The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, RNIB Cymru and the Joint Council on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People Response to Consultation on the Wales Transport Strategy Document – Connecting Wales 2006

Introduction:

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and RNIB Cymru welcome the chance to respond to the Wales Transport Strategy consultation document – Connecting Wales 2006.  

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.

RNIB Cymru represents the 100,000 people who are blind and partially sighted who live in Wales through campaigning, support and services. Our pioneering work helps anyone with a sight problem – not just with Braille, Talking Books and computer training, but with imaginative and practical solutions to everyday challenges.   We fight for equal rights for people with sight loss and fund pioneering research into preventing and treating eye disease.
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. 

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. 

Response:

This response is broadly structured on the themes set out within the consultation document, with a conclusion of additional comments and observations.
Theme 1: To achieve a more effective and efficient transport system

We welcome the objectives set within this theme of striving for an effective and efficient transport network.
Use of technology prior to travel
Visually impaired people would welcome the ability to access up to date and reliable information regarding all modes of public transport throughout Wales.  Technology is developing at a rapid pace which enables access to ‘real time’ information, such as time tables, routes, and possible delays more available than it has ever been.   However, this information needs to be available in formats that make it accessible to blind and partially sighted people.   Public transport information needs to be available in such formats as; Braille, and large print timetables that are clear and easy to understand, A one-stop transport telephone information line that can give travel information on all types of transportation.  We would request that this telephone number should be a free call or local rate telephone number.  Travel information web sites should be fully accessible to visually impaired people, which have approved accessibility standards set by organisations such as W3C or BOBBY.
Use of technology whist travelling

Use of technology whilst travelling is not only of assistance to the car user.  Having audible and clearly visible information on public transport, such as buses and trains and at bus and train stops, can be a great sauce of information for visually impaired people.  This type of information has been found to of great assistance to the wider public transport user. (Transport for London research on audible/visual information on buses).
Introduction of new infrastructure when required

We welcome the draft transport strategy’s inclusion of introducing new transport infrastructure, when required.  Having public transport infrastructure designed or redeveloped with consideration for the needs of visually impaired people will help to ensure a safer and easier environment to use.  We would recommend that qualified Access Consultants as well as blind and partially sighted people are consulted on designs of such infrastructure from the outset.  We would also recommend the use of the DfT Mobility & Inclusion Unit guidance on accessible design ‘Inclusive Mobility’ which can be found on the department’s website www.dft.org.uk.  
Consideration of the requirements of visually impaired people, when designing, or redeveloping transport infrastructure and the surrounding environment can mean the difference between, making such places pleasant and safe  to get to and use, or areas that blind and partially sighted people are reluctant to use and consider unsafe environments.  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 
Better co-ordination of transport fleets

Having better co-ordination between transport fleets in a key element of a transport strategy and we are pleased to see that this issue has been addressed in the Wales Transport Strategy.  Many visually impaired people, particularly those living in rural areas, rely on transport provided by such bodies as education departments and health authorities.  We feel that a more co-ordinated network of such transport services would help to ensure a more reliable and effective network.   
The Community Transport fleet throughout Wales is a much used and needed service by many blind and partially sighted people and helps to prevent isolation and social exclusion.  Such services have even greater value in many rural areas, where there is none or very limited accessible public transport services.  We would urge that the Wales Transport Strategy give due consideration to Community Transport and that sufficient funding is allocated to ensure that such transport is effective, affordable to users and available in all the Regional Transport Consortia areas.  It is vital that such services are able to cross local authority boundaries and be available at times that users will find beneficial, including weekends and evenings.

Theme 2:  To achieve greater use of the more sustainable and healthy forms of transport

We welcome the Wales Transport Strategy emphasising the need to encourage more people in Wales to use public transport and we share the belief, stated in the document, that the dominance of the car, which currently exists in Wales, needs to be addressed.
It is important however to recognise that for some disabled people use of a car may be the only options to travel to some or all destinations. 

Improving the attractiveness to the alternatives of the private car

As stated in the draft Transport Strategy, there are many reasons why people choose to or not to use a private car, rather than other forms of transportation.  In the case of the vast majority of visually impaired people, public transport is the only option available to get around independently.  

We note the proposal within this section to develop a strategy to encourage the attractiveness of walking and cycling, Visually impaired people depend on being able to have access to areas within the community that are safe and allow ease of mobility.  Striving for a fully accessible and intergraded public transport system is vital although it is also necessary to ensure that routes to access public transport by pedestrians is of a high standard.   We refer to the DfT Mobility & Inclusion Unit document ‘Inclusive Mobility’ and the Guide Dogs’ report on Shared Surfaces mentioned earlier in our response.

