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“Stump the Chump”  
The questions and answers listed below were gathered on May 12, 2016 at the 

2016 OAA Convention during a session titled Beyond AODA: Creating Truly 

Accessible Environments.   

The audiences from two separate sessions were invited to ‘Stump-the-Chump’ by 

posing accessibility-related questions to the session presenter, Bob Topping. As over 

100 questions were submitted, only a select few were able to be answered during 

the presentation. A selection of fifty-one of the remaining questions has been 

included in this document with Bob’s answers, sorted into 11 topics. 

Topics of Questions Selected: 
1. Life-safety/ Emergency 

2. Apartment Accessibility 

3. Heritage & Accessibility 

4. Washrooms 

5. Vision Loss 

6. Specific Scenarios 

7. Dimensional Realities 

8. Invisible Disabilities 

9. Demographics 

10. Future of Codes  

11. References and ways to differentiate codes 

The questions are sorted into these different topics but are numbered sequentially. 

 

 

 

 

*Disclaimer:  DesignABLE Environments (DE) is pleased to provide general 

guidance on the questions posed by those attending the session titled Beyond 

AODA: Creating Truly Accessible Environments. The answers given below are 

offered for general guidance only and should not be considered as professional or 

legal opinions. It is recommended that an appropriate professional (accessibility 

consultant, code consultant, and/or lawyer) be engaged by the questioner, if a 

more formal opinion is required.  
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1 Life-safety/ Emergency 
Q1 How is the accessibility requirements for egress/exiting/emergency 

evacuation in the Ontario Building Code applied to projects? 

A1 Section 3.3.1.7 of the OBC permits a variety of strategies for protecting floor 

areas which are accessible to persons with disabilities. Options include: 

providing a smoke-protected elevator; dividing floor areas into at least two 

zones through the use of a fire separation, or; providing a balcony as an area 

to wait for evacuation assistance (residential; occupancies only).  However, 

these requirements are waived if a building is sprinklered.  

Q2 What AODA requirements exist for nursing home fire evacuation? 

A2 The AODA does not regulate fire evacuation. Requirements for safety systems 

and procedures for nursing homes are regulated by the Ontario Building Code, 

and the Ontario Fire Code, Long Term Care Homes Act and the Retirement 

Homes Act. 

Q3 How do you exit everyone including people who have trouble with 
stairs? 

A3 Evacuation of persons with limited mobility from floors that do not have grade-

level exits is a challenge. A good strategy is to provide areas of refuge, where 

persons with limited mobility can wait for evacuation assistance. Areas of 

refuge should; connect directly with fire- and smoke-protected elevator, or to 

an exit stair; be smoke protected, and; have a communication system that 

allows rescuers to communicate with persons using the areas of refuge. 

Oversized landings in exit stairs are often used as areas of refuge.  

Q4 How can you justify a reduction in exit stair width when a stair lift 
(chair) is installed, since the reduced stair width is not code compliant 
when the stair/chair lift is in use? 

A4 An over-stair inclined platform lift will certainly impact the usability of the stair 

when the lift is in operation. The decision to allow the use of such a lift on an exit 

stair is ultimately the responsibility of the fire authority having jurisdiction. The 

authority will likely base their decision on the number of people likely to be using 

the stair, the length of time that the stair lift is in operation, and likelihood of the 

lift being in-use when an emergency alarm is activated. Under an alarm 

situation, the stair lift will likely be programmed to automatically return to a 

location where the lift platform causes the least obstruction to the exit.  
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2 Apartment Accessibility 
Q5 Apartment designed to minimum OBC with no barrier-free fixtures etc. 

installed in bathrooms and kitchens. How realistic is it that landlord 

will upgrade to provide full barrier-free for tenant if requested? Can 
this be enforced? Why would the landlord not want to design to higher 
standard to start with rather than risking costly upgrades potentially 

just a couple of years after initial construction? 

A5 This question raises complex issues of accessibility and human rights. 

