
Chapter 4: Legal and Regulatory Framework

Introduction
The built environment, transportation systems, information and communication 
technologies, and public spaces are essential parts of human life. Ensuring that 
these are accessible to all, including persons with disabilities (PwDs), is not only a 
moral imperative but also a legal requirement. In India and globally, a well-
structured legal and regulatory framework has been established to promote 
accessibility, protect the rights of PwDs, and ensure inclusive infrastructure. For 
civil engineers, understanding these laws and their implications is crucial to 
designing environments that are compliant, inclusive, and sustainable.

This chapter explores the constitutional provisions, national laws, international 
commitments, building codes, and design guidelines that influence accessible 
infrastructure development in India.

4.1 Constitutional Provisions in India
Article 14 – Equality Before Law

Guarantees equal protection of the law to all individuals, including persons with 
disabilities.

Article 15 – Prohibition of Discrimination

Prohibits discrimination on various grounds including disability.

Article 21 – Right to Life and Personal Liberty

Interpreted broadly to include the right to live with dignity. Lack of accessibility is a 
violation of this right.

Directive Principles of State Policy
 Article 41: States should make effective provision for securing the right to 

work, to education, and to public assistance in cases of disablement.
 Article 46: Encourages the promotion of educational and economic interests 

of the weaker sections, including persons with disabilities.



4.2 International Frameworks and Commitments
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD), 2006

India is a signatory to this convention, which mandates:

 Equal rights for PwDs
 Full participation in society
 Non-discrimination
 Reasonable accommodation
 Accessibility to physical environment, transportation, information and 

communication technologies

This convention has greatly influenced the formulation of domestic laws in India.

4.3 The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 (RPwD 
Act)
Overview

This Act replaced the earlier Persons with Disabilities Act, 1995, to align Indian laws 
with UNCRPD. It expands the number of recognized disabilities from 7 to 21 and 
emphasizes inclusion and accessibility.

Key Provisions for Accessibility:
 Section 40: The Central Government shall formulate standards of 

accessibility for the built environment, transport, and ICT.
 Section 41: Equal opportunity to access transport facilities.
 Section 44: Development and adoption of universal design in all products 

and services.
 Section 46: Public buildings must be made accessible within a prescribed 

timeline.
 Section 48: All service providers, including educational institutions, must 

provide barrier-free access.



Role of Civil Engineers:
 Must ensure design, construction, and retrofitting of buildings as per the 

prescribed accessibility norms.
 Responsibility to comply with time-bound targets under this Act.

4.4 Accessible India Campaign (Sugamya Bharat Abhiyan)
Launched: 2015 by Department of Empowerment of Persons with 
Disabilities (DEPwD)

Objective:

To create an accessible environment in public spaces for PwDs.

Targets:
 Built Environment Accessibility: 50% of government buildings in state 

capitals to be made accessible.
 Transport Accessibility: 25% of public transport vehicles to be made 

disabled-friendly.
 ICT Accessibility: Government websites and documents to meet WCAG 

(Web Content Accessibility Guidelines).

Significance for Civil Engineers:
 Need to conduct accessibility audits.
 Implement retrofitting solutions.
 Apply universal design principles.

4.5 National Building Code (NBC) of India, 2016 – Part 3: 
Development Control Rules and General Building 
Requirements
Focus on Accessibility

 Barrier-Free Environment: Mandated in public buildings, hospitals, 
educational institutions, transport terminals.

 Key Provisions:



o Ramps: Minimum gradient 1:12, width  1200 mm≥

o Lifts: At least one lift in multi-storey buildings must be accessible
o Toilets: At least one accessible toilet on each floor
o Signage: Tactile and braille signage required
o Corridors & Doors: Wider dimensions to allow wheelchair access
o Staircases: Handrails, nosings, and tactile ground indicators required

Role of Engineers:
 Mandatory compliance during building plan approvals.
 Incorporation of accessibility in all new designs and renovations.

4.6 Harmonised Guidelines and Standards for Universal 
Accessibility in India, 2021
Published by: Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs (MoHUA)

Scope:

These guidelines integrate accessibility requirements across the following:

 Urban and rural built environments
 Transportation systems (railways, metro, buses)
 Streetscapes and public spaces
 Housing projects

Design Principles:
 Universal Design: Applicable to all users regardless of age or disability.
 Inclusive Mobility: Emphasis on last-mile connectivity.
 Wayfinding and Navigation: Tactile and auditory guides, accessible maps.
 Smart Cities Integration: Accessibility in digital infrastructure (kiosks, 

apps).

Application:
 Used as a reference document by engineers, architects, urban planners, and 

local bodies for approvals and execution.



4.7 Other Relevant Guidelines and Policies
Indian Roads Congress (IRC) Guidelines

 IRC 103: Guidelines for pedestrian facilities including tactile paving, kerb 
ramps, and accessible crossings.

 IRC 117: Guidelines for bus terminals, shelters, and facilities with 
accessibility focus.

UDAY (Urban Development for Accessible and Inclusive Cities)
 Promotes inclusion of PwDs in Smart City projects.
 Ensures planning at ULB (Urban Local Body) level integrates accessible 

infrastructure.

4.8 Regulatory Authorities and Implementation 
Mechanisms
Chief Commissioner for Persons with Disabilities (CCPD)

 Monitors implementation of the RPwD Act.
 Addresses grievances regarding non-compliance.

State Commissioners for Persons with Disabilities
 Function as nodal officers at the state level.

Local Bodies and ULBs
 Responsible for enforcing building codes and issuing NOCs.
 Mandatory inspection for accessibility compliance in civic approvals.

