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TX:  06.05.11 - Towpath Mapping

PRESENTER:  PETER WHITE


White
Now if you're a wheelchair user, a pram pusher or a cyclist and you fancy a soothing walk or a ride alongside one of our many canals this weekend the one thing that might stop you is a feeling that not all towpaths are wheel friendly.  Well British Waterways, which manages the canal network, is planning to do something about that and I've been out to find out more about the plan.

It has to be said there's always a touch of romance about wandering beside water, even if that romance can be a little dark, one thinks of the fate of the likes of Bill Sykes and Dirty Den.  But one of the great things about waterside walking is it tends to be in a relatively straight line over relatively smooth ground.  Which is one of the reasons why British Waterways wants to make the most of the accessibility of its 2,000 miles of canals.  And they're thinking particularly of people who use wheelchairs and perhaps also people who push baby buggies along.  We're on a stretch of the Grand Union Canal in Watford, we're a few miles north of London, and with me is Simon Salem of British Waterways.  We can talk about the project in a moment but first of all just tell us a little bit about the history of our canal ways.

Salem
Well the waterways, the canals and rivers were the - what made modern Britain really, they were the rough tough places of the Industrial Revolution.  They were created by hardnosed capitalists to transport goods to and from market and that's what they did for many, many years.

White
And they probably didn't worry too much about access for wheelchairs?

Salem
Absolutely, that wasn't high on their agenda in those days.  But like all brilliant inventions they're capable of transforming themselves and that's what they've done because nowadays around 13 million people, that's one in four adults, come every year to use a waterway and to do exactly what we're doing in many cases - have a lovely stroll along the waterside on a summer's day.

White
So what are you proposing to do?

Salem
Well although it's flat and so on there are people, whether they've wheelchairs or buggies or whatever, who need to know a bit more about the access.  So we're looking to record data about how you get on and off the canals, where there are obstacles if they are any, so that you can plan your visit and know that you'll have an enjoyable day out.

White
This sounds like potentially quite a big project, may be an odd time for you to be doing a project like this just when you've actually lost your funding from the government?

Salem
Well our government funding's reduced, like many people's, it's hard times across the country but the really exciting thing, I think this is a good time, is that we're in the run up to becoming a charity next year, a bit like an aquatic National Trust if you like, and in the face of that many, many people are offering to volunteer to help us and that's why we're appealing to volunteers to come and help us collect this data and they're hopefully going to provide the eyes and ears and get out there and take the photographs and record the data so it can be accessible to everyone.

White
So maybe you could kind of illustrate for us the sort of thing you're going to be asking people to look for?

Salem
Well we're going to be coming along the towpath here in a minute to a little ramp by a bridge and lock and I think that would be a jolly good place for us to pause and have a look at how it might all work.

The access point here is a modern one with a ramp, so that's good news if you've got a buggy or anything like that, but you still want to know about it and you'd still want to know how steep that slope was so...

White
Because - can some of them be quite steep, can some of the...

Salem
Certainly some of them are much steeper than this depending on where you are.

White
So what are you asking volunteers to do?

Salem
Well what we're very much hoping volunteers will do is first of all I suppose the simplest part is to take the smart phones, which we'll be lending them, and to take a picture - and that's the easy bit I suppose - you've got a picture of this access point.  Then the beauty of this special application is it then allows you to go in here, press this button and you're given a set of choices here - I can choose access point but there are all sorts of other choices you might make - barrier, for instance, if there might be a motorcycle barrier there.  But you make your choice, access point, and then it gives me some options to record roughly the gradient of the access point, how wide it is and that kind of thing and that data can go straight on to our website, uploaded from the phone, along with the picture and that's another piece of data for people who might want to know how accessible the system is to have a look at.

White
So the idea is you're thinking I'll have a wander along the Grand Canal at Watford you go online and you can see the whole walk, including access points and possible obstacles?

Salem
That's exactly right. 

White
So if places aren't accessible have you got the money to do something about them?

Salem
There's two things going on here aren't there.  First of all every time we refurbish a lock, and you can see it's happened here, we've obviously done this site up at some time in the past, and we have constructed a modern ramp way, so as we do works and we do works every year all over the system we always do an assessment for disabled access and where that's possible we make it part of the engineering works.  The only thing that might limit that is, as we've been talking about, this is a 200 year old system, much of it is listed, scheduled ancient monument, there are some things that we just cannot remove because it's not right to remove the heritage, so there will always be a limit about making it a 100% accessible but we believe there's a lot more that can be done and working ourselves and with local authorities as we become a new charity we plan to do that.

White
So if people are getting fired up by this and they think I want to do it, perhaps go on these walks, what do you do?

Salem
Well the first thing to do is to go to our website and tell us your name, your address, your e-mail address and so on, so we can contact you and then what we're in the business of doing is organising people by lending them the smart phones with the right applications on and really asking them to get out there and walk as much as they can and give us the information.

White
When does this all start and are you looking for volunteers now?

Salem
Yes certainly, we're looking for volunteers now for phase one of this project which is to collect the data.  Later on when most of the data's collected there'll be a phase two where this is opened up entirely to the whole of the pubic, first of all to use the data and secondly to keep it up to date and to give us more information as we go along.

White
Is this your contribution to the Big Society?

Salem
Well I think waterways are a huge contribution to society in general and I'm just keen to make them as accessible as possible.

White
Simon Salem there from British Waterways.  And if you want to get involved a link to the relevant website is on our website where you can also see pictures of my trip along the canal bank.  


