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Abstract

To access urban services, the spatial components of urban space must enable every possible trip route to
be devoid of any barriers, including those relating to the legal framework, metropolitan area, society, and
administration. The right to access is for understanding the barriers to accessibility. Therefore, what is the
required state necessary to put forth the significance of the motto, “accessibility for all”? Is it only making
urban space accessible, or is it also a matter of perceiving accessibility as a right?

The research aims to reveal the deficiencies of the perception that accessibility is @ human right. The
research question is, "how do the barriers prevent people with disabilities from obtaining their right to
access?" In the user perspective analysis, twelve focus group discussions were conducted in Ankara with
various members of persons with reduced mobility (PRM). The primary finding from both the theoretical
review and these discussions is that accessibility must be perceived as an integrated concept with the
inclusiveness of urban spaces, emphasizing the social and spatial dimensions of the issue. It is an inclusive
right that unequivocally must be extended to all individuals, encompassing every individual of PRM.
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1. Introduction

A city is a dynamic space where individuals live, behave, and interact, with urban activities interconnected
through mobility and accessibility. Accessibility serves as the link between individuals and public spaces,
establishing the conditions necessary for the right to access. Without an inclusive urban environment ensuring
access and mobility for all, it is impractical to discuss the appropriation of urban space, participation in social
networks, and the production of urban space. Thus, the concepts of the right to the city and accessibility form
a critical connection between persons with reduced mobility (PRM) and a rights-based approach.

Human beings have essential social and physical needs, with mobility being crucial for accessing shelter, food,
employment, and social interactions. Mobility facilitates activities like shopping, working, socializing, and
participating in public life, all of which contribute to self-actualization (Kenyon et al., 2002). However, limited
mobility can impede access to both formal and informal social networks, exacerbating isolation and reducing
engagement with goods, services, social activities, family, and friends. This highlights the critical role of
mobility in fostering an inclusive and connected urban environment.

Urban conflict and the Right to the City are interconnected concepts explored by Harvey (2008) through the
lens of class, capitalist production, and urbanization, and by Castells (2015) through class and urban social
movements. Lefebvre (1996) initially introduced the concept, emphasizing the transformation and
reproduction of urban space. Harvey (2008) further argued that urban space is both shaped by and shapes
the people. Achieving these rights requires mobility capabilities within the framework of equality, human rights,
and freedom. Consequently, accessibility, transport equity, and mobility justice are essential for addressing
systemic inequalities and promoting social justice in transport planning and policymaking. (Murray and Davis,
2001; Pereira et al., 2017; Verlinghieri & Schwanen, 2020). However, merely possessing mobility capabilities
as an able-bodied individual is insufficient. The right to access necessitates an accessible urban environment
and sustainable social quality, supported by urban policies that ensure the longevity and inclusivity of
settlements.

The research aims to establish a foundation by addressing the question: What conditions are necessary to
underscore the importance of the motto "accessibility for all"? Is it solely about making urban spaces
accessible, or does it also involve perceiving accessibility as a fundamental human right?

2 From the right to the city to the right to access

According to Lefebvre (1996), the Right to the City entails overcoming the alienation of urban space and
reintegrating social connections, allowing inhabitants to appropriate urban spaces. This concept involves
residents collectively inhabiting and utilizing urban areas for social interaction and self-actualization. Purcell
(2013) expands on Lefebvre's idea (2015), suggesting that appropriation redefines rightful ownership,
proposing that the city belongs to its inhabitants. Thus, urban spaces become areas for learning, interaction,
and connectivity, fundamentally owned by those who live in them.

The Right to the City concept, as noted by Purcell (2002, 2013), encompasses two fundamental rights: the
right to participation, enabling citizens to actively engage in policymaking and social connections, and the right
to appropriation, allowing urban dwellers to gain control over cities and urban processes, fostering collective
interaction and free expression. Harvey (2008) elaborated on this concept, highlighting that the right to the
city goes beyond individual access to urban resources, encompassing a collective capacity to reshape
urbanization and, consequently, societal norms. This is fundamental yet often neglected and has the potential
to unify diverse social movements globally by highlighting the connections between urbanization, social justice,
and marginalization. The Right to the City has the potential to unite various social movements globally by
emphasizing the interconnections among urbanization, social justice, and marginalization. Sen (2012) and
Mackett et al. (2004) further contends that the exclusion of certain groups from society not only results in
their exclusion from social life but also from becoming recognized as fully participating individuals within
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society. Castells (1977) advanced the Right to the City concept through the lens of space production, critiquing
Lefebvre's ideas (2015) on spatial appropriation and production. Like Harvey (2003), Castells (2015) views the
right to the city as a collective rather than an individual right, emphasizing its goal of achieving a just and
more equitable urban environment for all individuals. In short, Lefebvre (1996), Harvey (2008), and Castells
(2015) underscore that the Right to the City involves the equitable appropriation of urban benefits by residents,
their active participation in decision-making processes, and the realization of fundamental rights and freedoms
for all inhabitants.

