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1.
Introduction

Since the 1970s, Norwegian policymakers have been defining increasingly specific objectives for improving the conditions for disabled persons in society. This policy has been given greater emphasis in a number of Reports to the Storting
, and its focus has gradually changed towards a greater understanding of people with disabilities as a complex group on a par with other groups of individuals in society, not as a group that must be given special consideration or that is incapable of safeguarding its own interests. 

This purpose of this paper is to provide a picture of how this change in focus has been realized within the community planning sector and to try to clarify the ways in which planning efforts designed to satisfy everyone’s needs may, in fact, result in less inclusion than intended.   

In what way do the regulations governing the community planning sector reflect the needs of specific groups and their differing abilities to function within society and take part in its activities? How are these regulations applied in practical terms by the decision-makers and government authorities that are responsible for ensuring that coordinated planning takes place? How do the interest organizations for disabled people themselves participate in the user-oriented fora stipulated pursuant to the Planning and Building Act? Are we as planners open enough to truly grasp the diversity represented in the population, or do we have too great a tendency to extrapolate and simplify matters?

Starting in 1998, the Ministry of the Environment has devised programmes to promote greater understanding of the role of persons with disabilities in planning processes, as well as of the role of the planning sector in dismantling disabling barriers. The framework and goals of these programmes have been summed up in their titles, e.g. “Community Planning and User Participation.” “Planning for All” and “Universal Design.” 

I am here today in my capacity as coordinator in the Department of Regional Planning at the Ministry of the Environment. I am also a trained architect. I received my training at a time when functionality measurements regarding the needs of disabled persons were first being integrated into architecture educational programmes. Before joining the Ministry staff, I worked in Norwegian municipal planning for many years.

2.
Background

In “modern” Norway, the lives of most people with disabilities – a relatively large segment of the population – was characterized by material and social poverty until well after the Second World War. It was recognized early on that a special focus on disabled people would be needed to change this situation. Originally, these efforts were couched in a help-oriented, social-policy perspective. However, as a result of active initiatives on the part of interest organizations and individuals, this orientation gradually changed. After 1970, the policy proposals submitted to the government became increasingly based on equality and human rights-based perspectives. In concrete terms, this led a wide array of public agencies to start to give consideration to integration and accessibility issues. Children with disabilities were integrated into regular schools and day care institutions, accessibility to buildings was stipulated as a requirement in the Building Act of 1976 and in 1985 the Norwegian State Housing Bank introduced a life-span perspective into its loan financing schemes. 

Much work has subsequently been carried out in terms of identifying good solutions. Groups of professionals involved in the design of products and surroundings emerged rapidly, acquiring great expertise with regard to functional measurements and how to solve details. Standardization and normative efforts have been implemented at both the national and international levels, and thus, today, there is a wealth of solutions that can be applied to satisfy regulatory requirements or that utilize modern technology. Many solutions have become commonplace in our everyday lives, while others represent highly sophisticated approaches that are not widely used.

Ill. Good solutions:  Single-lever mixer taps. Robots for filling petrol tanks. Outdoor wheelchair ramps. 

During this period, attention was mostly concentrated on the needs of those with visible disabilities, i.e. individuals who were mobility impaired or vision impaired to various degrees. This is signified by the wheelchair icon, which was adopted around this time. 

Today, the concept of disability is much broader, extending to many other types of disability as well as to permanent and temporary forms of disability. Medical rehabilitation techniques and the emergence of new technical and electronic aids give people much greater freedom of movement and better access to information that they can utilize themselves. Material conditions increase both the individual’s chances of leading a normal life and their expectations of doing so, as well as their ability to achieve rapid repatriation into society and to avoid personal isolation in cases of temporary injury or illness. In public spaces, consumers are being met with growing challenges related to self-service activities in areas that were fully staffed with assistance-providers just a few decades ago. In this context, Norway today calculates that 20 per cent of the population can be medically defined as disabled and grouped in one of three main categories: the mobility impaired, the orientation impaired (sight, hearing, etc.) and the environmentally impaired (asthma, allergies, etc.).

Moreover, 70 per cent of the population will experience some form of functional impairment during the course of their lives. In the light of recent developments in society, a wide range of people will have interests in common with the individuals who have been “defined” as disabled, both in relation to specific aspects of daily life and during particular periods. There is no such thing as an average person. Everyone, from an increasing elderly population and families with children to new groups such as skateboarders, will benefit in their own way from good solutions regarding accessibility to services, enhanced readability, and easily negotiable physical surroundings. 

