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Abstract 
 
Present methods of determining what proportion of properties ought to be built to wheelchair 
accessible standard [1] and Lifetime Homes standard [2] are inaccurate and inadequate. The 
National Planning Policy Framework requires local authorities to plan for a sustainable mix of 
housing [3], however few local authorities have set a percentage of properties to be built to 
wheelchair accessible standard. Some of those who have done so have set the percentages quite 
low, and over the next few decades this will likely prove to be insufficient to meet the needs of the 
ageing population. This paper examines the available information on the impacts of inadequately 
accessible housing, and the planning policies of a large town, Swindon, contrasting the predicted 
outcomes with those of an alternative calculation method. 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The ageing population may lead to a significant increase in the number of people with disabilities 
over the coming decades. Disability prevalence increases with age, as highlighted by the Family 
Resources Survey 2012 to 2013 [4], and it is well documented that the age profile of the population 
is changing. According to the Office for National Statistics, “The number of people aged 80 and 
above is projected to more than double by mid-2037, the number of people aged 90 and over is 
projected to more than triple, and the number of centenarians is projected to rise from 13,000 in 
mid-2012 to 111,000 in mid-2037, a more than eightfold increase. This increase in the numbers of 
older people means that by mid-2037 one in 12 of the population is projected to be aged 80 and 
over.” [5] If changes to current policies are not made in the near future, the needs of this ageing 
population will not be met, with costly consequences.  
 
Housing is already failing to meet the needs of people with disabilities within the current population. 
The majority of homes in England (84%) do not allow someone using a wheelchair to get to and 
through the front door without difficulty [6] meaning that of the hundreds of thousands of people 
who acquire a mobility impairment every year, most will have to move house or risk becoming 
trapped in their own home [7]. However, the process of finding and moving to a more accessible 
dwelling is often less than straightforward, as described in a report by young people with Muscular 
Dystrophy [8].  
 
The need for accessible housing has been recognised by government, but the responsibility for 
ensuring an appropriate amount are built lies with local authorities. Under the National Planning 
Policy Framework [3], local authorities have an obligation to “plan for a mix of housing based on 
current and future demographic trends, market trends and the needs of different groups in the 
community (such as, but not limited to… people with disabilities…)” . Despite this, when questioned 
by Leonard Cheshire Disability, only 9% could provide any information on how many homes were 
built to wheelchair accessible standards in the past three years. [7]  
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, requires states that have 
signed the Convention “To ensure access by persons with disabilities to public housing programmes” 
[9]. There have already been concerns expressed as to the UK’s compliance [10]. 
 
The Equality Act 2010 also places a duties on local authority housing departments, but it is unclear 
what these duties are. Part 3: Services and Public Functions, Provision of services, etc., states:  
“(2) A service-provider (A) must not, in providing the service, discriminate against a person (B)— 
(a) as to the terms on which A provides the service to B; 
(b) by terminating the provision of the service to B; 
(c) by subjecting B to any other detriment.” [11] 
 
It is not just the very old who feel the bite of these inadequate policies, but the very young and their 
families. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation [12] report that [children with disabilities] were 50 per 
cent more likely than other families to live in overcrowded accommodation, to rate their home as 
being in a poor state of repair and to report problems with pests, wiring, draughts and damp in the 
child’s bedroom. Less than half of disabled children (47 per cent) who require specially adapted 
homes are living in suitable accommodation. The impacts of poor housing can be life-long, and in 
some cases life-threatening. Shelter [13] has described how poor housing can be a cause of poor 
educational attendance and attainment, deterioration on physical and mental health, and, in 
extreme cases, death. For a child born with a disability, it seems plausible to suggest that some of 
these dangers may be amplified, for example a child born with a breathing impairment may at 
greater risk of developing the serious respiratory conditions described.  
 
This too is a growing number. It is widely anticipated that the proportion of children and young 
people who are disabled will increase. It is estimated that there will be over 1.25 million children 
reporting a disability by 2029. The reasons include improved diagnosis, reduced stigma in reporting 
disability, and better survival rates for pre-term infants. [14] 
 
In addition to the difficulties encountered when seeking an accessible property, there are economic 
barriers to be overcome when moving. The average income of families with disabled children is 
£15,270, which is 23.5% below the UK mean income of £19,968. 21.8% have incomes that are less 
than half the UK mean [15]. 40% of disabled children in the UK live in poverty. This accounts for 
around 320,000 disabled children and almost a third of those are classified as living in ‘severe 
poverty’ [16].   
 
