crossing marked correctly by the 
tactile paving extended across the path, and further along the path, the same method 
is used to indicate two bollards in the middle of the road, a dropped kerb or a speed 
table.  Blind people who use the route regularly will need to memorise which is the real 
zebra crossing and which is not.  Casual users of the route may be misled and 
exposed to danger.  Unless of course, they have already learned not to trust tactile 
paving.   
 

 
What is needed at such crossing points in order to assist a blind person, is a strip of 
tactile paving along the dropped kerb only and on the central reservation, if there is 
one.   
  


















































































































