Generally, landlords are not required to retroactively undertake upgrades to 

provide barrier-free access to their rental units. However, landlords do have 

obligations under the Ontario Human Rights Code to provide reasonable 

accommodation for persons with disabilities – unless doing so would cause the 

landlord undue hardship.  If a tenant requires renovations due to their 

disability but the landlord refuses to undertake the renovations, the tenant 

may have grounds for filing a complaint of discrimination under the Ontario 

Human Rights Code. The process to resolve such cases is typically complex 

and lengthy. As such, there may indeed be an incentive for landlords to 

incorporate a base level of accessibility into their units to avoid exposure to 

such Human Rights actions.  

3 Heritage & Accessibility 
Q6 How does accessibility work for historic buildings/structures 

specifically public uses? What are the minimum standards that need to 
be achieved? 

A6 It is widely recognized that the heritage value of buildings and other facilities 

warrants careful consideration when accessibility upgrades are considered. 

However, it is not acceptable to omit accessibility requirements from a project 

because of heritage values. Design solutions should seek to incorporate 

appropriate accessibility, while maintaining the heritage values of the project.  

Flexibility and understanding are key elements in the design of successful 

solutions. For example:  steps at the front door of a heritage property could be 

maintained, if an accessible entrance is also provided in a convenient location.  

However, it would be important to ensure that the alternate accessible 

entrance is convenient and usable by everyone . . . and that it is not a 

segregated entrance that is intended only for persons with disabilities.  
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Q7 To what extent are we now required to meet OBC/AODA in heritage 
renovations? 

A7 The Ontario Building Code (OBC) does allow some flexibility in the application 

of accessibility requirements in renovation situations. Part 11 of the OBC 

provides many compliance alternatives. The AODA DOPS also allows for 

flexibility where the implementation of requirements would have an impact on 

the heritage value of a property.  However it is important that designers 

understand that, under the Ontario Human Rights Code, their clients are still 

obligated to provide reasonable accommodation for persons with disabilities. 

The heritage value of a property does not eliminate accessibility requirements 

– it simply allows for some flexibility in how accessibility requirements are 

applied.  

4 Washrooms 
Q8 In a large hospital building setting, when designing a small 

renovation, is it essential to include a “universal washroom”? What if 
there is a “barrier-free washroom” (per code prior to 2015) within 45 

meters? 

A8 The intent of the OBC is to provide at least one universal washroom in all 

buildings. As such, if the hospital does not have a universal washroom and the 

scope of work for the renovation includes washrooms, a universal washroom 

should be provided. The presence of a “barrier-free washroom” is irrelevant 

unless the “barrier-free washroom” is large enough to be a universal 

washroom. 

Q9 If there are adequate “universal”washrooms can other washrooms be 

inaccessible in public buildings? 

A9 In most building sizes/types, a washroom need not be accessible if: there are 

three or less fixtures in the washroom, and there is a universal washroom on 

the same floor level within 45 metres.  All other washrooms must be 

accessible. 

Q10 When is a universal washroom required? 

A10 With a few exceptions, at least one universal washroom is required in all 

buildings. In larger buildings, one universal washroom is required for every 

three stories in building height. 
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Q11 Can washroom accessories be located within the transfer space or 
clear space in front of a sink in a universal washroom? Some 

municipalities are allowing this and some are not. 

A11 From a functional perspective, washroom accessories should not restrict access 

to, or limit the usability of, transfer spaces or fixtures. As such, accessories 

should not be located within the transfer space or clear space in front of 

fixtures. 

Q12 Do you require a barrier-free door operator on a universal washroom if 
the door opens out into the corridor? 

A12 If the universal washroom is intended for public-use, a power door operator 

must be provided, regardless of the direction of the door swing.  

Q13 When are we going to have to provide adult change tables and not just 
the space in universal washrooms? 

A13 Unknown – but in my opinion providing an adult change table in all buildings 

will never be a requirement. However, adult change tables may become a 

requirement for some building types – such as assembly occupancies with 

higher occupant loads. Providing the space allows the building occupants to 

decide when they are needed. 

Q14 Why is space for adult change tables to be provided for in universal 

washrooms in OBC 2015? This needs helper to attend with the adult, 
in an office?  Very improbable . . .  

A14 I agree that requiring space for an adult change table is universal washroom in 

all occupancy uses and for buildings of all sizes is a bit of ‘overkill’ . . . but it is 

a mandatory OBC requirement. In my view the need for an adult change table 

is most important in assembly occupancies with higher occupant loads. 

Q15 What are gender-neutral washroom requirements going to look like 
(to plan for)? 