Many of these families will be unable to buy or rent a more suitable property due to their limited 
financial means, leaving social housing as the most likely option. Though local authority housing 
departments do have a legal obligation to consider a person with a disability as having a priority 
housing need under the Housing Act 1996 [17], there appears to be no obligation on local authorities 
to ensure that supply meets demand, or that priority applicants are offered suitable housing within a 
specified time. 
 
Without careful planning, further pressure from the demands of an aging and growing population 
will worsen this situation. However, if population predictions are carefully taken into consideration, 
local authorities can reap the economic benefits. 
 
The costs of inadequate housing provision to health and social care budgets, and to society as a 
whole, are significant, and widely predicted to increase. 
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BRE estimates that poor housing costs the health service £600 million every year and that the total 
cost to society, including benefit expenditure and lost tax revenues from those left unable to work, 
could be as high as £1.5 billion. [18]  
 
On average, GPs say that almost 3% of their total caseload is due to health problems caused by 
inaccessible homes which [Leonard Cheshire Disability] estimate could cost as much as £300m every 
year. 
 
Leonard Cheshire Disability asked their service managers how many people currently using their 
residential services would rather live in their own home: “Half (48%) say there is at least one person 
in their service who has had to move there primarily as a result of problems with their housing. One 
third (35%) say there is at least one person in their service who would like to live more 
independently, but is being prevented by a lack of accessible housing in the local area. If there are 
similar numbers of people wishing to move out of residential services across the country, then the 
total additional cost of people living in a residential service who would rather be living elsewhere, 
could be more than £150m.” [19] 
 
Age UK report that more than 40,000 days are spent in hospital by people waiting for adaptions or 
equipment in their own home [20]. Using £225 as the cost of a bed day [21], this means £9 million is 
spent every year keeping people in hospital needlessly.  
 
Poor housing is a recognised risk factor of falls, most of which occur in the home [22]. For some, a 
fall can result in a hip fracture. According to the British Orthopaedic Association “For society the 
costs [of hip fractures], both in acute care and in providing for subsequent dependency, are high – 
approaching £2 billion per year for the UK as a whole.” [23] Risk of falling increases with age [24]. As 
the population ages, costs are set to spiral. In 2012, Age UK estimated that the cost of hip fractures 
(partly associated with falls in the home) could rise to more than £6 billion by 2035, with 140,000 
related hospital admissions (almost double the current figure). [25]  
 
Pressures on Adult Social Care, too, are already increasing, and there are concerns over whether 
current budgets will stretch to meet future demand. In 2014, ADASS President David Pearson said: 
“This is the third year of continuing cash reductions and the fifth year of real terms reductions in 
spending. Since 2010 spending on social care has fallen by 12 per cent at a time when the number of 
those looking for support has increased by 14 per cent. This has forced departments to make savings 
of 26 per cent in their budgets – the equivalent of £3.53 billion over the last four years..." [26]  
  
Despite the scale of these costs, only 5% of housing authorities have carried out any analysis of the 
additional costs of inadequate housing to health and social care. [7]  
 
The solutions to these problems already exist, in the form of wheelchair accessible housing and 
Lifetime Homes. There are many different standards of wheelchair accessible housing for developers 
and planners to follow, and this can result in confusion. The most widely used and cost implications 
of each are outlined have been discussed [27], [28]. The most widely acknowledged is that described 
by the Building Research Establishment in the Wheelchair housing design guide as “A home that is 
fully manageable by wheelchair users and maximises their independence.” [1]  
 
The Lifetime Homes standard was developed by Habinteg and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation [2]: 
“Lifetime Homes are ordinary homes incorporating 16 Design Criteria that can be universally applied 
to new homes at minimal cost. Lifetime Homes are built with accessibility and adaptability 
incorporated at the design stage. Should the occupant's needs change, the homes are cheaper to 
adapt and there is minimal disruption to the occupant. As Lifetime Homes are designed to meet 
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changing needs, people are able to remain at home and live independently for longer. There is less 
likelihood of people being placed in sheltered accommodation or nursing homes prematurely. As the 
homes meet the needs of a broader client base - disabled people, non-disabled people and older 
people - there is more effective use of resources and void periods are cut.” 
 
