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“...Disability occurs because of a misfit between person and environment...”

(Kielhofner, 2008, p.4).

Universal design aims to create, develop and maintain supportive and accessible environments for all; so that such environments actively and meaningfully support participation for all regardless of individual ability in the activities and opportunities available within such environments. Universal design minimises social exclusion and discrimination, and its application offers potential economic and social gain by better meeting the needs of the entire population.
The number of people living with a disability is increasing; currently, around 860,000 Victorians experience some degree of core activity restriction; by 2010, this figure was estimated to increase to some 920,647 people. This is a population with a diverse range of interest and needs, and this has a significant impact on the functioning and finances of the City of Melbourne, its businesses, and its residents.
There a paucity of thinking and research specifically regarding the economics and/or economic benefits of universal access.  There are seven key principles of universal design, and when implemented, allow users of the CoM (residents and visitors) to participate in what Melbourne has to offer.  The economic benefits of applying Universal Design are 13 to 22 times greater than the costs of implementing them (i.e. 1.300-2,200% greater).  

This study was commissioned with the aim of demonstrating the benefits of the City of Melbourne adopting Universal Design Principles.  This was investigated by a number of methods including (1) an econometric analysis (2) Case studies of individuals (3) Case studies of best practice in international cities (3) Literature review.
The results concentrated on several domains including accessibility of housing and accommodation, transport, tourism and leisure, workforce and employment, and health and well being. 
Key benefits of Universal Design and Accessibility include:

1. Housing and Accommodation:

a. People are prepared to pay a premium of 12.5% for housing that is universally designed
b. If 20% of all new housing stock is developed to be universal design accessible, the cost savings in Australia would range from A $37-$54.5M per annum.
c. The savings in the cost of providing care to people living with a disability in this case would range from $187-273 million AUD.

d. Retrofitting houses to be universal design compliant takes 4.5 years to recoup the total cost.  This then assumes many years of accrual post 4.5 years.

2. Transport

a. People living with a disability experience poor or inadequate transport options.

b. People living with a disability would undertake 2-4 additional trips per week if suitable transport were available.

c. Accessing universally accessible transport around the City of Melbourne would result in 35% more trips being undertaken by long distance travellers and their carers and between 100-400% more trips by short and middle distance travellers.

d. For every additional travel dollar spent by people living with a disability, there is a 700% return in tourism and retail related revenue.

e. Where retail environments are universally accessible, an increase in turnover of between 20-25% has been found.

3. Tourism and leisure

a. 11% of all Australian and 7% of international have a disability, and 40–50% of these visitors are physically and financially able to take long journeys/go on holidays; with between 4.4–5.5% of Australian and 2.8–3.5% of international travellers requiring tourism and leisure services that can accommodate their needs. 
b. People living with a disability travel in groups of between 3.8–4.1 people – thus for every person accessing Melbourne as a tourist and/or for leisure, on average an additional three people access and use these same services
c. Tourism and leisure-related activities of people living with a disability is between A$8,035M (actual expenditure) to A$11,980M (projected expenditure if needs of tourists living with a disability are met) (2009 dollars). These figures though do not take into account other, additional travellers accompanying tourists living with a disability.
d. An estimated 1.72M Victorians have access related travel requirements, with this figure increasing by 30,873 per year, translating to $1.1-3.7M of additional annual travel related expenditure.

4. Workforce and employment

a. Living with a disability decreases workforce participation by 25% in men and 20% in women.

b. Compared with the cost of paying employees living with a disability not to work (e.g. receiving a pension), making changes that allow employees living with a disability to stay in employment are of negligible cost (i.e. $500 or less in 2001 dollars). 
c. For every $1 spent on workplace changes to ensure that people living with a disability can remain in employment, the return to the employer is $26. 

5. Health and well-being services
a.  Services are worth A$159m per annum to the City of Melbourne, and equate to 5.4% of the value added to the City each year. 
b.  Assuming that roughly 12% of the local workforce aged 55 and above exits the workforce in the next five years and is not replaced, this would equate a drop of approximately A$16M per annum in trading revenue alone. If the cost in sourcing alternative services is included this number will obviously be greater again. 
Conclusion
The City of Melbourne is the State of Victoria’s hub, and is both symbolic and central in respect to the State’s history as well as in respect to its number of key sectors, for example, employment, tourism, leisure, retail, and delivery of health and wellbeing-related services.  This report highlighted areas of economic and social benefit, and made 11 key recommendations.  These will help to ensure that the City of Melbourne is, and is seen, as a leader in the area of universal design by the rest of the State specifically, and by Australia more generally; marking Melbourne as the place to live, work, visit and recreate in regardless of ability.
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