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Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards: Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Architectural Barriers Act?

The Architectural Barriers Act (Barriers Act)—PL 90-480, 42 USC 4151 et. seq.—is a 1968 law that requires making buildings or other facilities financed with certain Federal funds accessible to persons with disabilities.  It gave us the authority—together with the Department of Housing and Urban Development, Department of Defense, and Postal Service—to prescribe accessibility standards for designing, building, altering, and leasing Federal facilities.  

· The Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards (Uniform Standards), released on July 31, 1984, resulted from efforts by these four agencies to provide all Federal agencies a common set of accessibility standards for the first time.  These Uniform Standards help agencies carry out the Barriers Act.  Before they came out, two other standards were in effect:

· the American National Standards Institute ANSI A117.1-1961 (R1971)(ANSI), from September 2, 1969 through October 13, 1980

· GSA’s Accessibility Standard, from October 14, 1980 through July 30, 1984.

Do I have to follow the Uniform Standards in designing, building, altering, or leasing Federal facilities?

Yes, unless you meet one of the exceptions or get our approval to waive or modify the standards (see below). 

Under what conditions may I not follow the Uniform Standards?

You may use methods other than those in the Uniform Standards if you clearly offer equally good access to, and use of, the facility.  You also may depart from the Uniform Standards if you fall under any of these five exceptions:

1. Any part of a building you’re designing, constructing, altering, or leasing doesn’t need to be accessible to the public or to persons with disabilities, based on your intended use. 

2. The alteration to your building doesn’t involve installing or working on any facilities—such as stairs, doors, elevators, toilets, entrances, drinking fountains, floors, telephone locations, curbs, and parking areas—that you could change to accommodate persons with disabilities.  

3. The alteration of your building—or any part of it—structurally won’t allow you to apply the Uniform Standards.

4. Plans and specifications for constructing or altering your building were complete or substan​tially complete by September 2, 1969.

5. Someone’s bid or offer to lease your space meets most requirements of the Uniform Standards and, among the qualified offerors or bidders, is closest to meeting all requirements.  NOTE:  We may propose to award the lease to someone who doesn’t most nearly meet the Standards, as long as their bid or offer is reasonable in price and otherwise legally acceptable.  In this case, however, you must get a waiver or modification from us.  We can modify or change the Uniform Standards only case by case.

Learning When to Apply the Uniform Standards versus Guidelines under the Disabilities Act

How do the Uniform Standards relate to guidelines under the Americans with Disabilities Act?

Our policy requires you to follow the more stringent requirement between the Uniform Standards and the Americans with Disabilities Act’s Accessibility Guidelines (Guidelines).  Except as noted below, the Uniform Standards are more stringent or have different requirements for—

· leasing commercial office space.

· leasing special occupancies.

· additions and alterations.

Which requirements do I apply to commercial office space?

For the following aspects of commercial office space, apply these more stringent Uniform Standards:

· Work areas:  Make accessible all areas that may result in employment of physically handicapped persons.  [UFAS 4.1.4, versus ADAAG 4.1.1(3)]

· Work surfaces:  Make accessible 5% of all fixed or built‑in work surfaces for employees and of fixed tables for public or common use.  [UFAS 4.1.2(17) & 4.32, versus ADAAG 4.1.1(3) & 4.1.3(18)]

· Elevators:  Make sure you have an elevator in your multi‑story building or facility.  [UFAS 4.1.2(5), versus ADAAG 4.1.3(5) Exception 1]

· Elevator controls:  Mount elevator controls no higher than 48 inches unless doing so would substantially increase your cost, in which case you may mount them up to 54 inches above the floor.  [UFAS 4.10.12(3), versus ADAAG 4.10.12(3)]

· Entrances in multi‑grade buildings:  Make accessible at least one main entrance at the floor level for each grade.  This standard requires more accessible entrances than the Guidelines in certain "multi‑grade" buildings. [UFAS 4.1.2(8), versus ADAAG 4.1.3(8)]

For certain other aspects of commercial office space, the differences between the Uniform Standards and the Guidelines are “de minimis”—not significantly different.  You may apply either standard in the following areas:

· Entrance signs:  Under the Uniform Standards, place the International Symbol of Accessibility at all accessible entrances.  Under the Guidelines, place the symbol at accessible entrances only when your building has at least one inaccessible entrance.  [UFAS 4.1.1(7), ADAAG 4.1.2(7)]

· Stairs exception:  The Uniform Standards exempt stairs from complying with clause 4.9 only if an elevator connects the same levels the stairs do.  The Guidelines exempt stairs from clause 4.9 whenever any accessible means of vertical access connects the same levels.  [UFAS 4.1.2(4), ADAAG 4.1.3(4)]