Within the Design Criteria are fewer falls hazards. Health Promotion in Berkshire promote The Home 
Falls and Accidents Screening Tool [29], which uses simple questions to identify potential hazards. 
Some of these hazards are dealt with at the design stage in a Lifetime Home, including: Can the 
person easily and safely go up and down the steps/stairs, inside or outside the house? Definition: 
Steps are not too high, too narrow or too uneven for feet to be firmly placed on the steps (indoors 
and outdoors)…Can the person use the entrance door/s safely and easily? Definition: Locks and bolts 
can be used without bending or over-reaching, there is a landing so the person does not have to 
balance on steps to open the door and/or screen door. 
 
Without changes, it is clear that this undesirable situation will not improve, but worsen. There is a 
method to determine what proportion of housing of each type is needed. Swindon has been used 
here as an example. 
 
 
 

Swindon 
 
Wheelchair accessible housing  
 
Wheelchair Accessible Housing in New Developments (2009) [30] states “Swindon Borough Council 
Housing Needs Survey (Fordham Research, June 2006) estimates that there are 9,791 households in 
Swindon with one or more members in an identified support needs group… This represents 12.2% of 
all households. Of this group, frail elderly and people with physical disability (24% and 58.7% 
respectively) constitute 82.7% of this household number. It can be estimated that a relatively large 
percentage of this group (would) require wheelchair accessible housing. Thus… a requirement of 
development proposals for 50 or more dwellings should provide at least 2% of the dwellings to be 
suitable for occupation by wheelchair users be considered a reasonable and valid requirement.” 
Though a study has been cited and quoted, there is a noticeable absence of a link between the data 
and the final figure of 2%. There is no explanation at all of the origin of the 2%. There is also no 
researcher or decision maker named as responsible for the 2%. Can the 2% be considered reliable? 
Does it serve the needs of Swindon's residents, present and future? 
 
Using the method outlined in Stand up and be counted [31], estimates can be obtained for the 
number of people with disabilities and the number of wheelchair users. The Family Resources Survey 
2012 - 2013 [4] states: “… in the United Kingdom, the percentage of disabled people differed by age 
group: in 2012/13, 7 per cent (0.9 million) of children were disabled compared to 16 per cent (6.1 
million) of adults of working age and 43 per cent (5.1 million) of adults over State Pension age.” 
 
From 2011 census data [32], the numbers of children, working age adults and adults over 65 in 2011 
can be found to be 41,382; 138,920; and 28,854 respectively. 
 
Combining these two sets of figures provides the number of children, working age adults and adults 
over 65 with a disability in Swindon, 2,897; 22,227; 12,407 respectively giving a total of 
approximately 37,500 people in Swindon with a disability. 
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The 2004 study by the University of Lancaster [33] states “Aldersea’s (1996) [Aldersea, P. (1996) 
National Prosthetic & Wheelchair Services Report 1993 - 1996, London, College of Occupational 
Therapy. ] investigation into the NHS Disablement Services showed that the number was then 
approximately 710,170 in England… wheelchair users constituted almost 10% of the 7.2 million 
disabled people identified by the Follow-up to the Family Resources Survey (Grundy et al. 1999)”, 
which according to the University of Cambridge Engineering Design Centre [34] refers to the 
1996/97 Family Resources Survey [35].  
 
Applying this proportion to the above calculated number of people with disabilities in Swindon gives 
us an estimate of the number of wheelchair users in Swindon: 
37,500 x 10% = 3,750 
 
From the Swindon Borough Council Population Projections to 2031 [36], the numbers of children, 
working age adults and adults over 65 in 2026 can be estimated to be 60,268; 146,764; and 46,458 
respectively. 
 
Using the same disability prevalence data as above provides the number of children, working age 
adults and adults over 65 with a disability in Swindon in 2026, 4,219; 23,482; 19,977 respectively, 
giving a total of approximately 47,700 people in Swindon in 2026 with a disability. 
 
Using the above proportion for wheelchair use and the above calculated number of people with 
disabilities in Swindon gives us an estimate of the number of wheelchair users who may live in 
Swindon in 2026:  
47,700 x 10% = 4,800 
  
In three quarters of wheelchair user households (74%), the medical condition or disability 
necessitates specially adapted accommodation. [37] Applying this proportion to the present number 
of wheelchair users in Swindon and the predicted number of wheelchair users in Swindon in 2026, 
we find estimates of how many people currently do and in future require adapted accommodation. 
 
3,750 x 74% = 2,780 
An estimate of the number of households containing a wheelchair user in 2011 who need to be living 
in adapted accommodation. 
 
4,800 x 74% = 3,550 
An estimate of the number of households containing a wheelchair user in 2026 who will need to be 
living in adapted accommodation. 
 