Urban mobility plays a crucial role in both social and economic development by enabling individuals to access
various city amenities, including services, employment opportunities, education, social interactions, and
recreational activities (UN-Habitat, 2008), which indicates that mobility is significant in obtaining the Right to
the City in participation and appropriation practices. Enhanced mobility, however, can alleviate multiple issues
associated with social exclusion by facilitating access to opportunities that can enhance individuals' economic
prospects, improve their well-being, and promote a lively social environment, all of which contribute to
fostering a sense of inclusion among individuals (Roger et al., 2009). This comprehensive understanding of
urban mobility underscores its pivotal role in promoting inclusive mobility, a concept that emphasizes equitable
access to mobility systems and urban opportunities for all, thereby addressing social disparities and fostering
a more inclusive urban fabric. Inclusive mobility encompasses two interpretations (Jeekel, 2018): the weaker
one focuses on reducing social exclusion through improved transport systems, while the stronger interpretation
aims to enhance community interaction and cohesion by promoting shared travel experiences and public
modes of urban mobility. In this context, the right to mobility refers to the entitlement to move freely and be
mobile within urban space, ensuring accessibility to urban functions and opportunities.

The right to mobility is a fundamental aspect of urban equity, significantly influencing access to essential
services and opportunities within cities. Ensuring mobility rights is crucial for advancing social inclusion and
economic development. In line with this, accessibility, defined as the ease of reaching desired destinations, is
central to this concept. Recent research emphasizes that improving urban mobility infrastructure can enhance
accessibility, thereby reducing social exclusion and promoting inclusive urban communities, as noted by
Cargiulo (2018), Manfredini & Di Rosa (2018) and Battarra (2018). For example, enhancements in public
transportation systems and the design of pedestrian-friendly urban spaces have been shown to increase access
to employment, education, and healthcare for marginalized populations (Lucas, 2012; Papa et al., 2017).
Therefore, urban policies that incorporate the right to mobility with an emphasis on enhancing accessibility
are crucial for creating equitable and vibrant cities (Bertolini et al., 2012; Geurs et al., 2016) The close
relationship between the right to mobility and accessibility underscores the centrality of movement within and
between urban services, social capital, and public spaces as essential for participating in urban processes.
Accessing and experiencing the appropriation of urban space are fundamental aspects of this dynamic. At a
foundational level, engaging in public spaces constitutes a democratic exercise by experiencing and interacting
with the city and society (Castaneda, 2019; Ferreira & Batey, 2007). Essentially, every individual possesses
the right to access urban assets and resources, thereby encompassing the right to mobility within the right to
accessibility. When considering the production processes of urban space, the right to mobility extends the
trajectory of the Right to the City further, as active participation in the collective production of space
necessitates mobility and access to urban assets and the city itself (Hannam et al., 2006).

There is a body of literature that examines the interrelationship between mobility rights and accessibility across
diverse thematic frameworks. Coggin & Pieterse (2015) argue that executive policy choices regarding the
provision and regulation of public transport should be assessed through a rights-based prism and should be
subjected to dialogic interaction with the judiciary, within a substantive, rights-based understanding of mobility
and urban accessibility. This perspective underscores the necessity for a legal framework that integrates
mobility rights with urban planning to enhance accessibility. Lid (2010) discusses universal design, advocating
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for it as a strategy to reduce architectural barriers and promote accessibility and equality. This aligns with
Jackson's (2018) argument that built environment practitioners must recognize the disabling effects of current
practices and engage directly with people with disabilities to better understand accessibility needs. Similarly,
Levine and Karner (2023) identify four opportunities to address the needs of disabled people in transportation
planning in the United States, emphasizing the importance of inclusive planning practices. Moreover, Tudzi et
al., (2017) provide recommendations for universities to protect the rights of students with disabilities,
highlighting the need for policies and accreditation standards that enforce accessibility. Gready (2008) also
contributes to this discourse by exploring rights-based approaches to development, emphasizing the added
value of such frameworks in promoting social inclusion and accessibility. These contributions highlight the
stance of a rights-based approach in enhancing social inclusion and accessibility, demonstrating its critical role
in reshaping urban planning and transportation policies.

The ideal urban mobility structure is free from barriers to reaching public transport vehicles, stops, stations,
and platforms. Access to these components must be guaranteed for universal use (Heiser, 1995). For instance,
Odame (2022) highlights that public transport plays a critical role in ensuring access to facilities like schools
and hospitals, especially for those in the low and middle-income range who have limited private car ownership.
Unfortunately, the conditions of the physical environment, including transport services, do not cater to the
needs of minority travelers. Therefore, accessibility must begin at the point of origin and extend to the
destination within the city. Achieving such a seamless mobility flow necessitates the implementation of
sustainable transport policies and design solutions. Ensuring accessibility in the urban environment and public
transport requires careful design of urban spaces and consideration of socio-spatial solutions. However, urban
planning and transport design can sometimes create accessibility issues and become exclusionary towards
PRMs. (Barnes, 1991; Zajac, 2016). A significant portion of travellers face limitations or physical impairments,
navigate with baby strollers or luggage, or encounter cities with complete unfamiliarity. On average, 12-16%
of a country's population is considered disabled, and an additional 20-25% experience mobility difficulties.
Consequently, urban transport systems and the physical environment must be designed to be user-friendly
and accessible, adhering to universally accepted principles of universal design and the right to access for all.
This approach ensures that the entire transport system is accessible and easy to use for people with disabilities
and others with mobility challenges (Hultgren, 1995; Ling Suen & Mitchell, 2003).

