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Steve Carpenter, Associate Director at 
WSP | Parsons Brinkerhoff explains how they 
are contributing to Dubai’s vision by 2020

Times are rapidly changing on the accessibility 
front in Dubai. To support Dubai’s vision to be an 
‘Accessibility Friendly’ Emirate by 2020, new bi-laws 
and technical codes are expected to be implemented 
by The Executive Council of Dubai (TEC) early in 2017. 
These developments will have a significant impact 
on the way buildings are designed, constructed and 
operated in Dubai.

TEC, chaired by His Highness Sheikh Hamdan Bin 
Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Crown Prince of 
Dubai, responsible for the strategic direction of Dubai 
and achieving economic and social progress in the 
city, is driving the accessibility agenda, in line with the 
UAE Vision 2021 to be among the best countries in 
the world by the Golden Jubilee of their Union. 

To support Dubai’s accessibility strategy, in 
February 2016, WSP | Parsons Brinckerhoff was 
engaged by TEC for a project to develop an 
inaugural ‘Accessibility Friendly’ as part of the Dubai 
Government Excellence Programme (DGEP). The 
scheme, which is in its 19th year, aims to improve the 
quality of government services in Dubai and enhance 
global competiveness.

The aim of the project was to provide the DGEP with 
an indication of individual and overall performance of 
Dubai Government entities in relation to accessibility, 
based on physical access audits. 28 Government 
entities participated in the award and showcased a 
facility to be audited. These entities, across a diverse 
range of sectors, have responsibility for managing a 
portfolio of properties, including airport terminals, law 
courts, metro stations, libraries, learning centers, and 
police stations etc., many of which have high levels of 
public interface.

 

By WSP | Parsons Brinckerhoff

Dubai Police being awarded for accessibility at Dubai 
Government Excellence Programme (DGEP) Awards

Accessibility Friendly Emirate

H.H. Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al-Maktoum, Prime 
Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai presented the 
inaugural ‘Accessibility Friendly’ award to Dubai Police 
during the annual DGEP Awards, at Dubai World Trade 
Centre on the 19 April 2016.



In terms of legislation, there are currently two 
accessibility laws in the UAE; Emirates Law No. 29 
of 2006 Concerning the Rights of Persons with 
Special Needs, and Dubai Law No. 2 Protection of 
Person with Disabilities. Although these laws aim to 
provide an accessibility friendly environment, and in 
some areas specify technical standards, there are 
gaps when compared to UK, Singapore and Spanish 
legislation. 

In light of this situation, a scoring criteria was 
developed for the access audits in consideration of 
UK regulations and guidance, including Approved 
Document M ‘Access to and use of buildings’ 2010, 
British Standard (BS) 8300 ‘Design of buildings 
and their approach to meet the needs of disabled 
people’ 2009 and the Centre for Accessible 
Environments ‘Designing for Accessibility’ 2012. 

For the physical audits, areas of public interface 
were prioritised with a focus on face-to-face time 
with the government entity representatives and 
those with disabilities working for the entity to 
explain the objectives and provide brief feedback on 

the issues identified. Following the audits, individual 
reports were issued to each entity, identifying non-
conformances and suggestions for improvement.

Summary of the findings 

Access to Buildings: due to the flat nature of the 
Emirate, the gradient leading up to a building was 
rarely an issue. However, many buildings are raised 
above ground level creating a barrier that is often 
poorly managed. A sufficient number of accessible 
parking bays are often provided, however, signage 
to the bays and their dimensions is often not 
available. Where dropped kerbs exist they often 
exhibit poor workmanship and are rarely flush with 
the carriageway.

Access into Buildings: in nearly all cases, powered 
access doors with sensors are installed. Entrance 
doors are often sheltered from the heat, which 
prevents the door furniture getting too hot. 
However, where access door systems are provided 
they are often placed in inconspicuous locations, or 
at a height which is difficult to operate. 