A15 Many of our clients are designating universal washrooms also as gender-

neutral washrooms. The only difference is the signage used. Gender-neutral 

washroom signage should not use Male and Female pictograms.  

Q16 Washroom differences between OBC and AODA? 

A16 The AODA DOPS does not have any washrooms requirements. 
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5 Vision Loss 
Q17 What are the design issues associated with colour blindness as a form 

of vision loss? 

A17 Colour blindness can limit a person’s ability to differentiate objects, elements 

and information. Using distinct luminance contrast (see Q19) to differentiate 

objects, elements and information can help minimize the effects of colour 

blindness.  Incorporating redundancy into a design is also an effective 

strategy. For example: Where coloured-lines are used as part of a wayfinding 

system, the use of different line types for each colour will make the wayfinding 

system usable by persons who cannot differentiate the colours.  

Q18 Is there a technical measure for colour contrast? 

A18 Colour contrast cannot be effectively measured. As such, luminance contrast is 

used as the primary measure for differentiating coloured objects/surfaces. 

Luminance is the amount of light reflected by an object or surface, measured 

as a percentage (Black = 1% White = 100%). Luminance can be accurately 

and easily measured using a luminance meter.  

Q19 On a depressed curb 30’ wide leading to a shopping mall entrance, 

where should the tactile surface be placed? And how long should it be? 

A19 The tactile surface should be continuous along the entire length of the 

depressed curb, starting 150-200mm from the curb edge, extending for a 

depth of 600mm.  

Q20 What are the new requirements (OBC) for tactile surface? 

A20 Tactile attention indicator surfaces are required at stairs (3.4.6.1.(2)), curb 

ramps(3.8.3.2.(3), depressed curbs (3.8.3.2.(1), and platforms(3.8.3.17). The 

OBC requires the use of truncated-domed surfaces in these locations. 
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6 Specific Scenarios 
Q21 Pools: Are ramps into pools necessary in private schools (25m pool)? 

A21 No - A barrier-free means of access must be provided into the pool but it can 
be provided by either a ramp or a pool lift. 

Q22 IT rooms: Are IT rooms considered service rooms in which case they 
would be exempt from barrier-free requirements? 

A22 “Service rooms” are defined as a room containing equipment associated with 

building services.  In my view it would depend on the type of IT room. If it’s a 
telecommunication closet/room with only equipment which is not occupied, I 
would consider it a service room. If the IT room is larger and occasionally 

occupied (such as a server room); I would not consider it a service room.  

Q23 Hotels: I’m finding there is a requirement for a large (10%) percentage 

of disabled hotel rooms (all room categories) that are usually rented 
by able-bodied guests. Please comment on how to design an 
accessible hotel room bathroom that does not look like an accessible 

bathroom. 

A23 Many design strategies can be used to make accessible bathrooms look less 
“institutional’ or “clinical”. Examples might include: use of coloured grab bars 

(that look like towel rails); detailing of vanities to minimize exposed pipes; 
overlapping transfer spaces to minimize the ‘open’ look of the space; provide 

space for T-shaped turns, rather than a large turning circle; choose off-the-
shelf products, rather that disability-specific products; use lighting and finish 
materials creatively – as you would for any bathroom design! 

Q24 Strip mall: In a strip mall with an existing 200 sq m unit, which is being 
renovated; is it necessary to provide a barrier-free 

washroom/universal washroom? The unit has no barrier-free 
entrance. 

A24 If washrooms are being added or renovated, I believe a universal washroom 
will be required. However, 3.8.2.3.(6) does allow for a lesser level of 

accessibility for washrooms on storeys that are not required to have a barrier-
free path of travel.  

Q25 Bike storage: Is a barrier-free path of travel required to a bike storage 
room within an apartment building? 

A25 Yes – Bike storage rooms are not listed in the exemptions identified in the  

OBC 3.8.2.1.(3) 
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Q26 Commercial buildings: How do you best design for chair lifts on stairs in 
public and commercial buildings (not single family residences)? 

A26 Over-stair inclined platform lifts generally are not recommended in new 

construction. They should only be considered in renovations. Such lifts limit 
access to the stairs while in use, and may not be acceptable to fire authorities. 