· Handrail height:  Under the Uniform Standards, place handrails at stairs and ramps with the gripping surface between 30 and 34 inches above the surface of the stair or ramp.  Under the Guidelines, place the gripping surface between 34 and 38 inches.  [UFAS 4.8.5(5), 4.9.4(5); ADAAG 4.8.5(5), 4.9.4(5)]

· Tactile warnings:  Under the Uniform Standards, place tactile warnings at doors to hazardous areas.  This provision is reserved in the Guidelines. [UFAS 4.1.2(14), 4.13.9, 4.29.3, 4.29.7; ADAAG 4.13.9, 4.29.3]

· Pictograms:  Under the Uniform Standards, make pictogram symbols tactile and use only sans serif characters.  Under the Guidelines, you don’t have to raise pictogram symbols and you can use either simple or sans serif tactile characters. [UFAS 4.30.4, ADAAG 4.30.4]

Which requirements do I apply to special occupancies?
For the following special occupancies, apply these more stringent Uniform Standards:

· Assembly areas

· Number of wheelchair locations in large assembly areas:  Follow the Uniform Standards for the number of wheelchair locations in assembly areas with more than 101 fixed seats.  [UFAS 4.1.2(18), versus ADAAG  4.1.3(19)(a)]

· Dispersion of wheelchair spaces:  Disperse wheelchair spaces throughout the seating area, regardless of seating capacity.  [UFAS 4.33.3, versus ADAAG 4.33.3]

· Transient lodging:  Make at least 5% of transient lodging accessible to persons with mobility impairments.  The Uniform Standards don’t allow an exception for facilities with five or fewer units that contain the proprietor’s residence.  In very large facilities, the Standards would require more accessible units than the Guidelines.  [UFAS 4.1.4(11), versus ADAAG 9.1.1 Exception, 9.1.2]

· Housing—amount and technical provisions:  Follow the Uniform Standards because the Department of Justice hasn’t adopted Section 13 (Housing) of the Guidelines’ interim final rule.  The Board is considering reserving all of Section 13 when the final guideline for State and local government facilities is issued.  [UFAS 4.1.1(5)(d), 4.1.4(11), 4.34; ADAAG ‑ proposes to reserve housing]

· Restaurants and cafeterias

· Table aisles:  Maintain access aisles between tables in restaurants and cafeterias that comply with clause 4.3, Accessible Routes of the Uniform Standards.  [UFAS 5.1, versus ADAAG 5.3]

· Vending machine controls:  Make sure controls and operating mechanisms of vending machines in restaurants and cafeterias comply with all of clause 4.27 of the Uniform Standards.  [UFAS 5.4, versus ADAAG 5.8]

· Health care

· Canopy at passenger loading zones:  Apply the Uniform Standards, whose undefined term "Health care buildings and facilities" may require you to provide a canopy or roof overhang and a passenger loading zone at entrances of more facilities.  [UFAS 6.1, versus ADAAG 6.1]

· Spacing for patients’ beds:  Leave 36 inches along each side of a bed in patients’ bedrooms, 48 inches between beds, 42 inches between the foot of a bed and the wall, and 48 inches between the foot of a bed and the foot of the opposing bed.  Follow the Uniform Standards’ separate requirements for one-, two-, and four‑bed rooms.  [UFAS 6.3, versus ADAAG 6.3]

· Mercantile areas

· Height of service counters:  Make sure "a portion" of service counters in your mercantile areas are 28 to 34 inches high.  [UFAS 7.2, versus ADAAG 7.2]

· Height of check‑out counters:  Make sure at least one check‑out counter is no higher than 36 inches.  [UFAS 7.3(2), versus ADAAG 7.3(2)]

· Libraries—knee space at check‑out area:  For at least one lane at each check‑out area, provide a counter surface that is 28 to 34 inches high with knee clearance that is 27 inches high, 30 inches wide, and 19 inches deep. [UFAS 8.3, versus ADAAG 8.3]

· Postal Facilities

· Height of customer service counters:  Make sure the aisles in front of customer service counters are at least 48 inches wide.  [UFAS 9.2, versus ADAAG 7.2]

· Strength of partitions:  Make sure all fixed partitions can withstand 250 foot‑pounds from any direction.  [UFAS 9.2(1); ADAAG -‑ no provision]

· Stability of handrails:  Make sure handrails (whether required or voluntarily installed) connect to walls that can support 250 foot-pounds in any direction.  [UFAS 9.2(2), versus ADAAG 4.26.3]