Horizontal Circulation: Dubai’s new buildings 
are designed with an abundance of circulation 
space, however, counters and reception desks are 
rarely inclusive. Sign language services are only 
occasionally provided. 

Vertical Circulation: Lifts are always provided and 
in some cases include Braille on control buttons, 
however, controls and call buttons are often located 
too high for wheelchair users to operate. Visual 
indication of the lift car arrival is standard; however, 
audible indication is rarely installed. Where internal 
ramps and steps are provided they are often let 
down by steep gradients, poor handrail design and 
faint or a lack of step nosing. 

Facilities in Buildings: pantries and kitchen facilities 
are typically provided with no consideration of 
accessibility. However, there are contextual issues to 
be considered in the region. It is standard practice 
in Dubai for organisations to employ ‘office boys’ 
who manage the kitchen/panty, preparing food and 
making teas and coffees for employees. In most 
cases, government employees rarely venture into 
these areas, which is given as a reason for poor 
compliance. In terms of sanitary accommodation, 
accessible toilets are nearly always provided, well 
signposted and of adequate dimensions but the 
layout of the cubicle and a lack of emergency pull 
cords are common issues. 

Building Management: the abundance of 
cleaners and office assistants ensure that facilities 
are immaculately clean with floors free from 
contaminates. There are often inconsistencies with 
the wayfinding and signage with only a few entities 
installing signage with accessibility in mind. 

Means of Escape: Means of escape for people with 
disabilities is an area of concern in Dubai. With a 
number of recent high profile fires, fire safety is high 
on the agenda. However, these concerns have not 
yet resulted in sufficient focus on evacuation for 
disabled people. Many buildings, particularly high-
rise are designed with fire protected lifts, however, 
planning for emergencies is not commonplace. 
Other issues relate to a lack of evacuation training 
and the consideration of auxiliary aids where 
disabled people are employed.    

Conclusion

The DGEP awards are an important element of the 
accessibility strategy for Dubai in driving competition 
to improve. The awards presented a unique 
opportunity to reach out to Government entities and 
discuss this matter for the first time to gauge views 
and assess existing arrangements. It is clear that 
accessibility touches the heart of the community 
and the passion for change was evident from every 
person involved.

At present, it is apparent that efforts are 
concentrated on creating accessible environments 
for people with mobility issues and wheelchair 
users; however, work is required to ensure that 
Dubai is friendly for people with visual or hearing 
impairments or cognitive disabilities. 

The overriding feeling from the project was 
that although Dubai is just at the start of their 
accessibility journey, people are caring, family 
orientated and desire an inclusive environment. This 
motivation for change, coupled with the capability 
and resources to make things happen, will inevitably 
result in Dubai achieving its accessibility dream. 

For more information please visit: 
www.wsp-pb.ae



Training is central to CAE’s culture to promote inclusive design 
and management and share knowledge and expertise.  We 
have been a leading training provider for over 40 years.

We offer a wide range of public and in-house courses and 
workshops, including tailored programmes to meet specific 
client requirements, including:

Access Auditing the Equality Act
Accessibility in External Environments
IOSH accredited workshops: Access and Inclusion, Fire Safety 
and Disability

Contact us for a printed copy of our Training Booklet or see 
online for the latest dates and programmes. 
www.cae.org.uk, Email: info@cae.org.uk

Everywhere for Everyone

Consultancy

CAE provides innovative consultancy on every aspect of 
creating and managing inclusive environments and services, 
including:

1.   Plan checking and access design appraisals for all      
      building types 

2.  Inclusive design and management Access Audits  
             
3.  Development of Access statements, strategies and plans
 
4.  Management policies and procedures
 
5.  User consultation and engagement
 
6.  Guidance publications

Our multi-disciplinary team of friendly access professionals 
are able to tailor services to meet your specific project 
requirements.

About CAE
Centre for Accessible Environments is a leading UK authority on inclusive design and 
provides a range of services to support businesses in achieving inclusive environments 
and services. Our projects span all building types large and small; historic and modern, 
open spaces and streets.