Also, they are not suitable for independent use as they require controlled 
operation (i.e. a key!). Nevertheless, if they are used, the stair should be wide 
enough to accommodate the occupant load while the lift is operating, and 

generous headroom is required to accommodate the height of the head of a 
person seated on the lift platform. 

Q27 Office: Is the second floor of an office required to be accessible 
wherein the main floor is fully accessible. (Note: typically an issue 
with industrial occupancies with subsidiary office space). 

A27 Depends if the Group D (office) space is classified as a major occupancy or a 

minor occupancy. Group D occupancies in smaller buildings are exempt, as are 
Group F2 and F3 occupancies. 

Q28 Garbage chute rooms: Do garbage chute rooms need full accessibility 
requirements.300/600 at door swings, turning circle etc… 

A28 Yes - Garbage rooms are not listed in the exemptions identified in 3.8.2.1.(3) 

Q29 Sidewalks: The joints along sidewalks make them very uncomfortable to 
use when pushing a wheelchair, stroller etc… is there a solution for this? 

A29 Minimizing minor level and spacing variations at joints should be considered 
when specifying ground finish materials.  Use finish materials that have a 

relatively smooth surface (but not so smooth that they become a slip-hazard), 
with joint-edges that are not beveled. Dimension minimal joint tolerances and 

require they are laid on a stable and well-compacted sub-surface layer. 
Variances in the surface of ground finishes can be significantly worsened by 
the effect of ground settlement and frost heave. Consider using a solid sub-

surface (poured concrete) to minimize movement. 

Q30 Existing building: Are upper floors of existing building required to be 

accessible if the building does not have an elevator? 

A30 Not unless the building is having a significant renovation done, in which case 
an elevator will likely be required.  
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7 Dimensional Realities 
Q31 What is the trend in the turning circle width and distance between 

them? 

A31 The trend is that many more people are using scooters, which typically require 

larger turning circles than wheelchairs. To accommodate 95% of all types of 
wheelchairs and scooters, a turning space 2440mm diameter is required. A 

2100mm turning space will accommodate most wheelchair users, and about 
50% of scooter users. 

Q32 Dimensions of wheelchairs are increasing, can we assume that 
maximum dimensions have been reached? 

A32 Great question . . . I don’t think that the scooters and wheelchairs that we see 

used today will get much bigger in the future. 

Q33 What is an ideal handrail size, shape and height? 

A33 It depends who the handrail is intended for. Circular shapes are better for 

grasping than non-circular shapes. A handrail diameter of 30-40mm is good 
for most users. The smaller end of this range will be better for persons with 

small hands. Height is regulated by the OBC. An additional lower handrail 
would be a Universal Design addition, not required by code but good for places 
with children, for example primary schools and community centres, etc. 

Q34 What will the typical door size be given the new code amendment? 

Will the door width of 915mm be revised to 950mm taking into 
account all hardware? 

A34 The OBC requires a clear width of 860mm, which can generally be achieved 
using a 950mm door leaf. Many of the more progressive accessibility standards 

are requiring a clear width of 900mm, or even 950mm which make sense if 
you look at the path of travel clearances. Clearly, wider door leafs will be 

required to achieve such clearances.  

Q35 When will the OBC requirements take into account scooter 

accessibility? (currently based on wheelchair) 

A35 The OBC already incorporates some requirements for better access- 
accommodating scooters (increased ramp landings and universal washrooms).  

As announced on May 27th, the 2020 NBC will adopt the CSA B651 standards 
which include larger dimensional requirements for scooters and the OBC will 
likely follow suit.  
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8 Invisible Disabilities 
Q36 Are there any specific design guidelines for individuals with 

Intellectual disabilities? 

A36 Currently accessibility codes, standards and guidelines do not address design 

requirements that might help persons with intellectual disabilities. Probably the 
biggest factor for such person is the complexity of buildings. Addressing the 

universal design principle of “Simple and Intuitive Use” will go a long way to 
accommodating persons with intellectual disabilities – indeed, accommodating 
everyone. Some practical examples of incorporating simple and intuitive use 

are: using the same plan layout on different floors to assist with orientation 
and wayfinding; use interconnecting floor spaces to enhance visual orientation 

within buildings; consider the use of colour-coding and shape-coding to 
identify similar elements throughout a facility; use pictograms wherever 
possible to identify elements; keeping room numbering consistent between 

floors where possible; and avoid visual clutter within spaces and on signage. 

