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 on draft Rail Vehicle Accessibility 

(Interoperable Rail System) Regulations

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 on the draft Rail Vehicle

Accessibility (Interoperable Rail System) Regulations

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 or deaf/blind and partially sighted enjoy the same rights, opportunities and responsibilities as everyone else.  We help blind or deaf/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 or deaf/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 blind, deafblind and partially sighted 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 they experience enormous barriers to freedom of movement, seriously limiting their opportunities and choices. 

When preparing our written response to this consultation, we have structured our comments within the set questions.
Response

We note from the consultation document that the Department are not consulting on the new European PRM TSI standard itself or its provisions, which the United Kingdom is required to implement in full, as the European Union carried out a limited consultation on this in 2005
We also note that the Department has issued a separate consultation on the Train and Station Services for Disabled Passengers - Code of Practice, covering the design of stations and other infrastructure to which all licensed train and station operators are required to have due regard when providing facilities or services.  Our organisations will also respond to this consultation. .
Question 1:
Do you agree that new vehicles of an existing design ordered before 1 January 2010 should continue to comply with the technical standards to which they were designed (RVAR) rather than the PRM TSI?
We agree that this would be a reasonable approach to take, in terms of rolling stock orders made before January 1st 2010 should continue to comply with RVAR.  Our organisations note that rolling stoke ordered under the DfT ‘Rolling Stock Plan’ to tackle the issue of passenger capacity will likely be additional builds of existing vehicles. We also appreciate that not giving the run in time recommended in the consultation, would increase manufacturing costs significantly and a delay in delivery of new vehicles.
Question 2:

Do you agree that Option C provides the most clarity whilst safeguarding current levels of accessibility?
We agree with Option C as described within the consultation document.
Question 3:

Do you agree that the applicable standards in the PRM TSI should apply, within the planned scope of refurbishment works, regardless of their scale?
We are in agreement with this proposal however, we are concerned to note in the consultation document at section 3.2.9 in regard to refurbishment of rolling stoke that is currently RVAR compliant, “owners and operators will not be required to upgrade rolling stock further to the standards in the PRM TSI if these are more onerous unless they are being replaced for other reasons (although this would be desirable).”  It is our belief that operators and owners should be required to upgrade to the PRM TSI standard to ensure that the best possible accessibility standards are included within refurbishments of rolling stock.  Vehicles that have met the RVAR standard could be refurbished and continue to operate for 30 years or more which would mean that there could be a possibility that some rolling stock would not be PRM TSI complaint for several decades.  We feel the Department should make PRM TSI standard when refurbishing a requirement rather than merely “desirable”.
Question 4:

Do you agree that a single enforcement regime is the best way forward if this proves legally possible?
Our organisations agree that to ensure consistency it would seem reasonable to have a single enforcement regime rather than separate regimes for RVAR and PRM TSI standards.  As the Office of the Rail Regulator will have responsibility for PRM TSI accessibility standards, we agree that this body should also have the same responsibility for RVAR standards.
Question 5:

Do you agree that there should be an obligation to remain compliant once heavy rail vehicles are removed from the scope of RVAR?

Although we have been assured by the Department in Section 3.2.35 of the consultation document that most of the PRM TSI standards and “technical requirements it contains are either equivalent or superior to RVAR” we are concerned that those placing orders for new rolling stock may request specifications that will only meet the bare minimum that is required within the accessibility requirements.  We feel that the Government should give consideration in regard to encouraging those ordering rolling stock to set accessibility requirements that are above the minimum standards required.
Question 6:

Do you agree that an end date of 1 January 2020 represents the best balance between the legitimate aspirations of persons with reduced mobility and the operating realities of the industry?
We note in Section 3.2.14 that the measures in DDA (2005) that require the Secretary of State to set an end date at which all rail vehicles would have to meet accessibility requirements of January 1st 2020 is still the Government’s policy intention.  We trust that the Government will be consulting with the European Commission to seek clarification that the introduction of PRM TSI will still allow an end date to be set.  
Although we are eager to see a speedy introduction of rolling stock that meet accessibility requirements and would ideally like the end date to be January 1st 2017, we can also appreciate that a realistic end date of no later than January 1st 2020 is reasonable.

Question 7:

Do you agree that this impact assessment presents a realistic representation of the costs and benefits of the Regulation?

We agree with the statement in Section 4.1.3 of the consultation document that standards within PRM TSI are comparable to those of RVAR and should therefore not impose any significant new costs.  
We note in this section of the consultation that the Department will publish a further consultation document, later in 2008, in regard to setting an end date for light rail, such as metro and trams, to meet accessibility standards.  We look forward to responding to this consultation.  

We were interested to note that the consultation document at Section 4.5.4 compares coach travel to train travel.  We should point out that this is not the case in terms of accessibility standards for blind and partially sighted passengers.  This group of people are at a distinct disadvantage as Public Service Vehicle Accessibility Requirements for bus and coach vehicles do not require audio/visual passenger information.  This is a requirement under RVAR and has made train travel for blind and partially sighted people more accessible in terms of independent travel.
Our organisations fully support the statement in Section 4.8.1 which says that designs that meet the needs of disabled people and the wider group of PRM will also benefit all other passengers.  Examples of this are; clear signage, audio/visual passenger information on trains and contrasting colours used both internally and externally of rail vehicles.  These and other improvements to the accessibility standards of rail vehicles are likely to encourage more people to use the rail network.

We feel that it is vital that DPTAC continue to play a major role in monitoring standards.
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