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Case study

Accessing the Tower:
A case study of accessibility

in a historic monument

The Tower of London is a historic

monument of international importance.

Historic Royal Palaces, which manages the

site, has recently embarked on a process 

of improving accessibility at the Tower.

Mary Noble coordinates this case study 

of that process.

Providing access to historic monuments is
inherently complicated. A historic site such as 
the Tower of London has intrinsic access barriers
due to the nature of a medieval castle as well as
the constraints of being a heritage site. When
William the Conqueror commenced construction
on the White Tower in the 1070s, it was nearly 
a millennium before the advent of the current
requirements for accessibility and access
legislation. However, now in the 21st century, 
the Tower of London, which is one of five 
palaces managed by Historic Royal Palaces (HRP),
is actively looking at ways in which it can make
access easier for everyone coming to the Tower,
particularly people with disabilities.

Starting the process
Historic Royal Palaces, a charitable trust,
conserves and manages the Tower of London,
Hampton Court Palace, Kensington Palace 
State Apartments, The Banqueting House
(Whitehall), Kew Palace and Queen Charlotte’s
Cottage. All of the sites are Grade l listed and
the Tower itself is a World Heritage Site. The
palaces are open 363 days of the year (except
Kew and Queen Charlotte’s) and receive over
three million visitors every year. The Tower 
alone receives over one and a half million
visitors. In addition, there are approximately 
a further three million visitors to the Wharf at
the Tower and the gardens of Hampton Court.

Due to the Disability Discrimination Act 1995
(DDA), it was necessary for the HRP Board of
Trustees and Executive Board to update HRP’s
existing access policy using the results of an 
investigation into how the Act would affect 
the royal palaces and their management. As a
first step, they appointed their Fire, Health and 
Safety Advisor, Christine Shepherd, to oversee 
the whole process of learning about the DDA,
understanding the conflicts that are involved
with historical buildings and to take forward 
an access strategy. Christine was trained in the
principles of the Act and its relevance to historic
buildings so that she could act as an informed
client for the duration of the project.

The White Tower
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HRP was aware that all the palaces had many
obvious physical access issues such as would be
expected in historic buildings. These included
limited vertical access, uneven surfaces (cobbles
and gravel), spiral staircases, low lighting levels
and difficult gradients. The Tower had even
greater problems as there are certain crucial
locations that form a major part of the
experience for visitors, such as where the 
Crown Jewels are displayed. If these areas 
cannot be accessed, the value of the whole 
visit is greatly reduced, unlike other sites 
where the experience is more general, such 
as at Hampton Court gardens.

Establishing an action plan
The basic aim of HRP was to fulfil its duties under
Part lll of the DDA. To achieve this aim, an action
plan was formulated and adopted by HRP in
2000. It included the following elements:

• commission access audits of all the palaces
• development of a visitor access policy across 

all HRP sites
• ensuring that access forms an integral part 

of the design and development of all projects
carried out by, or on behalf of, HRP

• linking the policy to forward planning, so that
it drives an active plan to improve access to
the collections, displays, information, building
and other services and facilities

• providing disability equality training for all

Funding was approved to facilitate the action
plan over a five-year period.

The first stage of the action plan was to
commission an access audit of the sites to 
assess the issues involved. The work went out 
to competitive tender and various organisations
submitted tenders and gave presentations on
how they would approach the project. At the 
end of this process, the Centre for Accessible
Environments (CAE) was selected to carry out 
the audits.

Access consultancy for the Tower
Neil Smith, Manager of Access Consultancy

at CAE, describes the project 

The Centre has recently completed auditing the
Tower of London, Hampton Court Palace and the
State Apartments at Kensington Palace for HRP.
The most challenging of these in terms of access
is the Tower of London because of the limitations
inherent within an historic site. 

To meet this challenge the Centre put together 
a team with specific skills: Cassie Herschel-
Shorland, part of the Centre’s Access Consultancy
team, who has a background in galleries and
exhibitions; Keith Garner, a member of the
Centre’s Panel of Access Consultants, who 
has a background in conservation; and 
Vin Goodwin, a member of the Centre’s Panel 
of Access Consultants and one of the first access
consultants to gain membership of the National
Register of Access Consultants, with experience
across a broad range of projects.

