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I
n the 2007 civic election, Kevin
Layton ran for an aldermanic seat
as a voice for the disabled in the
city. Not being elected hasn’t

stopped him from speaking up for the
underdog, but recently it became even
more personal.
“Until a month ago, I had no idea

how bad things were,” said Layton,
who suffered a stroke and a serious
seizure a few weeks ago, leaving him
dependent on a walker — and unable
to open the doors to the medical clinic
he attends.
“It is a real eye-opener. When I have

a doctor’s appointment, I won’t be
coming in the door I normally use
because that door doesn’t have the
ramp. And even then at the other door,
unless there’s somebody there who
sees me and can come and open the
door for me, I can’t even get inside.”
He hadn’t given any thought to the

clinic doors until his first appointment
after the stroke. Bracing himself on his
walker with one hand, he was able to
open the double doors into the
building with his other hand and get
in, but ran into trouble when it was

time to leave. 
“There were two senior ladies, both

in wheelchairs, and I actually got my
walker stuck between the two doors in
an attempt to hold the one open for the
first lady in the wheelchair to come
out, so she could hold the one open for
the second lady behind her. And we
eventually did make it out, but I
thought, ‘come on.’”
While he was able to use one arm

that day, the weakness on his left side is
often worse, and on days like that he’d
have to wait for someone to assist him.
The clinic — Lethbridge Family

Medical — rents its space on 3 Avenue
South in Commerce Court. Layton said
he was told by clinic staff that the need
for automatic doors had been raised
with Commerce Court’s landlord, but
Shari Silver, clinic manager, indicated
otherwise.
“We’ve not had problems with that in

the past,” Silver told The Herald. “We
haven’t actually approached him about
that at all.”

If the building had been constructed
in 2006 or later, the owner would be
required to install the doors in keeping
with the Alberta Building Code and its
accompanying barrier-free design
regulations. But Commerce Court was
built in 1982, and must comply with
the building code of the day, which was
not as focused on barrier-free access.
Born with a rare disorder that gives

him mobility issues and frequent
illness, Layton has lobbied for
affordable public transit and barrier-
free access around Lethbridge. He
helps to raise awareness around the
province as a guest speaker.
Alberta’s Building Code has

provisions for barrier-free access in
public buildings and best practice
guides for others. While automatic
doors are not required at medical
clinics, the federal government does
offer tax incentives to those willing to
install them.
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W
hen Chris Schamber came to see me at The
Herald, he couldn’t get into the building until
someone inside spotted him waiting in his
wheelchair and held open the door for him.

It happens all the time to Schamber, a quadriplegic since
breaking his neck in a diving accident 22 years ago. Now it’s
his business to help builders, municipal officials and
anyone else who wants to know how to create barrier-free
places for people with mobility issues. It’s a realm the able-
bodied aren’t apt to consider unless they have to.

“What I like to do is take people out in wheelchairs so
they can see for themselves what it’s like,” said Schamber,
owner of Quad Design and Barrier Free Consulting in
Lethbridge.

And so it came to pass on this afternoon that I found
myself in a motorized wheelchair, rally driving the
downtown streets on a guided tour of the best and worst
sidewalks and crosswalks in the central core.

“Not just some guy in a wheelchair anymore?” he asked,
after showing me the ropes.
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Chris Schamber’s company, Quad Design and Barrier Free Consulting, works to create better accessability for people with physical
disabilities.



Chris Schamber is under
contract with the City of
Lethbridge as a consultant on
barrier-free access when a
municipal building is in stages of
planning or renovation.
Schamber, owner of Quad Design
and Barrier Free Consulting, has
been paralyzed for 22 years after
a diving accident fractured three
vertebrae in his neck when he
was 19 years old.
He knows what Layton’s going

through, having had to lobby his
own clinic for eight years to
install automatic doors, which
were finally put in two years ago.
“Previously I had to wait for

other patients to open the doors
for me,” Schamber said. “During
warm days it was not that big a
deal, but when it cooled off and
was windy, I was left outside until
somebody was able to open the
door.
“In order for people with