Q37 What is appropriate/sensitive language when referring to people with 

disabilities? 

A37 The use of appropriate language is a very sensitive issue for many persons 
with disabilities. The best advice is to use positive language wherever possible 
(i.e. vision loss versus visual impairment – a person who uses a wheelchair 

versus a person confined to a wheelchair), and generally it is considered 
appropriate at this time to use ‘people first’ phrases (a person with hearing 

loss versus a deaf person). To keep current this is something to continuously 
looking into as what is appropriate changes over time. 

9 Demographics 
Q38 How to communicate with people who are hard or deaf because of 

age? 

A38 Communicating with people who have hearing loss can be supported through 
design choices. Examples include providing lighting systems that clearly 

illuminate the faces of persons at locations where face-to-face communications 
takes place, to assist with lip-reading – such as at receptions desks, ticketing 

locations and other service counters. The inclusion of a hearing loop system at 
these locations will also enhance accessibility for persons who use hearing 
aids. Other considerations include: visual alarm systems, clear and extensive 

signage systems to minimize the need for asking for directions, as well as text-
to-text capabilities at interactive information points. 
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Q39 How can you design a public building that can accommodate 
everyone? The very young/old, hearing-impaired, visually-impaired, 

people with disabilities, able-bodied etc…. 

A39 Accommodating absolutely everyone in public buildings is a daunting task . . . 
indeed an impossible task. However, the goal of universal/inclusive design is to 

accommodate everyone to the greatest extent possible. Embracing the 
principles of universal design will result in buildings that are more accessible to 
more people that would otherwise be the case. By recognizing the diversity of 

persons who will be using your buildings, you are already creating more 
accessible environments. There is no single set of rules, or ‘silver bullet’ . . . 

your buildings will become more inclusive as you continue to implement 
universal design ideas into your work.  

Q40 Does the building code require higher lighting levels for Group C 

occupancy corridors to accommodate aging vision? (as opposed to 
other occupancies?) 

A40 Not that I am aware of: however, it is certainly a good idea to consider 

enhancing illumination level in public corridors. Care should be taken to create 
illumination systems that do not cast shadows or result in glare. Refer also to 
the CNIB resource, “Clearing Our Path”, for further details on illumination 

considerations for persons with vision loss. 

10 Future of Codes 
Q41 When will the AODA be fully integrated within the OBC (ie. When it 

becomes law?) The government seems to be dragging their feet. 

A41 The AODA is now law, there is a regulation titled Integrated Accessibility 
Standards (O. Reg. 191/11) which defines accessibility standards for public 

spaces, Section IV Design of Public Spaces (DOPS).  As far as I am aware, 
there are no plans to integrate the AODA’s public space regulations into the 
building code.  

Note: At one point the Government issued a document titled, “Final Proposed 
Accessible Built Environment Standard” for public comment. It is important to 

note that this 260+ page proposed Standard was never enacted as law . . . 
although some of the requirements within the document were incorporated 
into the OBC and the Integrated Accessibility Standards (O. Reg. 191/11).  
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Q42 Looking ahead, what will be the next major requirements be (eg. All 
entries/exits barrier-free)? 

A42 In my view the big changes in accessibility regulation will relate to providing 

better-accommodation for persons who use larger mobility devices (power-
wheelchairs and scooters) and enhanced life safety provisions for protecting 

and evacuation person with disabilities in emergency situations. 

11 References and ways to differentiate codes 
Q43 Do AODA requirements overwrite the OBC requirements? Which of the 

two is the point of reference for building officials? 

A43 The OBC and AODA regulate different things – as such, there should be no 

overlap and no need to overwrite OBC requirements. The OBC regulates 
buildings (and a few elements of site development) – the AODA Integrate 

Accessibility Standards Design of Public Spaces (DOPS) regulates public spaces.  

Q44 Why is there so much inconsistency in applying the requirements from 
municipality to municipality? 

