
The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and the Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People Response to

  THE CONSULTATION ON AMENDMENTS TO THE BLUE BADGE SCHEME OF PARKING CONCESSIONS FOR DISABLED PEOPLE IN SCOTLAND 
Introduction:

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association (hereafter called Guide Dogs’) and The Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People (hereafter called JCMBPS) welcome the chance to respond to the Consultation on Amendments to the Blue Badge Scheme of Parking Concessions for Disabled People In Scotland. 

Guide Dogs is the UK’s largest single provider of mobility and other rehabilitation training for blind and partially sighted people.  Each year, we help thousands of visually impaired clients to negotiate public transport, either with a guide dog or long cane.   

Our vision is for a world in which all people who are blind and partially sighted enjoy the same rights, opportunities and responsibilities as everyone else.  We help blind and partially sighted people to achieve independence and mobility through the provision of guide dogs and rehabilitation services – yet this independence is limited by the environment in which visually impaired people must live.  As such, we campaign for equal access to transport and the built environment, shops and services, health and social care.

The JCMBPS is an independent body consisting of representatives from the principle organisations of blind, deafblind and partially sighted people, with a specific interest in access and mobility.
The Joint Committee believes that visually impaired people should be able to move around and use buildings, streets and transport facilities safely and independently. 

At the present time, this is not the case, as visually impaired people experience enormous barriers to freedom of movement, seriously limiting their opportunities and choices. 

1. Response:
We note that this consultation is specifically for Scotland as the Blue Badge parking scheme is a devolved responsibility.  However, as this scheme is operated on a UK level and any changes that are introduced to the scheme, in any part of the UK will have an effect on all Blue Badge holders, we feel that a consultation process that would have included all parts of the United Kingdom would have been more appropriate.
2. It is also noted that the consultation consists of four (4) 
   elements:-

· draft regulations relating to eligibility and period of issue

· draft revised Blue Badge explanatory leaflet

· draft Regulatory Impact Assessment

· the consultation criteria
to which we would like to submit the following comments:-

4.5 You Can Get A Badge If;

We have intentionally addressed this section first as we feel that we should point out that Registered Blind was a category omitted from the list of people eligible to apply for a Blue Badge.  We can only assume that this was an error when preparing the draft information leaflet and we would ask for this error to be corrected.
We would also like to address, at this point, another area around the issue of eligibility.   Guide Dogs’ and JCMBPS strongly believe that Registered Partially Sighted people are a group of disabled people in society who should be eligible for a Blue Badge.  The Department for Transport are currently carrying out a study in relation to extending the Blue Badge eligibility criteria.
We believe that consideration should be given to including partially sighted people as eligible for a blue badge. 
All local authorities are required to maintain a register of partially sighted people.  It is common practice for local authority social work departments, or agencies working on their behalf, to provide a registered partially sighted person with a letter or card that confirms their registration as partially sighted.
In order to be registered as blind or partially sighted, a visually impaired person has to be seen by a consultant ophthalmologist, who considers their eligibility in relation to guidance issued by the Health Department.  Those who are registered blind automatically qualify for a Blue Badge.  This is currently not the case for those registered as partially sighted.
There is in practice some overlap between entitlement to registration as blind and partially sighted.   Additionally, registration does not take full account of a person’s ability to see in different lighting conditions.  Some partially sighted people are able to see relatively well in normal daylight conditions, but are effectively totally blind at night.  Others are able to see reasonably well indoors, but are effectively totally blind in bright sunlight or in conditions of glare.  Consequently the omission of registered partially sighted people from those that automatically qualify for a blue badge, while those who are registered blind qualify, is inequitable. 
We would suggest that The Scottish Executive could take this opportunity to, once again, be the fore runners in the UK, as they did with the concessionary travel scheme, and lead on including partially sighted people within the eligibility criteria for the Blue Badge scheme.

3. Draft Regulations

3.1 We are fully in favour of the proposal that references to “institutions” and “institutional badges” are changed to “organisations” and “organisational badges” as a result of schedule 2 part 2 of the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.
3.2 We are in total agreement with the proposed new category of eligibility for children under the age of two with specific medical conditions.  

3.3 We agree with the proposal for an additional category of eligibility for “people with a temporary mobility impairment which makes it impossible or unreasonably difficult for them to walk and which is likely to last for a period of at least 12 months”.
3.5 We are concerned to note that the new draft regulation includes an option to increase the cost of the Blue Badge to those who are eligible, to a fee of up to £20.  We feel that this unreasonable increase could be a financial barrier to many disabled people who due to the nature of their disability are living on low incomes.  We feel that this proposed increase is discriminatory to disabled people and this should be reconsidered, particularly in light of the new Disability Equality Duties introduced as part of the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  The draft regulation gives Local Authorities in Scotland the option to set the level of fee they will charge for the Blue Badge, to the new proposed upper level.   We feel this policy will put in place a “Post Code Lottery” where Blue Badge holders will pay various amounts across Scotland, for the same scheme.  
Guide Dogs’ and JCMBPS are in full agreement with MACS and DPTAC who recommended in 2002 that there should be no charge to the applicant, for the issue of a Blue Badge.  
4.  Draft Revised Explanatory Leaflet

After reading through the draft leaflet we considered that there were a number of inaccuracies that could cause confusion to prospective applicants for the Blue Badge.   We would recommend that this leaflet is reviewed to ensure that a clear and accurate document is developed.

The areas that seemed to contain the majority of inaccuracies were located under the following headings;  ‘What is the Blue Badge Scheme’, ‘Where the Scheme Does Not Apply’, and as we have already commented above, ‘You Can Get A Badge If’.

Other Formats

We note that the explanatory leaflet will be available in other formats, such as Braille, large print and audio tape formats.  We would also suggest that both the application and leaflet be available on CD Rom and accessible on the internet, through a fully accessible web site that is BOBBY and W3C Access Check approved.  

It is not unusual for visually impaired people to comment to us on not being made aware of changes to schemes such as this.  We would encourage The Scottish Executive to publicise the changes to the Blue Badge scheme in a variety of ways including through;

· Organisations representing visually impaired people and  disabled people in general
· Talking Newspaper groups
· GP and Health Centres
· Local & national radio stations
· Local Authority resident’s newsletters 
This is not an exhaustive list.
Inclusion within Consultation

We are pleased to have had the opportunity to respond to this important consultation document.  However, neither Guide Dogs’ nor JCMBPS were included within the consultation list.  We would be grateful if both our organisations could be added to this list of those to be consulted.  
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