From a rights-based perspective, accessibility extends beyond urban spatial policies for individuals with
disabilities and applies universally. Recognizing the right to access as a fundamental human right invokes the
essence of the first article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948) emphasizing
inherent dignity and equal rights for all individuals. This broader interpretation underscores the importance of
inclusive urban mobility and equitable access for everyone, not just those with disabilities. The rights and
equality dimension imply that accessibility is an outcome of the combination of spatial, societal, and
administrative policies and implementations, and accessibility is a matter for not only a specific group of people
with disabilities but also for any person having reduced mobility. Once it is accepted that everyone is equal no
matter what the cultural, ethnic, socio-economic condition or level of ability to access is, it becomes inevitable
that the right to access is for all-encompassing needs and demands of different groups of PRM. To ensure the
needs and demands of various beneficiaries of accessibility, the platforms to obtain their ideas about what
their experiences are considering barriers against the right to access need to be provided by administrative
authorities. Before having such a participatory decision-making platform to discuss their right to access, local
and government policymakers must be considerate to PRMs as equally as all others. Another most prominent
example legal document is the U.S., The American with Disabilities Act (ADA), which states the characteristics
of accessibility in section 4.3.2 under the title of “Accessibility Guidelines for Buildings and Facilities”. The
definition emphasizes that accessibility should not be limited to urban space (e.g., optimum standards for
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sidewalk width, ramps, and crossings); it needs to be considered for all the components of the city that a
person could encounter while commuting from one point to another in the city (ADA, 2005).

In 2010, Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 was published by the European Union,
emphasizing the rights of people with disabilities and their participation in social life and economic activities
without facing any discrimination and social exclusion. Under the Strategy titled "Equal Access and Non-
discrimination," the concept of accessibility was addressed in relation to access to justice, freedom, social
protection, goods and services, art, culture, recreation, and leisure. (European Commission, 2010). In other
words, the Strategy implies the Right to the City in accordance with the Right to access the city. United Nations
(2013) also notes that accessibility of places, services, or any physical component of the urban environment
for people with disabilities means that anyone can easily reach, enter, exit, and use without facing barriers. It
is essential to ensure that individuals with disabilities can exercise all rights within the city, thereby
guaranteeing their freedom and equal participation in society alongside others.

In recent decades, contemporary debates have increasingly aligned with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) to guide nations towards a more sustainable and resilient future (UITP, 2019;
Hidayati, 2021; Oviedo et al., 2022). Accessibility is a matter of the sustainable future of cities mentioned
under the 11th goal (Sustainable Cities and Communities) as Creating accessible cities and water resources,
affordable, accessible, and sustainable transport systems, providing universal access to safe, inclusive,
accessible, and green public spaces” (United Nations, 2015). The implications of UN accessibility within the
framework of the SDGs closely resonate with the objectives of this research, although notable discrepancies
persist. SDG-11 places a strategic emphasis on accessible urban environments, transport, and public spaces,
centralizing spatial accessibility. However, accessibility transcends spatial considerations, as societal and
administrative barriers equally influence its definition. This suggests that a robust conceptualization of
accessibility must extend beyond mere physical access and legal frameworks, incorporating a broader
spectrum of determinants to encompass the multifaceted nature of accessibility comprehensively.

This research highlights the essential role of urban mobility and accessibility in fostering social inclusion and
economic development. It underscores the intrinsic connection between the right to mobility and the right to
access, emphasizing the need for sustainable transport policies and inclusive design solutions. By adhering to
universal design principles, urban environments can better serve individuals with disabilities and mobility
challenges. This approach supports the broader concept of the right to the city, facilitating participation in
urban processes and promoting a just and equitable urban landscape where all individuals can exercise their
rights and freedoms. Hence, the formulation of urban policies that integrate the right to mobility with a
strategic focus on enhancing accessibility is imperative for the development of equitable and dynamic urban
environments.

3. Methodology

In this part, how the research findings are produced is explained. First, the aim and research question are
mentioned. Then, the research method is described, including the philosophical approach, sample group, case
area selection, and data collection.

3.1 Aim and research question

In this research, the user perspective represents prominent members of PRM which is to obtain qualitative
data through focus group discussions with an interpretivist approach. Within this perspective, data obtaining
is a subjective process generated by participants' contributions, discussions, argumentations, and
compromises.

The research aims to reveal the deficiencies of the perception that accessibility is @ human right. The research
question is, "How do the barriers prevent people with disabilities from obtaining their right to access?"

253 - TeMA Journal of Land Use Mobility and Environment 2 (2024)



Ercetin C. - Right-based approach to urban accessibility: analysis of user perspective

3.2 Research method

Interpretivism (or phenomenology) is the philosophical approach to complement the data obtained from case
study research. The interpretivism philosophy entails researchers interpreting study elements by incorporating
human factors into the analysis. Interpretive researchers believe that only social constructions such as
language, consciousness, shared meanings, and instruments provide access to given or socially constructed
reality (Myers, 2009; Dudovskiy, 2021). In line with this, focus group discussions are group interviews in which
participants are asked to discuss specific themes in a somewhat casual setting to reveal underlying issues and
concerns about norms, beliefs, and values (Bloor et al., 2001). This qualitative research method aims to gain
a deeper understanding of social issues. Rather than a statistically representative sample of a larger population,
the approach tries to acquire data from a purposefully selected group of individuals (Nyumba et al., 2018).

