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1. Brief History on the Development of Tactile Map for the Visually Impaired in Hong Kong

Tactile map for the visually impaired was first introduced into the public facilities of Hong Kong in 1999 when the Kowloon Canton Railway, a public/government owned company, decided to install 7 tactile maps, one for each of its stations. The maps were placed in the stations’ concourses between the main entrances and the turnstiles to the paid area and the platforms.  

These seven tactile maps were designed by the Senior Orientation & Mobility Instructor of the Hong Kong Society for the Blind (HKSB) on voluntary basis to improve the independence and mobility of the visually impaired persons, who wanted to use the train stations’ facilities and to travel independently by train. A private signage company was assigned by the railway company to manufacture all the seven tactile maps in aluminium according to the designs given by HKSB. Each of the tactile maps was mounted on the surface of a stand that inclined at about 40° from the floor level. And the stand contained an audio device to continuously played music of specific melody so that the visually impaired persons who traveled towards or left the paid area could home on the music and located the map with ease, and be able to learn from it the layout plan and facilities of the station. Each map not only had information to the blind in form of tactile features and braille, it could also give an audible description in Chinese and English about how to get to the platform, the ticket office and other station facilities after a button on the map’s panel was pressed. All the maps were positioned next to the key guide path route that traveled between the station’s entrance and the platform.

The railway company further improved its services in 2001 by putting tactile maps on the platforms of the train stations (Figure 1) to allow visually impaired people arriving from another station to learn the layout of their landed platform and the various routes for them to reach the concourse. Starting from 2002, the Hong Kong Transport Department required the installation of tactile maps in the Public Transport Interchanges (PTIs) where the train stations joined with large bus terminals. The tactile maps (Figure 2) facilitate the visually impaired persons who exit from the train station to locate the bus stops and taxi stands for their onward travel and vise versa. 
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In 1997 the Hong Kong Building Department published the Barrier Free Access Design Manual (Figure 3) to provide guidelines on what barrier free designs would be required to improve the mobility independence of the disabled persons. One of the obligatory requirements stated in the Design Manual was to install tactile map in conspicuous place of the buildings used by the public. This resulted in many architects from the public and private sectors and building contractors to approach HKSB for advice on the design of tactile maps. 

Figure 3
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2. The Roles of the Hong Kong Society for the Blind in the Development of Tactile Maps in Hong Kong

2.1 The Establishment of the Consultancy Service Unit and the Braille & Tactile Products Section and the Standardization of Symbols Used on the Tactile Maps

Facing the increase in number of enquiries from architects and construction project contractors on the design and supply of tactile maps, HKSB established the Consultancy Service Unit and the Braille & Tactile Products Section in 2001 and 2002 respectively (the Braille & Tactile Products Section became the Barrier Free Access Technology Service Unit in 2004) to provide expert consultancy service on the design and manufacturing of tactile map, and to cater for the direct supply of tactile map products.

HKSB and four other associations for and of the visually impaired worked together with their visually impaired members and clients in 2001 to unify the design and dimensions of the tactile symbols for common facilities such as lift, escalator, reception, shop, ticket vending machine, toilet for the disabled, female & male toilets etc. used in the tactile maps to make the tactile maps more easy to use (Figure 4 & 5).

So far, HKSB has designed and supplied tactile maps for train station, public transport interchange, international exhibition centre, shopping mall, recreational complex, club house, park, university, activity and service centre for the disabled etc. 

Figure 4






Figure 5
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2.2 Advancement in the Design of Tactile Maps

2.2.1 Standardizing the Design and Dimensions of Tactile Symbols for Common Facilities

In the first generation of the tactile maps, small quantity of symbols were used on the maps, and many of the facilities were numbered, with the features of these numbered facilities described in the legend. And different maps used different numbers to represent different facilities. This made it more time consuming for the visually impaired to read the map. The introduction of as many as 20 standardized tactile symbols in 2001 and thereafter to represent 20 different common facilities had made the tactile maps more easy to use and improved the efficiency of the visually impaired in using the tactile maps.

2.2.2 To Substitute Punched Braille Plate with Fine Individual Dome Shaped Braille Dots to Improve the Speed and Accuracy for the Visually Impaired to Read Braille Display on the Tactile Map

The braille displays on the map were improved from punched braille dots on a metal plate (Figure 6) placed on the surface of the map to individual dome shaped braille dots (Figure 7) embedded directly on the surface of the map to increase the ease and accuracy for the visually impaired to read them.

Figure 6






Figure 7
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2.2.3 To Introduce Colors to the Tactile Map to Make the Map Usable by Some Low Vision Persons

Attempts are being made to color the tactile maps and its tactile symbols with descriptions in large prints to enable some low vision persons with relatively better visual ability to find and use the facilities indicated on the map with ease. As we cannot colored stainless steel, attempts are being made to color tactile symbols on the aluminium and plastic tactile maps to test their applications.

2.2.4 To Employ Audible Homing Signal and Description to Improve Usefulness of the Maps

The use of homing signal of standardized music melody that can help the visually impaired persons to find the tactile map has been promoted and is employed in increasing number of tactile maps in public facilities. The activation of homing signal has been improved from non-stop musical output to infra-red control that turns on the music when the visually impaired person approaches the map from the entrance. This modification helps to save electricity, and can reduce the background noise and disturbance to function area near to the map, such as the reception. Audible description is also promoted as it can help the visually impaired persons who listen to audio description and read the map’s braille display at the same time to remember better and to familiarize faster with the environmental settings shown on the map. It also enables those visually impaired person who do not understand braille to know how to navigate in the premises by listening to the audio description. The control system of the audio description has improved from one button, two languages in one sound track to three buttons for three different languages [Chinese (Mandarin), Chinese (Cantonese) and English] in three different sound tracks to improve the efficiency of the visually impaired in using the tactile maps (Figure 8). 

Figure 8
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3. Advancement in Tactile Map Materials

The very first tactile maps were manufactured in aluminium. When some of the clients such as the Leisure and Cultural Services Department required the supply of lasting outdoor tactile maps for public park, HKSB developed stainless steel tactile maps that were more resistant to weathering, abrasion, vandalism and more lasting under heavy cleaning, and the stainless steel tactile maps have been widely used in many projects.

The Barrier Free Access Technology Service Unit of the HKSB is developing the techniques to manufacture plastic tactile map with high contrast color symbols and description in large print for the sighted and the visually impaired, while braille dots would overlay the printed matters in clear plastic (Figure 9), so that the sighted, low vision persons, and the blind can all use the same map and promote the concept of social integration.

Figure 9
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4. Conclusion 

Tactile map has been developed to provide greater mobility independence to persons with visual impairment, and in the course of its development and advancement, the functions and applications of the map have been improved to make it more easy to use, more lasting and with the potential to suit not only the severely visually impaired, but also persons with low vision, to further expand the usefulness of the tactile map.  
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