Judiciary
 Multiple judgments by High Courts and the Supreme Court have enforced 

accessibility rights:

o Rajive Raturi vs Union of India (2016): Mandated time-bound 
accessibility in public infrastructure.

o National Federation of the Blind vs UPSC: Ensured accessible online 
services and documents.



4.9 Penalties and Non-Compliance
Under RPwD Act, 2016:

 Fines: Up to ₹5 lakh for first violation.
 Repeated Violations: Higher fines and possible imprisonment for willful 

neglect.
 Denial of Services: Treated as discrimination and subject to legal action.

4.10 Integration in Engineering Education and Practice
Engineering professionals must:

 Incorporate accessibility at the concept design stage.
 Use inclusive materials and technologies.
 Regularly update themselves with evolving laws and global best practices.
 Undertake Accessibility Audits and Certification.

Incorporating these laws and guidelines into civil engineering projects ensures 
that infrastructure is inclusive, sustainable, and future-ready.

4.11 Accessibility Audits in Infrastructure Projects
Definition:

An accessibility audit is a systematic evaluation of a building or public space to 
determine its compliance with accessibility norms and standards for persons with 
disabilities.

Objectives:
 Identify physical barriers in infrastructure
 Recommend corrective measures
 Ensure compliance with legal and design standards
 Promote inclusive and universal access

Types of Accessibility Audits:
 Physical Infrastructure Audit: Evaluates elements like entrances, 

pathways, staircases, signage, restrooms.



 Digital Accessibility Audit: Examines websites, applications, kiosks, ATMs, 
etc.

 Transport Accessibility Audit: Reviews bus terminals, metro stations, 
pedestrian crossings.

Audit Methodology:
1. Pre-Audit Assessment – Review of building plans and drawings.
2. On-Site Inspection – Using checklists based on Harmonised Guidelines and 

NBC.
3. User Interaction – Gathering feedback from PwDs.
4. Reporting & Recommendations – Detailed documentation with timelines 

for modifications.

Who Can Perform Audits?
 Access Auditors registered with the Chief Commissioner for PwDs
 Certified professionals trained in universal design and accessibility 

standards

4.12 Certification of Accessible Infrastructure
Accessibility Certification Standards in India:
1. Sugamya Bharat Accessible Buildings Certification

 Issued by Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment

 Categories:

o Bronze – 50–60% compliance
o Silver – 60–75%
o Gold – 75–90%
o Platinum – 90–100% full accessibility

2. GRIHA (Green Rating for Integrated Habitat Assessment) – Universal Design 
Credit

 Awards points for buildings that follow inclusive design principles.
3. ISO 21542: Building Construction — Accessibility and Usability

 International certification for built environment accessibility.



Benefits of Certification:
 Compliance with RPwD Act
 Eligibility for public funding or CSR inclusion
 Enhanced brand and social equity
 Long-term cost savings due to inclusive planning from the start

4.13 Landmark Judgments in India on Accessibility
1. Rajive Raturi vs Union of India (2016)

 Supreme Court mandated that all government buildings must be made 
accessible in a time-bound manner.

 Highlighted failure of compliance and instructed ministries to adopt 
Harmonised Guidelines.

2. Vikash Kumar vs UPSC (2021)
 Supreme Court recognized the right of PwDs to reasonable accommodation, 

including use of a scribe during competitive exams.

3. Disabled Rights Group vs Ministry of Civil Aviation (2012)
 Enforced accessible design standards in airports including boarding ramps, 

accessible washrooms, and counters.

4. Jeeja Ghosh vs SpiceJet Ltd. (2016)
 Airlines penalized for forcibly deboarding a disabled passenger.
 Reaffirmed the dignity and rights of PwDs in private services.

4.14 Role of Civil Engineers in Enforcing Accessibility
Responsibilities:

 Incorporate accessibility features in all stages of project lifecycle
 Liaise with architects and urban planners for inclusive designs
 Ensure proper material selection (non-slip surfaces, tactile indicators, 

railings)
 Supervise site implementation of ramps, elevators, signage, etc.
 Advocate for sustainability and accessibility integration



Tools and Software:
 BIM (Building Information Modelling): Incorporate accessible elements in 

digital blueprints
 AutoCAD Civil 3D: For detailed terrain modelling and accessible pathway 

design
 GIS Mapping: For inclusive urban planning

4.15 Challenges in Implementation
1. Lack of Awareness

 Many contractors and municipal officers are unaware of latest accessibility 
standards.

2. Budget Constraints
 Retrofits in old buildings often face funding limitations.

3. Urban Planning Oversights
 Inadequate planning in early stages leads to inaccessible roads and public 

spaces.

4. Poor Enforcement
 Non-compliance penalties are not consistently applied.

5. Accessibility Seen as Charity
 Misconception that accessibility is a "favor" instead of a "right."

4.16 Global Best Practices and Indian Context
Best Practices:

 Singapore: Code on Accessibility in the Built Environment (strict 
enforcement, integration with smart technologies)

 USA (ADA): Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG) 
is detailed, standardized, and enforced.

 UK (Equality Act): Comprehensive inclusion policy with building regulations 
Part M



Lessons for India:
 Need for independent accessibility commissions
 Integration of inclusive design in university curricula
 Mandating accessibility in private sector buildings
 Promoting Universal Design in smart cities and metro projects

4.17 Training and Capacity Building for Engineers
Government Programs:

 Training by CPWD, BIS, and HUDCO for accessibility design
 Certification courses in Universal Design
 Inclusion of accessibility modules in engineering syllabi (AICTE 

recommendation)

Professional Development:
 Attend national workshops on disability rights
 Collaborate with disability advocacy groups
 Volunteer in accessible infrastructure audits
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