· Lockers:  Follow the Uniform Standards, even though they state only that

"lockers in easily accessible areas must be provided for use by handicapped   people."  [UFAS 9.5, ADAAG -‑ no provision]

· Equipment to record attendance:  Mount time clocks or other equipment to record attendance no higher than 48 inches and make counter space at these check‑in areas no higher than 36 inches above the floor.  [UFAS 9.6, ADAAG​ -- no provision]

· Detention and correctional facilities
(  Amount of accessible residential units:  Make accessible at least 5% of the units—an amount greater than the percentage proposed in section 12 of the Guidelines’ final rule for State and local government facilities. [UFAS 4.1.4(9), versus ADAAG 12.4.1]

Which requirements do I apply to additions and alterations?

For additions and alterations, apply these more stringent Uniform Standards:

· Additions:  If your building has an accessible route, entrance, or toilet, you have to make accessible at least one of each in the addition to the building. [UFAS 4.1.5, versus ADAAG 4.1.5]

· Substantial Alterations:  Follow the Uniform Standards to improve access at your building or site whenever you make substantial alterations to it. Unlike the Guidelines, the Uniform Standards don’t allow an exception if the cost of improving access would increase the alteration’s overall cost and scope by 20%. [UFAS 4.1.6(3), versus ADAAG 4.1.6(2)]

· Other alterations:  Follow the requirements of Uniform Standards 4.1.3(9), 4.3.10 and 4.3.11 concerning egress and areas of rescue assistance.  [versus ADAAG 4.1.6(g)] 

What is the difference between a modification and a waiver?

We sometimes approve a modification to accessibility requirements of the Uniform Standards if the proposed work still provides some accessibility for that part of a building or facility.  We seldom see or approve requests for a waiver, which would drop the accessibility requirement for that part of the building or facility.

How would I get a modification or a waiver?

First, talk to Accessibility Program Manager, who can help you decide whether your request is appropriate.  If it is, the head of your agency head should send a request letter to the Commissioner of GSA’s Public Buildings Service.  In the letter—

· State your purpose:  say that you’re requesting a waiver or modification to a specific requirement in the Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards, such as “4.3 Accessible Route.”

· Clarify your request:  give us information (including photographs and available drawings) about the facility’s location and building address.  Mention circumstances that affect accessibility.  Detail any other concerns, such as security or life safety, and tell us if you have options, such as using other comparable spaces.

· State what will happen if we don’t approve:  tell us how not getting a modification or waiver could harm your project.  Consider such things as cost, daily operations, security, life safety, and the needs of staff and occupants.

· Conclude:  Mention any additional enclosed background information.  Tell us your agency’s contact name and phone number, in case we need more information.

What is an alteration?

An alteration is a change to a building or facility that affects (or could affect) its usability.  Alterations include, but are not limited to, remodeling, renovating, rehabilitating, reconstructing, restoring historic properties, resurfacing circulation paths or vehicular ways, changing or rearranging structural parts or elements, and changing or rearranging the plan configuration of walls and full‑height partitions.  Normal maintenance, reroofing, painting or wallpapering, or changes to mechanical and electrical systems aren’t alterations unless they affect the usability of the building or facility.

May I alter a historic building or site to improve access?

Yes, you may alter a qualified historic property, but follow the processes described in the Uniform Standards, clause 4.1.7, “Accessible Buildings: Historic Preservation.”

Finding Out More about Accessibility Standards

Who enforces the Architectural Barriers Act?

An independent Federal agency called the Access Board (also known as the United States Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board) enforces accessibility standards under the Barriers Act.

What is the difference between the Architectural Barriers Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act?

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) (PL 101‑336, 42 USC 12204) is a separate, though related, law from the Architectural Barriers Act of 1968.  The Americans with Disabilities Act sets accessibility requirements for states, localities, and the private sector, similar to those set for the Federal government through the Architectural Barriers Act.

Where can I find information about the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)?

One good source is the Department of Justice’s Web site, “ADA Home Page,” at http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm.  Another good listing, called “Frequently Asked Questions for Buildings and Facilities,” is on the Access Board’s Web site at http://www.access‑board.gov/bfdg/adaagfaq.htm.  Both websites link to other Federal agencies with more information about the ADA.

Is it true that developing accessibility guidelines will replace the Uniform Standards and the Guidelines from the Americans with Disabilities Act?

Yes.  We’re working with the Access Board to develop new accessibility guidelines that will eventually replace the Uniform Standards.  Until these new guidelines come out, use the Uniform Standards or the Guidelines as we’ve discussed here.  
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