Client brief
HRP realised that it had various access issues at
the Tower and wished to know what reasonably
could be done to overcome these. This was 
partly in response to its duties as a service
provider under the DDA but also due to a 
desire to work towards fulfilling its draft policy
on access which was included as part of the
tender documentation. 

The Jewel House contains the Crown Jewels
which are the main attraction for visitors

Ramps are provided to the accessible WCs
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The policy states:
• Historic Royal Palaces seeks to ensure that 

its buildings and activities are accessible 
to everyone, wherever practicable.

• To provide easy and dignified access and
circulation for all users in and around the
palaces, whenever this can be reasonably done.

The benefits HRP could gain from commissioning
the audit and acting on the results include
assistance in fulfilling its duties under the DDA 
to make reasonable adjustments and increased
usability for all visitors and therefore increased
visitor satisfaction.

Part of our brief was to assess the current
situation and provide solutions to improve access
while having regard to the historic nature and
conservation requirements. We had to approach
the access to the Tower with sensitivity.

CAE approach
It is important to appreciate that the problematic
nature of the buildings does not mean that there
is little or nothing that can be done to improve
access, or that improved access should be
accorded a low priority. 

With this in mind, the Centre decided to
concentrate the audit process around service
delivery as a whole and adjustments that could
be made to improve access to the Tower without
compromising heritage issues. The 1999 duties 
of the DDA, relating to policies, procedures 
and auxiliary aids, needed to be addressed in
particular. This included investigating policies on
signage, interpretation, management of visitors,
staff training, new displays and projects.

The first stage of the auditing process was to 
carry out site surveys. These assessed not just 
the physical aspects but also how the site was
managed, a survey of the signage and inter-
pretation on the site and a review of visitor
information. The audits also included interviews
with key personnel such as those in visitor services,
community liaison and interpretation. The size and
complexity of the Tower and the various displays
contained within it meant that a team of auditors
were required to carry out the work.

Consulting users
Following the completion of the on-site access
audits, we arranged an unannounced site visit 
for members of the London Borough of Tower
Hamlets Access Group. The visit was used to 
gain the group’s views and observe elements 
such as staff awareness and ticketing procedures
in practice.

Involving user groups is desirable in large, 
high-profile access auditing projects. It can provide
valuable additional insights into the accessibility of
an environment. The information produced from
consulting the members of the London Borough
of Tower Hamlets Access Group contributed to the
assessment of the Tower and the production of
the final reports. The access group will also be
submitting a report to HRP on their findings.

Producing reports
Throughout the whole auditing process we had
continual dialogue with HRP about the process
and our findings. In total, the final reports
contained over 600 pages of detail. The summary
of recommendations was over 100 pages long. 
It was necessary for the reports to be very 
detailed due to the problematic nature of the 
site. Many options had to be considered in terms
of short-term minor works, a long-term view 
and management/policy elements.

After the submission of the reports, we presented
the findings to the key individuals who will be
responsible for taking the recommendations on
board and formulating them into an on going
strategy. These included representatives from all
three HRP sites who are responsible for visitor
services, interpretation, the fabric of the Palaces
and representatives of the HRP Board.

Findings from the audit
So what were the main findings from the
auditing process? While a visit to the Tower Signage was a key issue at the Tower
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and Wharf can be an enjoyable experience for
all, unsurprisingly, a fair proportion of the Tower
is not accessible to some people. 

Clearly, there are the inherent access difficulties
in a medieval castle, such as spiral stairs and
narrow passageways, that should not be 
under-estimated. However, access to the Tower
appears to be limited more as a consequence of
the policies and procedures adopted in the past
rather than the challenges presented by the
buildings themselves. In some cases, conservation
appears to have overridden other issues, such 
as access, automatically.

There are parts of the Tower complex where
access for wheelchair users cannot be achieved
without making potentially unacceptable
alterations to the built fabric, such as installing
lifts. However, in parts of the building that could
not be made accessible to all visitors without
unacceptable alterations to buildings, the Wall
Walk for example, alternative provision such as
interpretation or displays has not been made in
adjacent areas that are more accessible. 

