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I am proud to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we meet - the peoples of the Wurundjeri and Koolin Nation. I pay respect to their elders and songlines.

Since my late teens I had noticing deterioration occurring in my health. By my mid-20s this was having an increasing impact on my everyday life. Medically nothing had been identified. I looked for rental flats with access in mind, features that would make life easier for me, but found nothing of any significance, relating to my needs.  As I was having difficulty with stairs in particular, I always rented ground floor flats.

I was diagnosed with auto-immune diseases, primarily multiple sclerosis at the age of 29. My ground floor flat was now increasingly more difficult for me to live in. What seemed like nuisances before now became a danger. The shower was over the bath, the laundry up 2 flights of stairs: all now places with potential for me to be injured. I needed to seek alternatives for a place to live.

I now live in public housing as I cannot afford to buy or rent privately. Even if cost were not a factor, it is my experience that the market is providing little attention to the need for accessible properties.

The home that I have enjoyed for five years now meets universal housing principles. What they are, how they benefit me and heighten the liveability of my home, is so simple and such a "no-brainer" it has been  extremely difficult for me to describe! 

The path to the front door has such a gentle slope that unless you were looking for it you wouldn't notice the gradient. In the past this house would have had steps to the front door.  Now it clearly provides for "a clear pathway to a step free entry to the house." The property itself does not have a drive way, so I asked the local council to install a disabled parking bay at the front of the house.

The surfaces in the house are all slip-resistant. Nothing significant, just carpet in the bedroom and study, ceramic tiles in the kitchen area  and vinyl in the hall way, living area and bathroom. 

The door ways are wide, as is the corridor. This has allowed for ease of use not only for me and for use of my electric scooter, but for prams, visitors' bikes, for the movement of furniture, of objects and tools such as ladders into and through the house.
Off the corridor is the bedroom, and the study that doubles as storage space for additional items that are required for  my disability and health needs, including my electric scooter. Down the corridor, the living area is an open space that adjoins  the open plan kitchen. A sliding door opens to the laundry and bathroom area. This includes the toilet and a step free shower. The walls in the bathroom are reinforced, and has allowed  for the installation of rails in the shower. A wide sliding door  opens for a step free exit from the kitchen to the backyard.

When looking at universal housing principles the need for visitability is highlighted also, which is vital for the  inclusion and participation of  all.

At this stage I haven't been in the situation of not being able to access homes of friends or family outright. Although I do know others who have.  Access is the first question though when I need to go anywhere unknown. Due to access issues I do visit some people  less, or catch up with them at places other than their home. 

Although I am not in the situation at this time of having no ability to utilise stairs, it is very difficult for me to, and  always a considered risk.  It is easier for me to walk up stairs than down. If you think about falling or tripping when you are using stairs, the consequences of doing so on your descent is self evident. If there are no railings or something to hold onto, I cannot use stairs outright. In saying that, many existing railings are of very inconsistent standard and create difficulties of use in their own right. 

Even if it has been okay for me to use stairs at the beginning of a visit the situation may not be so later. The impact on my MS fatigue levels of having negotiated stairs to enter and then maybe navigating small spaces, has such a great impact that using the same stairs when leaving is  that much more difficult and a much greater risk of falling

The accessibility of my home to  the widest number of persons is another test of universal housing principles. The visitability has been outstanding for everyone. The lack of steps, the open areas, the wide doorways, the non- slip flooring has suited the needs of all visitors to my home - for the people who have visited with prams. For toddlers. For older persons. For people with very wide range of disabilities whether short or long term. A friend who was  injured in an accident- who uses crutches or a wheel chair, visited recently for lunch - my home was one place that she knew she didn't need to give any  thought to re: access. 

The very positive features of the house have also been noted as helpful by home carers who assist me in cleaning the house, and tradespeople who have attended for general maintenance.

Common responses from people who visit my home for the first time include comments regarding  the warm and  welcoming open plan,  the  lightness and  attractiveness of the home and its excellent design. People are unaware of the access provisions unless I discuss them. Any opinion that houses  that adhere to universal housing principles are unsightly and these principles aesthetically interfere with design, could not be further from the truth. It is a design principle that design follows function.

Having progressive chronic illnesses means the benefits of universally designed housing have been incredibly beneficial for me. My house has features that enable me to live an independent life - it is my home because it helps to enrich my life rather than hinder my activity. The many benefits to my health and being that have and will continue to  occur are immeasurable.

My needs have changed and will continue to.

Having a home that can adapt with my needs provides me with housing security. It means that my home is sustainable into my future, without the need for me to move.  

The needs of people change over time, but people  should not have to move for this reason alone and lose community, support structures and so on, especially at times they may need them the most.

The long term sustainability of housing construction that does not include simple universal housing standards is highly questionable.

And it is farcical to oppose universal housing on the grounds of the minimal up front cost,  and to suggest it is relevant to only a specific minority.   

All housing in the long-term will be inhabited and visited at some time by those who are ageing and/or have a disability- that is those whose ability is limited at some time! 

These principles allow for the modification of houses when and if necessary to meet the varying needs of people over time. Allowing for the many benefits of ageing in place, those who have been injured through accidents, impacted through illness, when children are born with disability and so on.

These ideas are not new 

and have long been in practice elsewhere.
Its about clever sustainable basic housing design

for all people

taking into account  all stages of life 

It just has to be standard practice 

and it just makes sense!!!!