In the analysis of user perspective, 12 focus group discussions were carried out between 04.03.2021-
05.05.2021 in Ankara with different members of PRM. Survey questions were discussed within groups, and
valuable outputs were generated, contributing to the formation process for accessibility problem definition.

Rationale of sample group and case area selection

Ankara, the capital city of Turkey, is situated in the heart of the Anatolian region, known for its expansive and
varied geography. The city's topography includes hills and plateaus, influencing its urban development and
transportation infrastructure. Ankara's urban planning has historically focused on accommodating its growing
population and expanding metropolitan area, leading to a mix of modern developments and historic
neighborhoods. Challenges remain, particularly in addressing physical barriers such as uneven sidewalks and
inadequate public transportation facilities. The mobility context in Ankara is characterized by a network of
buses, metro lines, and a developing light rail system, aimed at improving connectivity across the city. These
efforts are aligned with Ankara's goal of promoting sustainable mobility solutions and enhancing the overall
urban experience.

The first criterion for participants in focus group discussions was in the category of PRM in Ankara. Thirty-six
people were registered as the focus group participants' candidates, and discussions were carried out with 32
participants in 12 focus group discussions. The reason for stopping the number of focus group discussions at
12 is that the scope of the discussions to obtain the required answers satisfactorily regarding accessibility and
right to access reached its saturation level. The participants' details are given in Tab.1, including which focus
group discussions include which kinds of people with disabilities.

The number of participants of Which focus group discussion

focus group discussions (FGD) includes which disability
types
The ones responded positive to register 36 _
discussions
The total number of participants 32 -
attended
FGD-1, FGD-2, FGD-3, FGD-5, FGD-6,
Physically impaired 21 FGD-7, FGD-8, FGD-9, FGD-10, FGD-
11
Visually impaired 7 FGD-1, FGD-4, FGD-7, FGD-9
Parents with baby stroller 4 FGD-12

Tab.1 Number of participants to focus group discussions with disability types

The participants of focus group discussions were randomly selected from the people living in Ankara who have
different reduced mobility characteristics as:

—  Physical impairment: Persons with a wheelchair or walking stick (or using both);
—  Visual impairment: Persons with at most 20% or no visual ability;
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—  Parents with baby stroller: Parents using the single baby stroller and twin baby stroller.

Among people with disabilities in Tilrkiye, those with physical and visual impairments have the highest
population percentage.

Selected PRMs are living in Ankara, in differentiated parts of the city. The reason for choosing Ankara as a
case study area for the focus group survey is that Ankara hosts many non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
related to disability. The challenge of finding the most relevant participant for focus group discussions has
been minimized by contacting related NGOs in Ankara. Some specific participants of focus group discussions
were selected as the Head of the Ankara Provincial Disability Assembly, the Head of Yenimahalle Disability
Assembly, the Head of the Orthopedically Disabled Solidarity Association, the Head of Tiirkiye Confederation
of People with Disabilities, the Head of the Association of People with Disabilities Working in the Public Service,
Member of METU without Barriers Student Club, Head of the Memursen Disability Commission, and Head of
Active Visually Impaired Association.

The participants' opinions of focus group discussions are presented in the text without mentioning their names.
Instead, pseudonyms, such as F1-A, are read as 'first focus group discussion-opinion of the participant A (A is
the first letter of the participant's name) to respect personal privacy principles. In some focus group
discussions, more than one participant could have a name starting with the same first letter. In such cases,
the pseudonym is formed as F1-K1 and F1-K2.

Data Collection

The user perspective was examined through focus group discussions, which were deemed an effective method

for capturing the viewpoints of directly affected groups of PRMs. Conducting group discussions, rather than

individual in-depth interviews, is justified by the potential of face-to-face interactions and discussions to

generate new ideas and approaches from the diverse perspectives and interactions among participants.

Accessibility in Turkiye is a contentious issue influenced by various interest groups, conflicting ideas, socially

exclusive behaviors, and urban transport policies. Therefore, the interaction among PRM participants within

group discussions was anticipated to create a new learning environment, fostering the emergence of new

ideas and questions.

Some specific steps defining characteristics of focus group discussions are as follows:

— Al focus group discussions were conducted through online meetings in case of the COVID-19 pandemic;

— Making groups with a mix of people with physical and visual impairment was prioritized. Only the last
meeting was composed of four parents using a baby stroller;

— The optimum number of participants was determined for each meeting as three people. In some
discussions, the number of participants became four and sometimes two due to absent participants;

—  Each meeting lasted for about 60 to 120 minutes, depending on the number of participants and content
of the discussions.

The questions asked during focus group discussions are separated into two categories: spatial accessibility

and open discussion questions about the social, administrative, and right-based context of accessibility in the

second part, the aim is to open discussions about the underlying reasoning behind accessibility barriers are,

and how to consider accessibility as a right; in this article, the part of data related to ‘the right-based approach

of accessibility’ is presented and discussed.

