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

Consultation on the Revision of Technical Advice Notice 18, Transport By the Welsh Assembly Government
Introduction:

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and the Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People welcome the opportunity  to respond to the Wales Assembly Government’s consultation document –  Revision of Technical Advice Notice 18, Transport 1998 

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 (Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People) 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. 
Response

Unfortunately, as neither of our organisations were included on the list of those to be consulted on this document, we have only had a limited time to prepare a response.  We have therefore limited this response to key issues.
Guide Dogs’ and JCMBPS welcome the Welsh Assembly’s objective of securing sustainable development through the promotion of accessibility, the integration of transport and land use policy and the development of an “integrated, safe, efficient, clean and fair transport system” as set out in chapter 8 of the Planning Policy Wales 2002 document.  We would ask that the Assembly Government add to this list of planned developments, the objective of a ‘Fully Inclusive’ transport system.
The proposed revised TAN 18 would seem to effectively guide the integration of development plans and regional transport plans.
We agree with the points listed in paragraph five of the consultation document that highlight areas that integration would help to achieve, including; “Ensuring new development is located where there is or will be good access by public transport, walking and cycling thereby minimising the demand for travel and fostering social inclusion”.  The issue of social inclusion is one that is of particular interest to blind and partially sighted people and disabled people in general.  There are many visually impaired people who are socially excluded due to the lack of effective, accessible public transport not being available in close proximity to their homes or which allows access to retail, social, leisure and education facilities.  Good access to public transport is also a key factor in assisting visually impaired people to access employment opportunities.
We recommend that there should be a clear and highlighted statement early in the document recognising the commitment to improve access for disabled people. Building in accessibility for disabled people in all new investment is a condition of public money being spent and a condition of support from the Assembly. This was referred to in paragraph 3.3.6 of the Transport Framework for Wales and is a condition of funding for public transport in Section 7 of the Transport (Wales) Act 2006.  

Disability Equality Duty
The Disability Equality Duty for the Assembly Government, and for local transport authorities, should be clearly highlighted. We would expect the Assembly to be developing an overall strategy and action plan as required under the Act, and local transport authorities will need to translate this into local action plans. Disabled people and disability organisations should be involved in the development and monitoring of these, at Assembly and local levels.
Rural issues

Guide Dogs’ and the JCMBPS welcome the revised TAN 18 document’s recognition of real problem of isolation for people who live in rural areas and do not have access to private cars.  This is a particular issue which affects blind and partially sighted people who live in rural areas.  We sincerely agree that improving accessibility for those in rural areas will promote social inclusion and promote rural isolation.
Inclusive mobility and access for disabled people
We welcome the statements made in section 31 and 32 of the revised TAN 18.  However please note that the phrase ‘the disabled’ should not be used. 
We particularly agree with the following statement in section 32 of the revised TAN 18;
“Ensuring that the needs of disabled people are taken into account in the design, layout, physical conditions and interrelationship of land uses. Particular care needs to be paid to town centres where shop mobility schemes could be considered and to residential areas to ensure that they have well designed and safe access arrangements for disabled motorists and disabled pedestrians, especially those who are blind or partially sighted”.  There have recently been concerns raised by many visually impaired people, throughout the UK, including Wales, in regard to the increased popularity by designers, local authorities and developers, in the use of the Shared Space concept in designing public areas.  Although some of the aspects of this concept are welcomed, the particular issue of Shared Surfaces, that can be included within the Shared Space concept, can be a significant mobility barrier to blind and partially sighted people.  This issue has been highlighted in a recent report published by the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association (Shared
Surface in the Public Realm) which is available at www.guidedogs.org.uk/sharedsurfaces
At the same time as the Guide Dogs project on Shared Surface Street Design another research project is being carried out looking at Home Zones, and the implications for disabled people. This research has been commissioned by DPTAC (Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee) and is being carried out by JMU Access Partnership, RNIB and the Transport Research Laboratory. Home Zones are based in small residential areas normally of 1 one or 2 two streets, where the local residents are involved in designing the street area. The focus is on creating shared social spaces and reducing the dominance of vehicles. There are similarities between home zones and the shared surface treatment of High Streets.  The conclusion of this research is due to be published later this year. Early indications are that shared surfaces are an issue of concern in home zones.
In the promotion of design incentives that promote walking and cycling the Assembly could usefully take account of the importance of accessible pedestrian environments  and use standards such as those set out in the Department for Transport’s "Inclusive Mobility”. 

We recognise the need to improve cycling networks, but it is essential that due consideration be given to the safety of disabled people particularly pedestrians with sensory impairments, when cycle routes/lanes are being designed.  It is vital that cycle lanes and pedestrian footpaths are clearly defined as separate areas and effective tactile and visual markings indicate these defined areas.

Consultation process
Our organisations consider that authorities should be explicitly required to provide documents in a range of accessible formats at the time that they are initially published.  Documents such as local transport plans are often advertised in small print public notices in newspapers.  We believe that such notices should also be advertised in other locations, such as; Talking Newspapers, local/regional radio, local organisations representing visually impaired people, and accessible web sites.  Documents should be available in different formats, for example; Braille, audio cassette, large print and CD Rom.
We often have to ask for an extension to consultations from all parts of National, Devolved and local Governments because of a failure to produce versions in alternative formats in a timely fashion. This would be consistent with the UK Government's undertaking in July 2004, in its Response to the Report of the Joint Committee on the Draft Disability Discrimination Bill. 

We are pleased to have had an opportunity to comment on this consultation document and would be happy to elaborate on any part of our response, if so required.  
3rd November 2006
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