Ill.  The ideal man is oversimplified as a basis for planning (illustration) 

Thus, in today’s world, the wheelchair icon has become an over-simplified symbol for delineating who may or ought to be given access, and it is utilized incorrectly and over-restrictively in some places. For example, a non-disabled family travelling with baggage and children may have just as great a need for a spacious, lockable public bathroom cubicle as a disabled person confined to a wheelchair. Icons signifying a broader range of disabling barriers have been developed, but have only been introduced on a limited scale. 

Ill.  The Gotland Accessibility Guide. Used of graded icons.

Despite the knowledge gained concerning good solutions, developments stagnated. The social policy sector remained strongly oriented towards single-user technical aid products. For example, the public welfare system stipulates that support to fund the redesign of home entry access or addition of a wheelchair elevator will only be granted if the aid measure is removed when the user no longer needs it. Thus, it is not possible to convert these measures into good, lasting solutions even when this is clearly a priority issue in other sectors (for instance for financing by the Norwegian State Housing Bank and in keeping with approved building regulations). 

Ill: Temporary rib-mesh ramp. An unaesthetic building tradition.

The development of policies regarding disabled people during the 1970s led the various Norwegian governments to focus more actively on this sphere, and three successive action plans for people with disabilities were drawn up. The third of these, Report No. 8 (1998-99) to the Storting on People with Disabilities (1998-2001), formulated an explicit goal to actively utilize the Planning and Building Act as a basis for incorporating the needs of disabled people into the formal, practical and administrative aspects of local and regional planning processes. For all forms of community planning, it is crucial to define targets and integrate these into the framework for further work. The Government Plan of Action thus places great importance on the fundamental role of the Planning and Building Act within municipal planning processes, and the inherent potential this provides as an instrument for enhancing accessibility for people with disabilities in the design of local communities. 

In keeping with the government emphasis on this policy, an official commission was appointed to examine the rights of disabled persons in a broader perspective and to propose various strategies and instruments to promote full participation and equality. In its final report (Norwegian Official Reports 2001:22), the commission focuses on the difference between impairment (referring to the loss of, injury to or deviation from the normal psychological physiological or biological functions of the body), and disabling factors. The commission stresses that it is the disabling factors, i.e. the discrepancy between the ability of the individual and the demands of society with regard to those functional abilities that are vital in order to establish and maintain independence and a social life, that must be changed. The commission’s approach thus implies a challenge for everyone involved in the design of physical surroundings and other forms of community planning. 

3.
The Planning and Building Act and User Participation

The objects clause (Section 2) of the Planning and Building Act states that the act is intended to promote a situation in which the use of land and the buildings on it will be of the greatest possible benefit to the individual and the community. This is understood to mean that measures pursuant to the Act must satisfy certain requirements regarding health, safety, environmental and financial considerations. The only segment of the population explicitly mentioned is children. According to the final sentence of the clause, planning pursuant to the Act shall place special emphasis on ensuring that children have a good environment in which to grow up.
Section 16 of the Act deals with consultation, publication and information, and states that the planning authorities at all levels shall take steps at an early stage of the planning efforts to provide information to the general public, and shall give affected individuals and groups a chance to participate actively in the planning process. Section 27 paragraph 1 of the Act deals with the formative stage of the local development plans, and stipulates that, when planning or re-planning areas with existing buildings, the municipality shall make it possible for persons living or engaged in commercial activity in the area to participate actively in the planning process. 

In general, practices in this area have changed greatly since the present Act was adopted in 1985. A wide array of different methods for active participation has emerged. However, the basic requirement for participation seems to be that the general public/participants must have a relatively direct connection to the planning process. The legislative history and review comments indicate that participation is considered to be a right limited to inhabitants, commercial actors, landowners, local environments and other types of rights-holders. In its comment to the draft legislation at the time, the Ministry of the Environment argued that the circle of those allowed to participate actively in the planning process needed to be restricted in the formative phases. Although reference was made to the many good experiences in connection with area-oriented rehabilitation and local environment efforts, the Ministry’s argument cited the practical difficulties of opening the process to everyone. 