A44 This inconsistency likely comes from two reasons: differing technical 
requirements and differing interpretation of accessibility requirements. Given 
the lengthy vacuum of appropriate accessibility regulation on Ontario, many 

municipalities have developed their own accessibility standards. While most 
municipal accessibility requirements are extensive, they have all developed 

slightly different applications and technical criterion. It was hoped that the 
AODA would provide a single, comprehensive source for accessibility 
requirements which would replace municipal accessibility standards but it has 

not evolved that way. Most municipalities are maintaining their own 
accessibility standards because the AODA is not comprehensive enough for 

their needs. As for different interpretations between jurisdictions: in my view, 
continuing education for building inspectors on accessibility issues is the only 
thing that’s going to develop better consistency between jurisdictions. 

Q45 Why does the OBC seem to focus on wheelchair accessibility? 

A45 Historically, accessibility has been all about mobility issues. There is now a 
better awareness that mobility is just one type of functional limitation – there 

are many others (vision, hearing, strength, stamina, dexterity, etc.). The good 
news is that codes and standards are starting to incorporate requirements to 
better-accommodate person with these other types of functional limitation.  
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Q46 How do “FADS” standards factor into OBC and AODA requirements? 

A46 Many municipalities have developed their own FADS (Facility Accessibility 
Design Standards). These Standards have been developed as best practice 
requirements, rather than minimum technical requirements. In most cases, 

the minimum requirements of the AODA and OBC have been integrated into 
the FADS Standards – making FADS a one-stop-shop for all accessibility 

requirements. Be sure to check when the FADS referenced have last been 
updated. And be aware, although generally optional, some projects require the 
local FADS standards to be applied. If this was not done during programming, 

space impacts are often difficult to accommodate even at schematic design. 

Q47 OBC, AODA, CSA, FADS - is there a simpler way to differentiate the 

requirements? 

A47 Unfortunately not yet – as best practice documents, FADS Standards integrate 
the best practices from these various sources. See also Q49. 

Q48 Is there an illustrated guide you would recommend that combines all 

codes and relates to accessibility? 

A48 I would suggest looking at the City of Mississauga FADS 

(http://www.mississauga.ca/portal/residents/accessibilitystandards) – May 

2016, it is the most current municipal accessibility standard at the present 

time. This Standard incorporates better practices, as well as the most recent 

OBC and AODA requirements.  

Q49 How can you keep current with code changes about accessibility 

between code iterations? Is there a website or other reference? 

A49 Unfortunately I am not aware of any single source which summarizes the most 
current accessibility requirements – although I will investigate including such a 
resource of the DesignABLE Environments website (www.designable.net). 

Naturally we suggest you accessibility specialist is your best source for 
information. 

Q50 What are good references or online resources for the AODA 

requirements and designing for demographics? 

A50 An Illustrated Technical Guide to the Accessibility Standard for the Design of 

Public Spaces is available from the GAATES website which includes pictures, 

technical drawings, best practice guidelines and checklists 

(http://gaates.org/resources-build-environment ).   

http://www7.mississauga.ca/Departments/Marketing/Websites/Accessibility/Mississauga_FADS.html
http://www.mississauga.ca/portal/residents/accessibilitystandards
http://www.designable.net/
http://gaates.org/resources-build-environment/
http://gaates.org/resources-build-environment
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Q51 What are the relationship between the NBC, OBC and CSA B651? 

A51 The National Building Code of Canada (NBC) is a model building code which 
only becomes regulation if adopted by a province or territory. Some provinces 

(including Ontario) develop their own building codes, typically using the NBC 
as the starting benchmark. Other provinces have adopted the NBC with 
provincial-specific amendments.  

The accessibility requirements in the Ontario Building Code (OBC) are 
significantly different from the accessibility requirements in the NBC – they are 

typically more comprehensive.  

CSA B651 (Accessible design for the built environment) is a better- practice 
standard. It is not mandatory unless adopted by a jurisdiction. The NBC allows 

the use of CSA B651 in lieu of the accessibility requirements within the NBC. 
The NBC and CSA are currently working towards harmonizing their accessibility 

requirements.  On Friday May 27th, the CSA Group announced the 
harmonization of the accessibility standard with Canadian National Building 
Code (CNBC). 

 

Thank You 
If you attended the presentation, submitted a question that you feel was not 

answered during the session or in this document, please feel free to send your 

question again by email to Bob Topping (bob.topping@designable.net), for a 

personal response. 

mailto:bob.topping@designable.net

