DRAFT DOCUMENT
 Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and the Joint Committee on the Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People 
Response to Department for Transport’s Consultation -Developing a Comprehensive Blue Badge (Disabled Parking) Reform Strategy
Introduction:
The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association (Guide Dogs) and The Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People (JCMBPS) welcome the opportunity to respond to the Department for Transport’s (DfT) consultation, Developing a Comprehensive Blue Badge (Disabled Parking) Reform Strategy.
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 live independent lives, 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 blind and partially sighted people must live.  We therefore 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 JCMBPS 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 blind, deafblind and partially sighted people experience enormous barriers to freedom of movement, seriously limiting their opportunities and choices. 

When preparing our written response to this consultation, we have restricted our comments to issues relevant to blind, deaf/blind and partially sighted people as these are the groups of people our organisations represent.  Other issues in the consultation document will be more appropriately addressed by others.
Response

Eligibility for a Badge

	Q1: Do you think that the Scheme’s assessed eligibility criteria should be brought into closer alignment with that used for the Higher Rate Component of Disability Living Allowance (HRMCDLA) by:



	(a) Raising the maximum age that a child can qualify for a badge due to a specific medical condition (i.e. a dependence on bulky medical equipment or the need for emergency medical treatment) from two to three years 


	Yes 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
 FORMCHECKBOX 


	(b) Raising the minimum age criteria for the main Assessed Eligibility Criteria to three years


	Yes 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
 FORMCHECKBOX 


	(c) Enabling people that are severely mentally impaired or who have extremely disruptive behavioural problems to qualify for a badge under the assessed eligibility criteria


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	(d) Lowering the minimum badge issue period (currently 3 years) to:


	
	

	i) 1 year; 


	Yes 
X
	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	ii) 18 months; or


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	iii) No, keep it as it is (3 years)
	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make (including the conditions that you think should be covered by the revised eligibility criteria):

JCMBPS and Guide Dogs believe that the minimum period for entitlement for the blue badge should be 12 months as this would be in line with the definition of disability under the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) in which the adverse effect on your ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities must last, or be likely to last, for at least 12 months.  




	Q2: What do you perceive the impact would be of making the above changes on:



	(a) The number of people granted badges:
People who are registered blind have automatic entitlement to a Blue Badge but their visual impairment is not currently sufficient grounds to entitle them to the HRMC of DLA. They would only have access to the benefit if they had additional mobility impairments. The RNIB is leading a campaign to open up the HRMC to visually impaired people but for now they do not qualify for the benefit on the grounds of their visual impairment. 
The consultation has raised questions about bringing eligibility for a Blue Badge more in line with the criteria for the HRMC of DLA. Guide Dogs and the JCMBPS would be totally apposed to any proposal that would lead to a loss in entitlement to the parking concession for registered blind people.
Indeed, we continue to be frustrated at the continued exclusion from the Blue Badge scheme of partially sighted people.  
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 Department of Health. Those who are registered blind automatically qualify for a Blue Badge. This is currently not the case for those registered as partially sighted despite there being some overlap between entitlement to registration as blind and partially sighted.
It is also the case that 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 some partially sighted people may be able to use public transport only at certain times, or under certain conditions, but not others.  As a result partially sighted people need to use a car for some or all journeys, and the blue badge would enable them to get closer to the premises they wish to visit and so reduce their exposure to risks in the highway.  Our organisations feel that if the criterion for entitlement was extended to include partially sighted people, this would help to reduce the social exclusion and isolation experienced by many in this group. 
Almost 60% of older visually impaired people never go out on their own because of difficulties encountered when moving about the pedestrian environment or accessing public transport. The most common form of transport used by blind and partially sighted people is a car driven by a friend or relative.

In the period 2005/06, the number of registered partially sighted people in England was approximately 155,200 (ref: RNIB website).  If the entitlement was extended to include this group of people, we do not believe that this would put a significant strain on the scheme.   
It should also be noted that DPTAC (Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee) recommended to the Government in 2002 that a study should be conducted to determine whether partially sighted people should be included within the eligibility criteria of the scheme. It is our understanding that the Department has now conducted this study and we would like to see more detail of this work and its findings.
As the consultation document indicates, the number of registered blind people who currently hold a Blue Badge is less than 4% of the total participants in the scheme.  


	(b) Availability of disabled parking spaces:
It would seem evident that if the number of people eligible to a Blue Badge increased, the availability of parking spaces both on road and in car parks could reduce.  However we feel that a key factor in addressing availability is rigorous enforcement of designated parking spaces.
There continues to be a high number of reports from Blue Badge holders about misuse of designated parking bays both on street and particularly within car parks including premises such as supermarkets, out of town shopping centres and other service providers.  Off-street parking is not part of the current Blue Badge scheme.  We believe that off street parking should be brought within the scope of the Blue Badge scheme. 