The question of whether the municipal planning authorities should provide any expert advisory services needed by individuals and groups drawn into the planning effort was also debated. A proposal was put forward to allow individuals and groups to obtain expert assistance and have the costs covered, as a certain obligation to provide guidance exists pursuant to Section 11 of the Public Administration Act. However, this proposal prompted a wide range of protests. The Ministry called attention to the fact that the planning administrations in many municipalities are small, and their workloads are often so great that there would be little opportunity for them to provide advisory services. Moreover, it was pointed out that many of the parties concerned were in a state of conflict with the municipal administration, and as such would be unlikely to accept professional assistance from municipal employees. In light of arguments pertaining to the extensive administrative and financial consequences of such a scheme, no rules regarding the provision of technical guidance or financial assistance were introduced when the Act was adopted in 1985. 

Planning pursuant to the Act of 1985 was primarily seen as an activity for the public authorities. Today, most of the municipal planning activities in relation to the local development plans – the level originally intended for user participation – have been assumed by private parties submitting proposals and their consultants. A survey carried out in 2000 by the Norwegian Association of Municipal Engineers showed that sixty per cent of all local development and building development plans adopted in 1999 were submitted as private plan proposals, i.e. an average of four private plans were submitted in each of the relevant municipalities, which comprised eighty per cent of all municipalities. Municipalities that devised these plans themselves, which in 1999 also comprised eighty per cent of all municipalities, adopted an average of only 2.5 such plans each. There is reason to believe that the proportion of private plan proposals has subsequently increased. Even in 1999, close to ninety per cent of the plans submitted in some municipalities came from private parties. There is no overview of the degree to which the provisions of Section 27 paragraph 1 of the Planning and Building Act regarding active cooperation at an early stage of the preparations have been followed up in the plans submitted by private parties, although it is clear that these stipulations also apply in such cases. It will be difficult for the municipalities to revisit this issue at the point when they become responsible for further plan processing. At that stage, there may also be little motivation for focusing attention on user participation in connection with planning efforts to which the municipality itself has not given priority. 

Thus, it is evident that user participation has largely been prompted by a physical or ownership link to a limited geographical area. Active user participation efforts have therefore been primarily connected to the local development planning level. It is not clear how the more ideological interest groups have been involved, particularly as regards integrated planning or municipal master plans. However, in one noteworthy example the Norwegian Society for the Conservation of Nature (Friends of the Earth, Norway) and others initiated the project “Green Olympics”, and were able to exert great influence on the planning and implementation criteria for the Lillehammer Winter Olympic Games in 1994.

Norwegian Professor Ottar Brox discusses planning theory in the most recent issue of the national journal on planning  (Plan 2003/3-4). Roughly summarized, he states that planning towards a defined goal is in direct contrast to the way in which society is shaped by marginally or non-guided processes. He refers to Friedrich von Hayek and others who pointed out long ago why the first model, with its planned economics ambitions, was unrealistic: no social scientist can avoid membership of society, i.e. simultaneously being an observer, the object of study and the actor in the planning process. This can be interpreted to mean that our frames of reference as planners are coloured by our own situation in society, and that it is genuinely difficult for us to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes, to plan on someone else’s behalf, unless they also play a central role in the planning process. And these difficulties escalate when those for whom the planning is intended have a completely different reference framework. 

Persons with disabilities are especially vulnerable in this context. To start with, there are many constraints on their daily life, and they can easily become overlooked in, or made invisible by, their surroundings. Or, they may be channelled into a life situation that is so closely tied to their disability that it may disallow them the level of choice that circumstances or their interests might otherwise permit. And those of us whose job it is to overcome these obstacles may stumble into some rudimentary traps in even the simplest of contexts.

Three examples:

The evening news from the Norwegian National Broadcasting Corporation recently had a report on an active, municipal politician with a disability that left him dependent on a wheelchair. His primary income was a disability benefit which, in accordance with the rules, was reduced because the amount of the municipal meeting allowance exceeded the limit set for “additional income”. At the same time, since his primary income was a form of social benefit, he was not entitled to compensation for lost work time. None of the other politicians, all of whom had “normal” work income and received the general municipal allowances, were subject to the same restrictions. 

Architect Kåre Adler, now deceased, was confined to a wheelchair and worked for the Norwegian Association of the Disabled as a consultant in connection with the adaptation of dwellings for association members. At the same time, he played an active role in efforts to promote accessibility to buildings in general, and was a popular lecturer in the professional community. I met him at a meeting of my local architect association in the 1970s. The combination of his personal situation and platform of expertise had a huge impact on those of us in the audience. We immediately grasped the inherent importance of the topic. 

