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Who put that there!  
The barriers to blind and partially sighted people 
getting out and about 
 

Wheelie bins and recycling containers 
Wheelie bins and recycling containers are now a common sight on most 
residential pavements. As the need to recycle has increased, so has the 
number of bins and bags. Almost all local authorities request that these 
are left on the pavement to be collected. There are usually scheduled 
collections for different types of recycling and waste on various days. 
This means that pavements are cluttered with these obstructions several 
days of the week.    
 
Our survey showed that just over half of blind and partially sighted 
respondents have collided with wheelie bins and recycling sacks that 
have been left on the pavement [1].  
 

Some people have told us they avoid going out on bin days because it 
was just safer to stay indoors, despite this often being inconvenient for 
them. 

 Mohamed’s experience – “Bins are a big problem.  When the 
rubbish bins are collected they are left out on the pavements.  This 
makes it harder for me to walk around. The pavements aren’t wide 
enough to get round if there is a bin on them as well. I have hurt 
myself so many times. I have fallen over and I have scraped my 
arm or my knee on the bins. I sometimes get abuse from people 
down my street, because when I knock into bins they sometimes 
fall over and damage the cars.” 

 
The Law 
There is a significant amount of legislation, regulations and guidance 
which are relevant to blind and partially sighted people’s access to the 
street environment. 
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Keeping the streets clear 
Under the Highways Act 1980 it is the duty of the highway authority to 
assert and protect the rights of the public to use and enjoy the highway 
(the term ‘highway’ in this instance meaning pavements). They also have 
a duty to prevent obstruction to the highway (again this means keeping 
streets clear!).  
 
It is a criminal offence under the Highways Act (and the Town and Police 
Clauses Act) to wilfully obstruct free passage along the highway and to 
deposit anything on the highway which causes an interruption to, or 
obstruction of, the highway. 
 
So streets should be kept clear of obstacles and clutter, enabling people 
to walk along them without any problems. 
 
Providing accessible information to all 
The Equality Act 2010 makes it unlawful for public authorities, including 
highways authorities, to discriminate in the exercise of a public function. 
They also have a duty to make reasonable adjustments including 
changing practices, policies and procedures which have a discriminating 
effect and to take reasonable steps to enable disabled people to avoid 
substantial disadvantages caused by physical features. The Act also 
requires local authorities to provide information that is accessible for 
everyone. 
 

Inclusive Mobility 
The Department of Transport have published "Inclusive Mobility - A 
Guide to Best Practice on Access to the Pedestrian and Transport 
Infrastructure". The aim of this guidance was to provide advice on best 
practice to assist professionals working in this field and enable them to 
meet their responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 
(DDA) (now the Equality Act - see above). There is much in it for 
Highways Authorities to note.  For example: 
 
"Apart from roadworks and scaffolding, there are many other, sometimes 
temporary, obstructions that can cause problems for disabled people, 
particularly those with visual impairments. A-frame advertisement 
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boards placed outside shops, ladders, overhanging tree branches, 
dustbins, vehicles and bicycles parked on pavements are all 
potential hazards. 

Wherever feasible, obstructions of this kind should be kept to a 

minimum and should not encroach on the clear space (horizontal and 

vertical) needed to provide safe passage for pedestrians [emphasis 

added]." 

Under the Equality Act Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED), public 
authorities, including highways authorities are also required to have due 
regard to the need to eliminate discrimination under the Equality Act and 
to achieve equality of opportunity between disabled and non disabled 
people. This means anyone responsible for looking after the street 
environment has a responsibility to eliminate and tackle problems that 
make a highway inaccessible for disabled people. It is simply not an 
option to leave things as they are.  
 
As well as the requirement to keep highways free from obstruction and 
the PSED, the requirements of the Equality Act are likely to be 
particularly relevant to this issue. The duty to make reasonable 
adjustments to practices, policies and procedures that place blind and 
partially sighted people at a substantial disadvantage is likely to require 
Local Authorities to reconsider policies that require bins to be placed on 
the highway. 
 

What we think should happen  
Local authorities should explore the following options, with blind and 
partially sighted people: 

 Local authorities should review their policy in relation to waste 
management.  A postcode lottery approach to policy and decision 
making by those who have an impact on the design and 
enforcement of the street environment is having a negative impact 
on blind and partially sighted people. Local authority staff, residents 
and businesses would all benefit from more clarity, and policy 
statements would help inform decision making at a local level. It 
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would also help to address some of the inequality due to local 
authorities taking differing approaches to some of the most 
common problems. 

 All bin crews to be trained in why it is so important to store bins as 
safely as possible. 

 Run awareness campaigns to encourage residents to be 
considerate in how they place their bins. 

 Give consideration to the requirements of the Equality Act in 
relation to their waste collection policies. 

 When negotiating contracts with waste management companies, 
build in 'clear highway' policies as part of the contract. 

 Follow the example of London boroughs and, where residents can 
leave bins in an accessible area off the highway, this should be 
required and bin crews should return bins back to this safe place as 
well. 

 
For more information contact 
Please visit www.rnib.org.uk/onmystreet for access to more information 
and resources. 
 
RNIB have Regional Campaign Officers all over England (and campaigns 
teams in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales).  
 
Tel:   020 7391 2123 
Email:  campaigns@rnib.org.uk 
Twitter: www.twitter.com/RNIB_campaigns  
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