4. Findings

Accessibility refers to the ease or difficulty of accessing urban services. If an individual successfully reaches
their destination, the route is deemed 'accessible'; conversely, if they cannot, it is considered 'inaccessible.'
The primary determinant of accessibility is urban space itself. However, a rights-based approach to accessibility
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challenges this notion by questioning whether there are other underlying factors that impede access. This
perspective prompts a deeper examination of the systemic and structural barriers that may exist, thereby
broadening the scope of accessibility beyond mere physical proximity. In this respect, this part demonstrates
how collected qualitative data to be classified under certain themes related to right to access.

Re-defining accessibility: is it only accessing from one point to another?

The concept of accessibility extends beyond the simplistic notion of moving from one point to another. It
encompasses various dimensions, including spatial, societal, and administrative factors, which together define
the comprehensive and multifaceted nature of seamless accessibility. In this research, user perspective
contributed to the discussion of how to define accessibility, as also noted by Stauskis (2018). Participant F9-
E2 highlights the relationship with respect. “Accessibility means respect to all; to any able-bodied individual
and any single person with a disability, respect to a mother with the baby stroller to get on the elevator, and
respect to us.” Related with defining accessibility, Participant F8-V emphasizes societal barriers.

Accessibility is the removal of barriers that society puts against us. Without barriers, we could be anywhere.
In working life, entertainment life, and socializing with people... Accessibility can be called the removal of
societal barriers. When there is no barrier, we aim to live on equal terms with everyone in society.
Furthermore, participant F5-F focuses on the beneficiaries of accessibility policies by mentioning societal and
administrative aspects.

We are not disabled. We have some shortages with our capabilities. The cause of our accessibility problems
Is those who created disabler cities for us. There might be a deficiency with my feet, but it does not mean I
cannot sustain my own life. Societal and governmental barriers need to be eliminated. They should not seize
our rights.

The user perspective underscores a rights-based approach, aligning with the contributions of Sager (2006)
and Harvey (2008), who assert that mobility should be regarded as a fundamental right intrinsically linked to
the social needs of every individual within society. In line with this, the concept of accessibility revealed several
interconnected themes. Primarily, accessibility is framed as an issue of respect for all individuals, encompassing
both those with and without disabilities. This perspective broadens the traditional view of accessibility beyond
mere spatial aspect to include societal dimension and behaviors. Additionally, the removal of societal barriers
is emphasized as a critical component, suggesting that seamless accessibility involves dismantling societal
norms and structures that hinder equal participation. Furthermore, the discussion highlights the significant
role of administrative and policy-related barriers in creating what can be termed "disabler cities." This
underscores the necessity for comprehensive policy interventions aimed at eliminating these barriers to ensure
equitable access

Barriers hindering the exercise of the right to mobility can be categorized into three primary domains, as (Kett
et al. (2020) indicated: institutional factors (such as legislation, political will, and policies), environmental
factors (including infrastructure, vehicles, and information), and attitudinal factors (involving transport staff,
fellow passengers, and insufficient accessible information). In practice, these categories frequently intersect.
Collectively, these themes suggest that accessibility is a multifaceted concept that requires a holistic approach,
integrating physical, societal, and administrative dimensions to create inclusive urban environments and
policies that promote equality for all individuals. In line with this, the research supports this approach by
putting a right-based point of view to accessibility with interdependently related legal, spatial, societal, and
administrative aspects.

Accessibility and the right to access

Adopting a rights-based approach necessitates recognizing accessibility as a fundamental human right within
the context of disability and accessibility perceptions. The persistent examination of accessibility through its
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interdependent dimensions—spatial, societal, and administrative—underscores the importance of addressing
this concept from a rights-based perspective. Obtaining the right to access requires active citizenship, where
individuals engage in collective action to advocate for their needs. The social aspects of accessibility involve
fostering community support and raising awareness, while the administrative aspects demand effective policy
implementation and enforcement. Both aspects are crucial to ensuring that accessibility is not only a legal
mandate but also a lived reality for all citizens.

The right to access represented a central part of focus group discussions. The right-based approach to
accessibility is a commonly accepted fact despite unification problems among people with disabilities.
Participant F4-S establishes the link between rights and accessibility.

It is necessary to act from a right-based approach. If accessibility is examined from a religious point of view,
we get a different definition from a cultural point of view again different. However, it needs to be examined
from the perspective of the rights of people with disabilities. If there is no right-based approach, someone
else decides on our behalf of us.

Participant F1-K2 also exemplifies the acquisition of the right to access through demonstrations as one of the
pioneers leading the enacting process of the legislative framework for people with disabilities as active citizens.
I have served as the general chairman of the Orthopedically Disabled Solidarity Association for 28 years. I
have contributed to 90% of the enacted laws about the rights of people with disabilities in Tirkiye. As a
representative of the association and the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change, I put
much effort into the legislative framework in Tirkiye. Protests are necessary to win rights. Our association
was an activist one. We held demonstrations in Kizilay, closed the Metro, and chained ourselves in front of the
prime minister’s office. In other words, rights were not given to us; we obtained our rights ourselves. Now
people with disabilities are worried about if something wrong happens to our rights or if we lose the rights we
have won. The fear of losing them is the most significant barrier for people with disabilities in their future
struggles.