The most recent issue of the Ministry of the Environment’s Norwegian journal on planning, (Plannytt, July 2003), contains an article showing a number of good examples of well-designed street environments in terms of accessibility / navigability “for all”. However, at the last moment, a picture was put in on the opposite page to fill some empty space. This picture, while aesthetically pleasing, depicts a quaint view of a city avenue with an “environmentally correct” cobblestone street. Street areas paved solely with cobblestone are unbelievably difficult and uncomfortable to negotiate for users of wheelchairs, wheeled walking aids, baby prams, etc. Thus, the overall image gives readers the wrong impression of what the Ministry considers to be good accessibility.

4.
Community planning and user participation. 

The new policy orientation led to the initiation of the Programme for Community Planning and User Participation at the Ministry of the Environment. Projects under the programme were designated as a priority area entitled “Planning for All” (T-1249). The programme was based on the Government’s Plan of Action for the Disabled 1998-2001. It emphasized the need to incorporate a human rights-based perspective into the ministerial responsibility for community planning. The underlying principle is that persons with disabilities need both to be respected as different and to be acknowledged as members of mainstream society – with all the rights and opportunities this implies – and that their ability to participate in planning processes must therefore be enhanced. The Ministry has conducted and supported a variety of seminars and training activities designed to facilitate the integration of user participation perspectives into local development planning processes as well as the application of planning provisions at the various levels of community planning. 

The programme stresses that the concept of user participation is not to be limited to the “traditional” groups or approaches previously mentioned (those directly affected, owners, etc.), but is to be expanded and made applicable for general interest groups and to processes related to the strategic and topic-oriented aspects of the municipal master plans. In this context, the decisions laid down in connection with the municipal master plan are crucial. In a circular issued jointly by the Ministry of the Environment, the Ministry of Local Government and Regional Development and the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs (T-5/99), and addressed to the planning authorities at municipal and regional level, the Ministry of the Environment describes how the municipal master plan, as a whole and in terms of its parts and appurtenant provisions, can be constructive utilized in this context. The circular emphasizes that a framework for this is already established under the provisions of the Planning and Building Act. Examples from municipal planning indicate nonetheless that the planning authorities are not yet consciously incorporating criteria for accessibility into their planning processes, even though some of the resultant plans provide solutions in which certain alternatives fulfil such criteria while others do not. 

Ill.  Small development plan for alternative exits with varying degrees of accessibility.

The Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research (NIBR) has evaluated the effects of the Community Planning and User Participation Programme (NIBR Report 2002:19). Overall, the institute found that disabled people as a group displayed a low degree of user participation in community planning, but that participation had improved from 1999 to 2002. The establishment of local councils for persons with disabilities is important in this context. 

In the course of the past years, the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs has repeatedly encouraged the municipal and county-municipal administrations to establish local councils for disabled persons – comprised of politicians, representatives of special interests organizations and the local government administration – as a means of promoting greater user participation in municipal and county affairs. The number of municipalities with such councils increased by approximately ten percentage points from 1999 to 2002, to a total of close to 60 per cent of all municipalities. More than 60 per cent of the respondents to the NIBR survey felt that there was improvement in the manner in which the interests of the disabled were safeguarded in community planning processes. The existence and activities of the local councils for disabled people were viewed as significant. In most of the municipalities, the secretariat for such councils is administratively located under the departments of health and social affairs, and very few municipalities have a clear strategy for defining which local agency should be given the overall responsibility for matters pertaining to disabled persons. Thus, the councils tend to focus their efforts on tasks other than municipal planning. NIBR found that these councils increased their focus on planning tasks as a result of information or direct training activities through the Planning for All project of the Ministry of the Environment.

There is currently no statutory requirement regarding the establishment of local councils for disabled people, but a proposal to this effect has been submitted to the Storting. The Government’s response in Report to the Storting No. 40 (2002-2003) is that it will propose legislation requiring user representation for persons with disabilities, but that it will be left to the municipalities to determine how to translate these stipulations more specifically into action. 

According to NIBR’s findings, more than 50 per cent of the municipalities had formulated explicit objectives promoting the interests of persons with disabilities in the broad community planning aspects of the municipal master plan, and there were indications that this percentage was steadily increasing. The definition of corresponding objectives in the parts of the master plan relating to land-use was found to be much lower, less than 20 per cent in 1999, but in the survey conducted in 2002 this figure had risen to 30 per cent. However, NIBR’s findings indicated little impact in the areas concretely identified in Circular T-5/99, i.e. in the specific provisions laid down for both the land-use section of the municipal master plan and in local development and building development plans. Provisions to enhance accessibility were found in only ten per cent of such plans, although the percentage increased somewhat from 1999 to 2002. Pursuant to Section 20 paragraph 5 of the Planning and Building Act, the local authorities are to send a copy of the land-use section of their approved municipal master plan to the Ministry of the Environment for review. The past year as well has shown that only a few of these plans contain such provisions. 