 
Habinteg states that the percentage of wheelchair user households with unmet housing need in the 
South West as 8%. This tells us that 92% of wheelchair users are appropriately housed. 
 
2,780 x 92% = 2,560 
An estimate of the number of appropriately housed wheelchair users as of 2011 
 
3,550 – 2,560 = 990 
An estimate of the number of wheelchair accessible dwellings that need to be built between 2011 
and 2026.  
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Wheelchair Accessible Housing in New Housing Developments [38] set 2% as the proportion of 
homes to be built to Wheelchair Accessible standards and estimated the number of properties to be 
built between 2012 and 2026 at 21,220  
 
Figures on completed dwellings are available online. [39]  
 

  2011 – 2012 2012 – 2013 2013 – 2014  

Dwellings completed in Swindon  820 520  560 

2% of the above  16 10 11 

 
 
990 – 37 = 953  
 
Wheelchair Accessible Housing in New Housing Developments estimated the number of properties 
to be built between 2012 and 2026 at 21,220. Given 1,080 properties already built in this time span: 
 
.     953 x 100     .= 4.7% 
(21,220 – 1,080) 
 
 
If no change to policy is made, and the proportion of homes to be built to wheelchair accessible 
standards remains at 2%, there will not be a sufficient supply to meet demand in 2026. 
 
21,220 x 2% = 424 wheelchair accessible homes built between 2012 and 2026. 
 
This will not meet the even half the need calculated above (990) and will leave more than 500 
people without a suitably wheelchair accessible home. 
 
This is the optimistic view of the no change scenario. The proportion of 2%, by mathematical 
necessity, can only be applied to developments larger than 50 dwellings. The above calculation does 
not take this into account, and as many developments may be smaller than 50 dwellings, a smaller 
total number of wheelchair accessible dwellings will be built.  
 
The problem of developments being too small to apply the proportion to will also reduce the overall 
number of properties built in the need led model, however the effect of this is difficult to predict, 
and regular review and recalculation has the potential to reduce the effects of this. 
 
 
 
Lifetime Homes 
 
The Family Resources Survey 2012 - 2013 states there were 12.2 million people with disabilities. The 
survey categorized disabilities into 10 impairment types. 
 
Of impairment types, a dwelling built to Lifetime Homes would be most beneficial for people with a 
visual impairment, a mobility impairment, and/or a stamina/breathing/fatigue impairment. A 
freedom of information request revealed that a total of 10.6 million people have one or more of 
these impairment types. 
 
10,600,000 x 100 = 87% 
12,200,000 
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87% of people with disabilities have one or more of the identified impairment types. 
 
As calculated above, it can be estimated that there will a total of approximately 47,700 people in 
Swindon with a disability in 2026. 
 
47,700 x 87% = 41,500 people in Swindon in 2026 with one or more of the identified impairment 
types. 
 
Wheelchair users can be considered a subset of people with a mobility impairment. Deducting the 
number of wheelchair user households who will need to be living in adapted accommodation in 
2026 gives the number of people in Swindon in 2026 who will benefit from a Lifetime Home.  
 
41,500 - 3,550 = 38,000 
 
This represents almost 1/6 (15%) of Swindon's future population. Given that only 21,220 dwellings 
are predicted to be built between 2012 and 2026, the need cannot be fully met by 2026. Therefore, 
in order to meet the needs of the maximum number of Swindon's future residents, all dwellings that 
are not built to wheelchair accessible standard must be built to Lifetime Homes standard. 
 
 
 

Identified failings of the sources used and implications on the resulting data   
 
The proportion of wheelchair users who need adapted accommodation and the proportion of 
wheelchair users suitably housed are based on responses to the Survey of English Housing 2007/08 
adjusted to account for growth in total number of homes by 2010 and for outdoor wheelchair user 
due to the impossibility of using the wheelchair in the house. There is no correction applied to 
account for the population growth between 2007 and 2010, which will have increased 
independently of house-building. There is also no adjustment applied to account for wheelchair 
users in residential care settings who may wish to live independently. The adjustments which have 
been applied are not demonstrated, thus it is impossible to extract the raw data and analyse the 
appropriateness or the impact of these adjustments. 
 
Swindon Borough Council Population Projections to 2031 contains a section detailing possible 
sources of uncertainty, and emphasize that predicting changes in population is inherently uncertain. 
One approach to allowing for this uncertainty would be to review planning policies after 2021 census 
data becomes available. 
 
The calculations producing the number of people with disabilities and the number of wheelchair 
users contain some additional sources of uncertainty, which are described in full in Stand up and be 
counted. 
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