Another example of an active citizen who defines herself/himself as:

I am a member of an association that puts forward specific standards on accessibility and struggles for the
sake of the rights of people with disabilities. We have also created a platform named ‘keep struggle’ to avoid
being disabled. Sometimes, we do activities, events, and protests.

Similarly, Participant F4-S puts being an active citizen from a right-based approach.

I have had visual impairment from birth. I am a psychology graduate from Middle East Technical University
and am retired now. I am a manager at the Turkish Federation of the Visually Impaired. My struggle in disability
organizations is a right-based struggle, and I carry out struggles in the field of women, especially disabled
women.

The reflection of Harvey’s (2008) collective thinking and action concepts predominantly emerged within the
user perspective. Participant F1-K2 stated that there are plenty of NGOs with varying interests.

Hundreds of associations are working on the same issue for people with disabilities. We are not united even
within ourselves. We cannot take action without being united. We need to be together, but we cannot. Right
now, we have two confederations, very interesting, one closer to one political view and the other closer to the
other. In this sense, people with disabilities also act according to their interests. Most people either establish
an association or become members for their benefit, and everyone generally pursues their interests.

From another outlook, Participant F1-C explicitly emphasizes the need for collective action and urban social
movement, as Castells (1977) and Harvey (2012) discussed.

We are doomed to creep as long as we do not raise our voices unless we unite and do demonstrations. I am
a member of the executive committee of Ankara’s first disabled assembly. While defending the rights of people
with disabilities, they seem as if they can do any demonstrations or protests, but there has been no action—
shame on those who seek the rights of people with disabilities in this way.
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These contributions examine the intersection of rights advocacy and activism within the disability community,
focusing on key themes that emerged from focus group discussions. Participants underscore the necessity of
a rights-based approach to accessibility, arguing that decisions regarding accessibility should be grounded in
human rights principles rather than cultural or religious perspectives. The article highlights the instrumental
role of activism and demonstrations in securing legislative frameworks and advancing the rights of people with
disabilities, as exemplified by one of the participants’ statements that ‘protests are necessary to win rights."
There is also significant concern expressed about the potential regression or loss of rights gained, serving as
a barrier to future progress. Internal disagreements within the disability community were also identified as a
challenge to collective action, with calls for unity and cohesive advocacy efforts to amplify their voices
effectively. Overall, the complexities and challenges of disability rights advocacy, advocating for a continued
rights-based approach and collective action to safeguard and advance the rights of people with disabilities
were highlighted.

Another discussion topic that emerged from the user perspective is participation as a right paving the path
towards obtaining the right to access. Participation in decision-making processes and inspection systems
enable people with disabilities to express their daily spatial experiences to policy-makers and implementers.
Plenty of participants of focus group discussions put forth their opinions in this respect. Participant F3-Y
mentioned the significance of participation: “Policy-makers should involve people with disabilities in processes.
But, policy-makers need to make the call. Otherwise, individual efforts of people with disabilities do not work”.
In addition, participant F4-S, as a visually impaired person, gives an idea about how the process should be
and should not be.

Participation is very important in decision-making. Policy-makers should make invitations to disabled groups
and involve them in the processes. However, it should not be like ‘invite disabled groups, listen to them, then
lgnore what they say and implement what we planned as before.’ Participation also needs to be free from
political biases while selecting the participants.

The inspection system was also stated as an administrative barrier from the user's perspective. Participation
in inspection processes is valued by participants F1-K2.

Inspections are carried out in some buildings about the accessibility of people with disabilities, but we are not
called Yenimahalle City Council Disabled Assembly representatives; we are not informed. We search and
sometimes find such inspections and attend.

Similarly, participant F3-K expresses her/his desire to participate in infield analyses directly.

Municipalities design tactile pavement. However, it goes, then a tree emerges, tactile pavement is interrupted,
and then continues from the other side of the tree. No. Municipalities should invite people like me or me to
design together. I can express what I feel; they cannot know.

This is in line with the contribution made by Purcell (2013), stating that participation in decision-making can be
considered an awakening making participants feel embedded into social and urban spatial relations. Being
both the beneficiary and a part of decision-making will probably result in a new dignified urban well-being.
Participant F7-V made the last contribution as a suggestion on how to arrive at a consensus and participate in
budget management allocated to disability policies.

What is missing in this process is that there is no consensus and unity among NGOs. I think what is needed is
a disability administration institution that takes action as a whole unit and has the authority to inspect and act
as an expert. Moreover, NGOs will be able to come together under this institution to discuss the allocated
budget, the money we have, and our needs and priorities.

The outcomes from the focus group discussions revealed that policymakers and scholars typically conceptualize
accessibility primarily through a spatial lens. This narrow focus often results in urban space interventions that
lack comprehensive and sustainable impacts. For instance, while constructing elevators for overpasses or
ramps may address physical barriers, the absence of an effective maintenance and inspection mechanism
renders these solutions inadequate. Similarly, providing lifts on buses to comply with public transport
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accessibility rules is insufficient if drivers are unaware of their operational status. Furthermore, administrative
policies aimed at benefiting people with disabilities frequently carry an unintended stigmatizing effect, making
these individuals feel marginalized.