This is further confirmed by a master’s thesis written at the Agricultural University of Norway (Lohne 2003), in which a study of the municipalities of Kristiansand and Fredrikstad indicates that such provisions have been laid down in very few local development plans, and have only recently appeared. In Fredrikstad, virtually no accessibility objectives have been incorporated into the land-use sections or otherwise in the municipal master plan, and no provisions of the local development plans contain performance requirements relating to accessibility or universal design. In Kristiansand, however, the situation is changing. Accessibility objectives are well established in the overall planning processes, and efforts are now underway to incorporate these into the local development plans and other matters dealt with pursuant to the Planning and Building Act. 

The municipality of Kristiansand has put a great deal of work into enhancing accessibility. The municipality now serves as a model for the Community Planning and User Participation Programme. These results are the fruit of 10-15 years of targeted efforts from the municipal council for disabled people and ongoing activities to provide and implement knowledge and understanding within the municipal administration. 

Ill. The Marken pedestrian avenue in Kristiansand emphasizes use of appropriate materials, traffic zones and an orderly street setting.

In Nordland County, cooperation with the county-municipal council for disabled people has been a key component in the work of county planners. In 1996, this resulted in the adoption of a decision in the county council to enhance awareness on accessibility issues in community planning and commercial development activities at the county-municipal level. A special project comprising six municipalities was launched with the support of the Ministry of the Environment. These municipalities have utilized active user processes, seminars and training activities to achieve the integration of political objectives on accessibility into overall planning documents. At the same time, an understanding of these issues has been generated across sectors. The instruments of the Planning and Building Act are now actively applied in municipal planning processes. In 2002, Nordland County adopted a special county-municipal action plan for physical accessibility. 

Ill.  Forward-looking municipalities. Action plans in six municipalities.

5.
New planning legislation and the Planning and Building Act Committee 1998-2003

The current regulations under the Planning and Building Act could clearly be utilized more actively in relation to the spheres of interest of a variety of different groups; nevertheless, the relationship to various interest groups and principles of user participation has been discussed in the Planning and Building Act Committee’s recommendation for a new planning section in the amended Planning and Building Act (Official Norwegian Report 2003:14 on improved municipal and regional planning pursuant to the Planning and Building Act). 

The Committee starts off by establishing that the design of physical surroundings has a significant impact on the life quality of persons with disabilities. Accessibility and mobility are affected not only by details to specifically accommodate the needs of disabled people, but also by decisions pertaining to land use, location and local pollution. According to the Committee, accessibility is more about equality within a human rights and anti-discrimination perspective than about administrative and economic concerns. The Committee states that the municipal master plan is a key instrument in efforts to achieve national objectives regarding full participation and equality, and goes on to point out that this implies equal rights to housing and employment and the opportunity for all to lead an active life as a full member of society. Reference is made to previous experience and various studies indicating that limited attention is paid to the needs of persons with disabilities, that their participation in planning processes is marginal and tends to occur late in the process.  

In the view of the Committee, the planning processes must in general have a broad enough basis to ensure that all valid interests within the local population are identified and have an opportunity to be heard. This applies not least to groups and interests that may have difficulty in making their presence known. In keeping with this, importance has been attached to strengthening the rules for planning processes and user participation. The proposal for a new Section 1 paragraph 7 on participation and review processes states that the municipalities will be specifically charged with responsibility for ensuring the active participation of groups with special needs. The Committee further affirms that the proposed improvements of the planning system – including planning strategies and planning programmes and placing greater weight on community planning aspects – will serve to integrate the interests of disabled people more closely into the social challenges facing municipalities, into the municipality as an organization and into the various municipal sectors, individually and as a whole. The planning programmes, which will outline political intentions prior to the planning implementation process, will provide a vehicle for establishing the manner in which planning activities shall also accommodate the life situation and living environment of disabled people. The Committee also suggests that legal provision be established to set performance requirements for accessibility in the municipal master plan as well as in the new type of area plan that has been proposed. Such requirements can be stipulated even more specifically at the level of the detailed sub-plans. 