mobility impairments to have
quality of life in their community,
they should have access to the
professionals whomake
professional judgements about
our lives. It seems kind of
inconsiderate if we cannot access
our professional people
independently, as they expect us
to come in to see them when we
are in need of professional
advice.”
The clinic didn’t take the extra

step of adding an automatic door
into the adjoining pharmacy.
Schamber chose to switch
pharmacies rather than have to
wait for someone to open the
door for him again.
Schamber, who took the

drafting and design program at
Lethbridge College before
starting his company, creates
accessible spaces for people with
auditory and visual problems, as
well. He believes every region in
Alberta should have a mandate
— and a time limit to do it in —
whereby all clinics with two or
more physicians should have
accessible doors, an accessible
observation room, and funding
for the specialized staff needed to
assist patients with special needs.
To learn more, visit

www.quaddesign.ca.

Not by a long shot. I’ll never pass a person in a wheelchair again
without a sense of appreciation for what they face as they
endeavour to get around.Winter? Not a friend. A sudden rain storm?
That would suck.Wind? There was plenty that day, and I’m still
eating grit. It’s a lot like riding a bike into the wind—minus the
pedalling — and the body gets cold rather fast when it generates no
energy of its own.
Schamber and I trundled over rocks and gravel, squeezed past

untrimmed hedges, and entered a medical clinic with no automatic
doors after negotiating a ramp with a hairpin turn (installing
automatic doors would cost the building owners about $8,000 and
comes with tax incentives). I dealt with a highly-responsive joystick
that had memoving herky-jerky along the streets like a drunk driver.
Schamber either led the way or kept a safe distance behind me
while I struggled to steer in a straight line.
“See how smooth this sidewalk is?” he asked, as we motored over

concrete slabs along part of 3 Avenue. Other stretches have kidney-
jarring lips along every crack in the sidewalk. It’s not something one
tends to notice while walking on them— but ask a skateboarder,
I’ve since learned, and they, too, can tell you where the bad
sidewalks are.
We seemed to float over the asphalt path through Galt Gardens.

Coming off the cobblestone-like inlaid brick pathway at the
entrance to the park, the asphalt felt like taking a ride in your dad’s
Buick after being on a go-cart track. The brick pathway is attractive,
but not wheelchair-friendly.
Every intersection we used had wheelchair cuts at each corner,

but some have bigger bumps than others where the concrete meets
the asphalt.
At pedestrian crossing signals, the push-buttons to activate them

are not always at the same height, and some are actually hard to
reach.
“This is something the city is addressing, though,” said Schamber.
“One by one they’re fixing the pedestrian buttons.”
He took me to what he says is one of the worst stretches of

sidewalk in the city running perpendicular to London Drugs.We
crossed the road by the Community Health building and turned
north onto the length of hellish pathway. Not only is it rough, it’s
narrow— and for a novice like me, not veering off the curb into the
path of a car took all my concentration. Then a wasp appeared in
front of my face. I thought I might cry.
We wrapped up the experience at Park Place Mall, where we met

with Schamber’s assistant Kim, driving his wheelchair-equipped
van. Scooting across the parking lot was actually quite fun, but
keeping my eyes peeled for traffic was a little nerve-wracking.
It’s easy to see now how valuable it would be for someone

designing a barrier-free space to go out with Schamber and discover
what those barriers actually are.

Not only does he believe in the value of providing that experience
for the able-bodied, but he acts as a mentor to people with new
injuries, helping them achieve greater independence. To that end,
he also helps people who want to leave agency dependency and
take on self-managed care.
John King, transit manager for the City of Lethbridge, said every

transit bus in Lethbridge has been handicapped accessible — not
only for wheelchairs, but for strollers and walkers — for more than
two years. The city installed about 125 wheelchair cuts in pavement
at bus stops this year, and plans to create up to 200 more by the end
of 2010.
“The intent is to have the infrastructure catch up with the

accessible buses,” said King. “We were fortunate to get a lot of
federal funding all at once to make the buses accessible, now we’re
using federal funding again to streamline the bus stops themselves.
When wemake it accessible for people with wheelchairs, we make it
accessible for everybody.”
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