To formulate effective accessibility policies, it is crucial to integrate spatial, societal, and administrative aspects.
For example, the construction of new sidewalks with tactile pavements must not only adhere to spatial
standards but also ensure uniform width and appropriate slope to avoid societal repercussions, where
individuals with disabilities require assistance. Additionally, administrative strategies should encompass
comprehensive planning and sensitive design, addressing accessibility not just in isolated places but across
entire urban area. Without such an integrative approach, solutions remain fragmented, creating disruptions in
the accessibility chain, such as inaccessible bus stops or non-functional lifts, ultimately hindering the daily
mobility of individuals.

As a result, persistent cycles of inaccessibility obstruct PRMs from exercising their right to access. Without
adopting a rights-based approach that prioritizes the right to access in the development of accessibility policies
in Tirkiye, it will remain impossible to create urban environments where accessibility is achieved seamlessly
and without barriers

Independent mobility and right to access

Independent mobility is crucial for the right to access, as human rights are universal and each individual is
equal. Therefore, everyone must have the right to access, facilitated by independent mobility. However,
ensuring the right to access is not the only precondition. Spatially and societally sustainable rights to access
are the two others -and related -components. Firstly, urban space, along with its public transport
infrastructure, needs to be accessible, which represents spatial accessibility. Without spatially sustainable
accessibility, the accessibility chain for PRMs is often disrupted, leading to frequent failures in their urban trips.
For example, consider an individual who decides to attend a theater performance and secures a front-row
ticket (inspired by the story told by participant F9-E2). This person independently checks the bus schedule
online, walks to the bus stop, boards the bus, and then navigates the theater building and hall, including
descending the stairs, entirely on their own. This scenario illustrates the successful integration of various
components of an accessibility chain, emphasizing the importance of managing each step independently, which
signifies independent mobility. As noted by Meshur (2016), barriers significantly hinder the elderly and disabled
from moving freely without assistance, adversely affecting their full participation in urban and social life.
Therefore, independent mobility is a critical aspect of the right to access, denoting the ability to utilize urban
services without requiring assistance from others. The aforementioned example should represent a typical
experience for any individual in society, reflecting a rights-based approach to accessibility

User perspective made remarkable contributions to the discussion of independent mobility. Participant F6-M
sincerely desires independent mobility in daily trips and stated: “Sometimes I say, I wish I could be able to do
my daily work without being helped. I would like not to be dependent on a parent. This is exactly what
accessibility is. However, I need help. I wish I could handle my work without help”. A similar contribution came
from a visually impaired person, participant F9-E1.

They planted many trees in the middle of the sidewalk, and the sidewalks are high. I cannot get down, and I
have to ask for help. For example, I hesitate to ask someone for help while getting down from the pavement,
except for my family. I would love to be able to do it myself.

The general understanding in Tirkiye is that once a person with a disability is seen, s/he indeed needs help.
However, this is the issue that persons with visual impairment specifically complain about. Participant F3-Y
gives an interesting example of such a situation.
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Perception must change. Otherwise, this system will stay the same. People’s point of view is sometimes bizarre;
sometimes their only problem is to take my arms and help while walking. He thinks he has to do that. I say I
do not need it; I can do it myself. He says no, I will take your arm. Why?

The misunderstanding on under what conditions people with disabilities are helped was also mentioned by
another visually impaired participant, F4-S.

Since I do not trust traffic lights, I always cross streets with the help of someone else. Even if there are audible
lights, I do not trust them because drivers do not obey the traffic rules in Tiirkive. However, there is another
problem. The fact that people want to take the arm of the visually impaired while crossing the street is not
actually a behavior for the benefit of the visually impaired. On the contrary, the effort of the helper is to seem
pleasant to ease her/his conscience.

Lastly, the definition of accessibility is linked with independent mobility by participant F5-E from a rights-based
perspective.

Accessibility is the ability for all people to live independently. This is what each individual deserves. Everybody
needs to be free and without dependence on anyone in each aspect of life. In other words, accessibility is a
right like the right to education and housing.

User perspectives reveal that needing assistance from other passengers or drivers when boarding a bus can
cause social embarrassment for people with disabilities, highlighting the importance of enabling independent,
unassisted mobility. Instances indicate that individuals with increased vulnerability, such as women, children,
the elderly, and those with physical disabilities, encounter difficulties in undertaking journeys away from home.
These difficulties are attributed to factors such as financial constraints, inadequate road infrastructure, and
the deficiencies of public transport in terms of quality and reliability (Salon and Gulyani, 2010; Diaz Olvera et
al., 2013). Consequently, PRMs may become reluctant to leave their homes, leading to social isolation. In this
respect, socially sustainable accessibility entails creating accessibility chains that do not impose social
consequences due to inaccessible urban spaces. Independent mobility is crucial for achieving social
sustainability in accessibility.