We feel that the Government and local authorities should be more proactive in encouraging service providers to police the use of Blue Badge parking bays to ensure they are used only by those who are entitled to use them.  Staff should be given disability awareness training which includes specific training on how the scheme works and who it is for.  An example of good practice is Asda supermarkets where from January 2008 Asda announced it would be the first retailer to fine drivers for the misuse of disabled persons and parent and child parking bays in its car parks. All profits generated from the fines will go to charity.  According to Asda, when surveyed four out of five of their customers said they believed rolling out the scheme was the right thing to do.  As a result of the scheme, the number of free parking spaces increased by over 60% for disabled motorists and parents with young children. 
We also support the ‘Baywatch’ campaign. a partnership between several major supermarkets and disability organisations - including the Disabled Drivers' Association. The campaign aims to end the abuse of parking bays put aside for disabled drivers' use.
Local authorities also have a responsibility to ensure that there are sufficient Parking Wardens to police both on street parking and local authority controlled off road parking.  


	(c) Local government administration and costs:
To ensure effective monitoring of the Blue Badge scheme (including adequately trained Parking Wardens) would mean additional costs however a high standard of scheme monitoring is essential for the reasons stated in our previous answer.


	(d) Other
We have no other comments to add in this section


Concessions Provided to Badge Holders

Please note; there are no current proposals in this area. These questions are purely for debate:

	Q3: Do you think that local authorities should have more discretion to vary the yellow line and on-street parking concessions (e.g. allowing badge holders to park without charge for more time in some areas and less in others depending on local traffic conditions and disabled access?)


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
X

	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
Our organisations feel strongly that the concessions offered under the Blue Badge scheme should be consistent across the United Kingdom.  A variation in the level of concessions in different local authority areas is likely to cause confusion to Blue badge holders who are not familiar with a particular area.  This has shown to be the case in Central London where the four London Boroughs do not operate the national Blue Badge scheme in their areas.  It is not uncommon for disabled people who use cars to travel to these London Boroughs to be unsure in regard to their entitlement under the local scheme and to fall foul of the rules applying in those areas.  
If such variations were more widely applied it is likely to result in Blue Badge holders parking unlawfully, which may result in a fixed penalty fine or removal of their vehicle.  Such situations would obviously cause a great deal of anxiety, distress and inconvenience to the individual who misunderstood or was unsure of the particular concession.

We are also disappointed that the Department for Transport and the devolved Governments in the UK have not worked together on a UK wide Blue Badge strategy.  The Scottish Government has already consulted on the Blue Badge scheme and has implemented a variation in concessions.  Although the Blue Badge scheme is a devolved issue, we strongly feel that the DfT and the Devolved Governments should have taken a coordinated approach to developing a UK wide scheme. 



	Q4: Would you support redrawing the London Concession (the regulations that exempts the four Central London boroughs from the national Blue Badge Scheme) so that it is aligned with the clearly marked, London Congestion Zone – recognising that the zone may alter in size?


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
X

	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
We strongly believe that the London boroughs should be brought into the national scheme. 

If the regulations that exempt the four central London boroughs from the National Blue Badge scheme are to be redrawn so as to coincide with the congestion charging then we believe that it is essential that by registering for the Blue Badge exemption from congestion charging, that disabled people automatically receive the parking concessions available to holders of the central London Disabled Parking Badge. We believe that this would provide the right balance between the access needs of disabled people and the ability of other drivers to park.  

In 2002 the London Assembly Transport Committee published a report called “Access Denied” which called for careful consideration of the central London exemption for the Blue Badge.  In response the four Boroughs involved worked together to have one scheme instead of four separate schemes. 
If there is any suggestion that there should be an alignment between the parking concessions and the congestion zones then it would be essential to have one badge which was the central London exemption from congestion charging and which allowed Blue Badge parking in central London. This would avoid the need for disabled people to potentially have to apply for a Blue Badge, central London parking badge and congestion charging exemptions. 



	Q5: Do you have any further suggestions in relation to the future concessions associated with the Blue Badge?

Please add any additional comments you wish to make:
We feel that the Government should take this opportunity to put in place a national exemption for all blue badge holders from any road user charging schemes that are introduced and on toll road schemes. A significant majority of those who are entitled to a blue badge are on low incomes and the additional cost of travelling through congestion charge zones or toll roads would be a financial barrier to them.
	Yes 
X
	No 



Administration and Enforcement

	Q6: Do you support the introduction of :

	(a) A national framework for sharing Blue Badge data between issuing authorities and with on-street 
 enforcement agencies?


	Yes 
X
	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	(b) New technology features to the badge e.g. a machine readable badge that can be read by local authority hand held devices?


	Yes 
X
	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:

Guide Dogs and JCMBPS support the proposal within the consultation to introduce a national framework to share Blue Badge data with other issuing authorities. Such a database would be key in developing a robust system for facilitating a high quality of administration and enforcement of the scheme.  This type of database could also be used to manage any other concessions linked to the Blue Badge scheme such as our suggestion given in question 6 above.
We would welcome any technical developments that would help in the enforcement of the Blue Badge scheme.