6.
Universal design
The principles and instruments from the Community Planning and User Participation Programme are being continued as part of the Programme of Action for Universal Design that was launched in 2002 (T-1423). This programme of action extends to government agencies and a large number of sector areas. The purpose of the programme is to foster greater understanding of the principles of universal design at various levels of the government administration. In this way, it will provide a solid foundation on which many sectors can work together to achieve coordinated, unified, community planning processes. It is essential that the planning authorities also utilize this as an opportunity to invite as well as urge the sectors to take part in municipal and county-municipal planning. 

The concept of universal design has been used internationally for over twenty years. It refers to the design of buildings, physical surroundings and products in such a way that they can be used by all people, to as great an extent as possible, without the need for adaptation and special design. Although certain limitations will always exist in relation to technology and expertise, buildings and outdoor areas that are open to public use shall be designed to be accessible to all. The goal of joint Circular T-5/99 from the three ministries is to ensure that municipal planning promotes inclusion. Everyone shall have equal access to outdoor areas and buildings, and the circular defines the responsibility of the public sector to ensure functional design in its planning activities and other actions. Beneficial use aspects must be developed in conjunction with aspects such as safety, sustainable development, aesthetics and financial viability. The universal design strategy is not intended to set an ultimate standard for quality, but rather to encourage planners to seek the best solution available at any given time. 

It is a government objective that the principle of universal design shall form the basis of all development and procurement activities (Report to the Storting No. 40 [2002-2003]). This principle shall be incorporated into all activities relating to the ordering and purchase of goods and services. This implies that considerations pertaining to all user groups shall be integrated into solutions in so far as this is technically and practically possible. These principles shall be realized with the help of the dissemination of information, competence building, research activities and development efforts. The government report stresses the importance of expanding the Programme of Action for Universal Design with these measures in mind.  

For the Ministry of the Environment, it will be vital to ensure that the principles of inclusion in planning and universal design are safeguarded within our own sphere of responsibility. Many tasks need to be dealt with in the fields of preservation of cultural heritage, outdoor recreation and local pollution. With regard to urban development, the Government attaches importance to accessibility as part of the objective to achieve adequate living conditions in relation to good city spaces and green areas, good health and investment in functional public transport systems. 

7.
Conclusion

This article attempts to show how the primary responsibility for realizing national objectives regarding the dismantling of disabling barriers rests with the municipal and county-municipal planning authorities. Although the present planning system provides a viable framework, neither the current level of knowledge nor the general best practice offer grounds to claim that planning achieves an adequate level of inclusion in relation to the established goals. The Ministry of the Environment is encouraging research and documentation efforts within this sphere in order to enhance our insight. 

As I mentioned in the introduction, my own training in architecture took place at a time when functional measurements regarding mobility and vision impairment were first being incorporated into educational programmes and regulations. The fact that these constraints are still not always successfully incorporated into planning practices makes it clear that the local planning authorities will not be able to implement national targets for increased accessibility and user participation on their own. As participants at this symposium and as representatives for research and development circles, educational institutions and government administration, you all have important roles to play in achieving national goals in this area and for promoting competence building and other forms of development. The Norwegian University of Science in Technology in Trondheim has been charged with the task of establishing a framework for accessibility in higher education. 

Our actions may all end up being governed indirectly from another direction. The Commission responsible for Norwegian Official Report 2001:22 (From User to Citizen) proposed the adoption of anti-discrimination legislation regarding people with disabilities, and the current Government has appointed a new commission to explore this issue. Such legislation would give all actors independent responsibility for ensuring that the interests of disabled persons are adequately safeguarded. Similar legislation from the USA was adopted at the end of the 1980s, and has been largely successful. However, it would perhaps be wise to exercise some caution in this process. It is better to ensure that we have sufficient expertise and understanding in place prior to the adoption of such legislation; otherwise, we run the risk of turning the legal system into the arena for policy development. 

There is a great deal of knowledge exchange within this sphere. Although I have purposely not incorporated international perspectives into this presentation of the situation in Norway, we are involved in extensive cooperation in both Nordic and international fora. Norway is represented in activities to draft international regulations, create international standards, and also helps to promote professional and political development and communication between different countries and organizations such as the EU. The Norwegian State Housing Bank published an English-language handbook on universal design in 2002, and a new Nordic journal called Form & Funktion is being published by the organization for Nordic Cooperation on Disability.  

Universal design is a key area within the planning sector as well as for all parties whose activities are somehow related to the planning process. There is great potential here for enhancing our creativity and expertise. This sphere will be afforded political priority for many years to come.
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