There is also potential to improve access in more
day-to-day matters, where conservation require-
ments are less restricting. Details such as handrails
and nosings may be altered to be in accordance
with good practice in many areas. In particular,
the surfaces used at the Tower present difficulties
for wheelchair users and people pushing buggies. 
The recommendations that we provided 
concentrated on what could be done to improve
independent access for visitors, rather than
relying on assistance from others.

Many of the recommendations involve minor
alterations and could be achieved at moderate
cost. For example, black stick-on abrasive strips

used successfully to define nosings on external
steps on the Wall Walk and elsewhere, could 
be renewed. Additional handrails could also 
be provided on both sides of a flight of steps 
where currently there is only one. 

Finally, staff awareness of access issues was
variable. In a building complex with limited
access at present, it is imperative that visitors
receive prompt and helpful attention from 
staff at all times.

Incremental improvements of this kind will bring
about noticeable benefits in the short to medium
term. A larger project that has improved access 
as its primary purpose could be a possibility for
the future. However, financial considerations 
may preclude carrying out such a project in 
the short term. 

Interpretation and signs
People rely on signs and other wayfinding
techniques for access to and within the Tower of
London. This starts with the information available
prior to a visit. An understanding of user needs
and of the potential limitations of the site are
required at all levels from policy to design and
procurement. 

Signs and wayfinding systems appear to have
developed in a fragmented manner over many
years. There is not consistent consideration for
access on site and some routes or areas seem 
to be independent from others. For example,
finger post signs, slatted systems and guides 
have independent rather than an integrated 
style and lack continuity. A consistent approach
throughout, in terms of use of colour, icons and
arrow style, would be a simple and effective
improvement to accessibility.

Transitional lighting would be beneficial at
entrances

Positioning of interpretation signage is being
reviewed
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Tours
Guided tours are conducted by the Yeoman
Warders around the site. The tours require a
variety of techniques of communication. At
present, the tours are personalised by each
Yeoman Warder and can contain up to 200
people per tour. There is currently no provision
for visitors requiring audio enhancement aids 
or BSL interpreters. HRP are looking at ways 
of tackling this problem.

With the guided tours, physical assistance is
provided if required but it was felt that this
arrangement could be improved in that a visitor
with disabilities is unable to attend the guided
tour independently or without being
conspicuous.

Training
Access training is appropriate at management as
well as operational levels to maintain consistency
in visitor services, information, signs and inter-
pretation. This would cover an understanding 
of user needs and assist HRP in implementing
realistic solutions to current access issues. 

Future work

Now that the audits have been completed, 
HRP will use the information produced to
implement recommendations as part of an
access strategy. The findings from the reports
will be presented to the Executive Board and 
a team will be established to take the project
forward. Consultations and negotiations will
take place with English Heritage to ensure 
that any adjustments do not contravene
heritage requirements. A budget is in place
for the next five years to fund the implemen-
tation of the reports’ findings as appropriate.

HRP’s policy on access, which has recently 
been revised, aims to provide easy and
dignified access and circulation for all users 
in and around the palaces, where this can
reasonably be done. It also includes a
commitment to adopt access plans which 
are consistent with the special architectural,
historic or archaeological character of the
palaces. HRP is in the process of implementing
the policy and providing disability equality
training for all staff. It recognises that the
attitude of staff, particularly front-of-house
staff, is a vital factor in preventing discrim-
ination and providing services where there 
are numerous physical constraints.

HRP is very committed to improving access
and developing inclusive policies and design.
New projects will include introducing
terminals in accessible areas to provide
information and visual experiences relating 
to areas where access barriers cannot be
overcome. This will allow visitors who 
cannot visit the areas to participate in 
the experience.

Chris Shepherd stated that she had found 
the process straightforward and easy to 
date. Final implementation may prove more
challenging but the whole process has been 
a positive experience. Her advice to other
clients who manage heritage sites was that 
it is important to act now and not wait 
until 2004. Preparation, planning and action
are the key elements in working towards
fulfilling duties under the DDA and improving
visitors’ experiences. By looking forward and
addressing the access issues that exist,
heritage sites can be made more accessible 
to a wider range of visitors despite the
complex issues involved.

Careful management of visitors is required 
to prevent congestion

The lift installed to the White Tower provides
access to the basement only

12 Access by Design Issue 92