To ensure independent mobility, the right to access must be accompanied by spatially and socially sustainable
urban mobility trips. Given that everyone is equal, groups such as people with disabilities, elderly individuals,
and parents with baby strollers should be able to access any urban service independently. However, the
cultural inclination of Turkish people to offer help, while well-intentioned, can sometimes have the opposite
effect, negatively impacting the independent mobility of PRMs. This deeply ingrained culture of assistance can
inadvertently undermine the autonomy that is crucial for PRMs to navigate urban spaces independently.
Persistent cycles of inaccessibility impede PRMs from exercising their right to access, highlighting the need for
a rights-based approach that prioritizes access in Tirkiye's accessibility policies. Securing this right requires
active citizenship and collective action, where individuals advocate for their needs. The social dimensions of
accessibility involve community support and awareness, while the administrative aspects demand effective
policy implementation and enforcement. These measures are essential to ensure that accessibility is not only
a legal mandate but also a living reality for all citizens. Therefore, spatial and social structures must be
designed to facilitate independent mobility for everyone, ensuring that accessibility chains are seamless and
barrier-free.

5. Conclusion and discussion

This research examines the right-based approach to accessibility by exploring the concept of accessibility, the
right to access, and independent mobility. In the context of Tiirkiye, societal barriers appear to be as significant
a challenge as physical barriers. People with disabilities experience a cycle of social exclusion and
embarrassment due to the cumulative effect of spatial and societal obstacles. A simple task like running errands
or commuting, which might take an able-bodied person five minutes on foot, can transform into a complex
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socio-spatial challenge for someone with reduced mobility. While an able-bodied individual can navigate the
sidewalk and reach their destination with ease, a person with limited mobility must engage in extensive pre-
planning and strategize for potential obstacles. These obstacles include uneven sidewalks, malfunctioning bus
lifts, unpredictable driver attitudes, and even the potential for social judgment from bystanders. All these social
and spatial barriers collectively impede the fundamental right of access.

Passive individuals, neo-liberal urbanization, ignorance of policymakers, as well as other reasonings can all be
the sources of the problem for not having the right to access; however, the primary concern of this research
is the person who has been passivized along with inaccessible urban space and the societal consequences
they face. Accessibility is a right for all, before the right to mobility, the right to the city, and the right to
appropriation and participation.

Individuals with disabilities have the right to participate equally in daily life and professional settings, similar
to able-bodied individuals. Embracing a rights-based approach to accessibility begins with recognizing the
fundamental right to access. Focus group discussions highlighted that individuals with disabilities experience
social exclusion and embarrassment primarily in professional environments and during public transport
journeys. Addressing spatial accessibility barriers requires acknowledging that individuals with disabilities are
no different in social life from others, regardless of their level of access ability. Although spatial barriers often
necessitate assistance, offering help without being asked can inadvertently perpetuate social exclusion. This
act of assistance can lead to emotional and psychological consequences, exacerbating challenges faced by
individuals with disabilities. To counteract this cycle of embarrassment and social exclusion, there is a critical
need for a perceptual shift among able-bodied individuals, beginning with viewing people with disabilities and
other PRMs as equal to everyone else. Central to this perceptual paradigm shift is the recognition that
accessibility is a universal right, regardless of an individual's level of mobility.

The reasoning behind inaccessibility, particularly for Persons with Reduced Mobility (PRMs), raises important
questions about societal values, urban planning priorities, and policy implementation. While legal frameworks
often mandate accessibility, the persistent barriers suggest a deeper issue. One might question whether there
is sufficient political will to enforce these laws effectively. Moreover, there's a cultural aspect where societal
attitudes towards disability and assistance influence the experiences of PRMs. Additionally, the economic cost
of retrofitting existing infrastructure versus building accessible structures from scratch can be prohibitive,
leading to delays or inadequate accessibility measures. Furthermore, the fragmented nature of policymaking
and urban planning can result in disjointed efforts that fail to comprehensively address accessibility. Finally,
the lack of representation of PRMs in decision-making processes can perpetuate these issues, highlighting the
need for more inclusive policies that prioritize the rights and needs of all citizens. Above all, a perceptual shift
is crucial regarding the accessibility and perception of PRMs, challenging societal norms and fostering greater
inclusivity in urban environments.

The findings underscore the importance of adopting a rights-based approach to accessibility, emphasizing the
need for inclusive urban planning and policy-making that prioritize the needs of PRMs. However, the scope of
applicability of the study may be limited by its focus on a specific cultural context, Tirkiye, and its findings
may not be fully generalizable to other regions with different socio-cultural backgrounds and urban
infrastructures. Future research endeavours could consider conducting comparative studies across various
cultural settings and urban geographies to enhance the broader applicability of the findings and deepen our
understanding of accessibility issues faced by PRMs. The study acknowledges certain methodological
limitations, including potential influences in participant selection and data collection methods, which may affect
the validity and reliability of the findings. Future research could address these limitations by conducting
comparative studies across diverse cultural contexts and employing mixed method approaches to achieve a
more comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by PRMs. Furthermore, exploring the effectiveness
of specific policy interventions and technological innovations in improving accessibility could provide actionable
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insights for policymakers and urban planners worldwide. In summary, while the study offers valuable
contributions to the discourse on urban accessibility, future research efforts should strive to expand its scope
and address methodological limitations to enhance the applicability and impact of its findings.
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