	Q7: Do you think that parking enforcement officers should be given a legal power (like the police) to remove misused badges on the spot?


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
X

	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
It is our opinion that the power to remove a suspected misused Blue Badge should remain the sole responsibility of the police. We would also suggest that Police Community Support Officers could be given these powers, if they currently do not have this. Giving such powers to Enforcement Officers could cause conflict and misunderstanding.  It would be reasonable for an Enforcement Officer to take note of the vehicle registration and details of the Blue Badge and pass these on to the police who may then conduct enquiries.

	Q8: Do you have any other ideas for improving enforcement and/or public understanding of the Scheme?



	We suggest that consideration is given both by the DfT and local authorities to conduct an on-going media campaign to heighten awareness of the reason for the Blue Badge scheme to members of the public and service providers.  

The public and indeed many badge holders seem to be unaware that the Blue Badge scheme actually relates to on-street parking only.  Extending the Blue Badge so that it includes off-street parking areas would, we believe, improve public understanding and respect for the scheme and help enforcement.
There is still a large minority of motorists in our society who feel that parking in a disabled parking bay is acceptable, especially in car parks of supermarkets and out of town shopping centres.  We would suggest that service providers are given advice on how they can police the disabled parking bays they provide for disabled customers and make them aware of their responsibilities under the Disability Discrimination Act (2005) for providing adequate parking space for disabled customers, in their car parks.
  


	Q9: Do you think that local authorities should be able to charge more than the existing £2 maximum badge issue fee - to more appropriately covers costs?


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
X

	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
We feel that an 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.  It also seems inconsistent with the policy on concessionary fares on buses where the bus pass is issued free of charge. 


 Alternatives and Choice

	Q10: Do you have any suggestions for alternatives to the Scheme for meeting the mobility needs of people that do not qualify for a badge (e.g. people with Autism, Alzheimer’s, mental health problems, Crohn’s or Colitis, learning difficulties and partially sighted people). 



	Please provide your suggestions in the space provided:
In regard to partially sighted people, as we have previously stated in our detailed answer to question 2a we believe that this group of people should be entitled to a Blue Badge.  



	Q11: Is there anything else that the Government could do to improve the wider personal mobility of badge holders (e.g. enhanced local taxi voucher schemes)? 


	Yes
X
	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
The suggestion to introduce enhanced local taxi voucher scheme is a welcome one.  Where such schemes have been already implemented, demand has outweighed availability. However, such initiatives should not be an alternative to the Blue Badge scheme or associated with a diminution in the concessions that it provides.




	Q12: Is there anything that the Government could do to encourage badge holders to use public transport more often?


	Yes 
X
	No  FORMCHECKBOX 


	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
There are some key issues that need to be addressed in regard to improving mobility for blind and partially sighted people.  

In respect to the pedestrian environment, there are still a great number of barriers for blind and partially sighted people in this environment, such as poorly placed street furniture, poorly maintained footpaths and inadequate lighting.  More recently, another concerning design concept has been introduced to a growing number of towns in the UK.  In shared surface areas, pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles all use the same space. This can be potentially dangerous for blind and partially sighted people, because there is no clear physical separation between footway and roadway, and the "cues" that help with navigation – such as kerbs, signalled crossings and tactile paving – are absent.  Research that Guide Dogs has conducted in to this new design concept has shown that many blind and partially sighted people are avoiding these areas as they do not feel confident to use a shared surface area independently.

In making the use of public transport more of an option to blind and partially sighted people, consideration has to be given to the total journey experience, from the point of planning the journey within the home or workplace to arriving at the final destination.  This includes making travel information accessible and accurate.

A major barrier for many blind and partially sighted people in having the confidence to use public buses and coaches is the lack off accessible information about services at the bus stop or on the bus.  We sincerely believe that bus and coach accessibility regulations should be brought in to line with rail accessibility regulations, which require audio visual information for passengers to be introduced on all new rolling stock.   

Although we welcome the new England wide concessionary bus pass, we are disappointed that the new scheme does not widen concessionary travel opportunities to include peak times of the day. There is also no concession for those who travel with disabled people who are unable to use public transport unaccompanied.  

These are just some examples and we would be happy to provide further information on this. 


General Comments

	Q13: Do you have any other comments or suggestions for reforming the Scheme?


	Yes  FORMCHECKBOX 

	No 
X

	Please explain your reasons or add any additional comments you wish to make:
We have no additional comments to make 


Contact 
Clive Wood

Transport Policy Officer
Guide Dogs for the Blind Association 
Tel: 01189 838357
Email; clive.wood@guidedogs.org.uk
Carol Thomas

Secretariat

Joint Committee on the Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People

Email: carol.thomas@guidedogs.org.uk
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