
Fitted kitchens for disabled people

Introduction

This article will guide you through the maze of choices you come across when you have to choose for a kitchen with disabled facilities. It is supplied by Tim Coles from Softley Kitchens in Northampton, a company supplying kitchens for both able and disabled people.

Disabled people face many problems trying to use a conventional kitchen. A wheelchair user has difficulty even getting close to the units let alone reaching inside them. Using a working surface set at a conventional height can be almost impossible. Wall units are often out of reach and most appliances seem to be deliberately designed to bar their use from anyone but the most able-bodied.

Fortunately, however, there are Companies who specialise in providing products, which disabled people can actually use. But it is dangerous to lump everybody with a disability into one group and expect them all to be able to use every specialist product.

What type of kitchen to choose?

Those that use a wheelchair have vastly different needs from ambulant disabled people and all have different strengths and weaknesses. When it comes to kitchens for such individuals there is a certain choice. 

· Adapted Conventional Kitchens 

Some ranges are very flexible and a good designer and a good fitter can certainly make a standard conventional kitchen easier to use. A disabled person shouldn't, however, look to a major brand and shouldn't expect all problems to be solved in this way, especially considering the lack of experience a designer is likely to have in this field if he/she works for a Company that just deals with conventional kitchens. 

· Standard Ranges For Disabled People 

There are a limited number of Companies who manufacture ranges specifically for disabled people, primarily aiming them at wheelchair users. No doubt these ranges can cope with some peoples needs but some can be very 'institutional' and a standard range inevitably means non-standard needs being ignored. 

· Bespoke Ranges For Disabled People 

There are an even more limited number of Companies who manufacture kitchens specifically to suit the needs of individual disabled people and thus can produce fitted kitchens that are as attractive as conventional kitchens but which exactly suit specific requirements. Although such service would imply higher prices, it is possible to achieve remarkably good value for money.

Whichever of the categories above that a Company falls under, some only supply the kitchens, others supply and install, thereby taking full responsibility for the end result. It should be remembered that any Company which has a good reputation in this field should be able to provide letters and other recommendations proving how satisfied their disabled Customers are with the products and service they offer.

Achieving The Perfect Design

The first course of action is to provide a list of specific requirements and other ideals. A good designer will then be able to prepare a design and quotation for the new fitted kitchen to meet those needs. At this stage Customers should not be afraid to state even the slightest detail that would make life easier. It may be surprising to some people how a first rate designer, especially from a 'bespoke' manufacturer, can produce a plan that ultimately, manifestly enhances a person's quality of life.

Layout and positioning of certain units and appliances is obviously extremely important. It would be folly, for instance, to place a refrigerator in the right hand corner of a kitchen belonging to a person who cannot use their right arm. But a perfect layout can still fail if the interiors of units and access to them are not just right. One should consider how much easier it would be to utilise storage if it pulled out from the base units and pulled down from the wall units. Specialist mechanisms can be used to enable tables, boards, waste bins and ironing boards to slide out at the right height. Mobile units can be incorporated into the plan so that items can be easily transported from one side of the room to another.

It is also crucial to build in the appliances at the optimum height for individual needs. The oven and hob, dishwasher, washing machine and all other appliances can be integrated at non-conventional heights. Perhaps the most important is to build an oven in at eye-level with a separate hob having knee-space underneath to allow a good view of food being cooked and to prevent the need to stretch forward. The same applies to the sink as to the hob. For those in a wheelchair the ability to get knees under the sink and hob makes all the difference between being independent or not in the kitchen. But a balance often has to be struck between how much knee-space is needed and the overall height of the working surfaces.

Wheelchair footrest space can be left under base units to allow a person to move closer to the working surfaces and thus also the wall units. Manufacturers who mount their units on an adjustable bracket system often leave this space open back to the wall. These systems, however, are sometimes not as adjustable as they are marketed and, in practice, providing the units have been set at the right height in the first place, there is usually no need for adjustment. A more stylish option, and one that eliminates the need for cleaning back to the wall, is a high recessed plinth. Different heights of working areas can be planned into a kitchen to suit the demands of various tasks and the diverse needs of members of a family, without detracting from the overall appearance.

Choosing The Right Appliances

An important consideration is also the specification of appliances. There are ovens with side-opening doors allowing closer access, but an oven with a drop-down door and telescopic shelves, which eliminate the need to reach into the oven, can be just as appropriate.

Hobs with front controls are often easier to use and new forms of cooking such as the induction system should be considered. Heat is only produced on induction hobs when a compatible pan is placed on the selected zone and the area around the zone remains cold. As soon as the pan is removed the zone cools down so this is an extremely safe form of cooking as well as being very quick and controllable.

The type of tap will also need to be chosen carefully, with one of the modern, stylish single lever mixer taps possibly being the most popular. Refrigerators and freezers can be integrated at eye-level or built under the working surface with pullout interiors. There are even dishwashers now which can be integrated above floor level.

A good designer will be aware of all the options and will recommend appliances to suit individual needs from the vast array on offer.

Finally....

The choices available when planning conventional fitted kitchens can often seem like a minefield. The added complexity of designing a kitchen for a disabled person demands the skills of a designer experienced in this area. It may be that the most experienced Company in this field does not have Representatives out on the road to measure the kitchen in the first instance. In that case, dimensions should be sent to them with as much detail as possible (If that is difficult, help is available from an individual's Occupational Therapist who can also advise on the availability of grants). The Company will, of course, check all the details themselves prior to manufacture, thereby taking full responsibility for the end result.

Able-bodied people have always had the possibility, given the finance, of achieving their dream kitchen. Disabled people, by contrast, could only dream. Today, at least, it is possible to produce stunning fitted kitchens that truly cater for the needs of disabled people.
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