Although we fully support the proposal to improve cycling networks, we would request that due consideration is given to the safety of blind and partially sighted pedestrians, 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 are used to indicate these defined areas.
Rail Network

The draft strategy highlights the significant increase in patronage of the rail network in Wales, with many routes being at full or near to full capacity  We welcome the Welsh Assembly’s commitment to “further capacity improvements” to the rail network.   The Transport Strategy has gone on to recognise that the rail network is limited in Wales and that many groups of people do not have ready access to the rail network.  We therefore welcome the proposal to improve links to rail networks and to improve long distance bus and coach services. 
The Disability Discrimination Act 2005 has enabled an end date of 2020 for rail, which brings this mode of transport under the DDA with other land based vehicles (Part 3 DDA 2005).  This legislation has now allowed dates to be set at which time all land based transport vehicles will be required to be fully accessible.   This legislation will need to be considered when developing plans to improve transport services in Wales.

Smarter Pricing

Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, JCMBPS and RNIB Cymru welcome the continued commitment to offer a concessionary bus fare scheme for older and disabled people in Wales.  We also commend the decision not to impose restrictions on when the concessionary pass may be used.  We continue to lobby the Uk Government to ensure that the national concessionary bus pass in England, that is due to be introduced in April 2008, will also have no time restrictions for use.
We would urge the Welsh Assembly, Scottish Parliament and UK Government to work together to allow concessionary fare schemes to have equitable use across the United Kingdom, thus allowing those currently entitled to concessions to have free access to the national public transport network, throughout the UK. This includes access to Taxi (Through Taxi Voucher or Taxi Card Schemes) and Community Transport in rural areas
Efficient and fully inclusive public transport is a major element to ensure continued independence and social inclusion for blind and partially sighted people. 
Access for disabled people
The draft Transport Strategy for Wales rightfully addresses the difficulty disabled people encounter when trying to access bus and train services.  We therefore welcome the commitment given in the Transport Strategy that “There will still be a need, however, to continue to improve routes to bus and train stations, to ensure that services are accessible for all”.  It would also be appropriate to highlight the fact that disabled people also continue to face difficulties accessing other forms of transport, such as passenger aircraft, An example of this would be that disabled people who have guide and other assistance dogs to assist them with their daily lives are unable to travel in to Cardiff International Airport for outside the UK, under the Pet Passport Scheme.
A clear and highlighted statement, early in the transport strategy, that recognises 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 (ref para 3.3.6 Transport Framework for Wales) 

Managing the demand for different routes through pricing and regulation

We note the proposals in regard to Demand Management Measures in regard to the car user.  Pricing mechanisms and parking regulations can be a deterrent for car users.  However, this can also be a deterrent for disabled people who are entitled to use a disabled person’s Blue Badge.  We would urge the Welsh Assembly to consider ways to ensure disabled car users are not put under an additional financial burden, in regard to these proposed Demand Management Measures.  Many disabled people, including blind and partially sighted people have to rely on private cars to retain independence.
There has been a recent trend by local authorities, in various parts of the UK, to charge Blue Badge holders for parking in disabled parking bays.  Registered blind people are entitled to obtain a Blue Badge which is a valuable mobility tool when they are being taken to various venues, such as shopping centres, as a passenger in the car of a family member or friend.  Disabled parking bays are generally located to allow ease of access to various locations.  Charging for these parking bays can be a barrier to visually impaired people who are living on a low income. 
Theme 3:  To minimize the need to travel

Land Use Planning

We welcome the proposal to ensure that there is joint thinking between; health, education, retail and employment, where transport is considered at the earliest planning stage.  Decentralization of such facilities is encouraged and facilities within easy reach of blind and partially sighted peoples’ homes will ensure ease of access to proper healthcare, education, employment opportunities, leisure and retail services.  Many visually impaired people continue to feel socially isolated and excluded from their communities because they are unable to gain access to such facilities and services as mentioned above.
Local road pricing schemes
We note that the draft Transport Strategy considers the possibility of introducing a local road pricing scheme.  If this proposal is introduced in Wales, disabled people (including visually impaired people) who are in possession of a disabled person’s Blue Badge should be exempt from any road pricing scheme.  We feel that such a charge could be a financial burden to disabled people who are likely to be on a low income.
Additional Comments & Observations

Public Transport Users’ Committee

Although we welcome the proposal to establish a new Public Transport Users’ Committee In Wales, “To ensure the passengers’ voice is heard”.  We wish to propose that a Disabled Persons’ Transport Committee also be established to allow the Wales Assembly to gain views, suggestions and feedback from disabled people, on issues related to public transport.
This committee could be structured and have a similar remit to that of the Mobility and Access Committee for Scotland. (MACS)

Our organisations believe that the Government's responsibilities towards disabled people in transport policies and programmes would be best delivered through the effective involvement of disabled people, and the organisations which represent them in the decision-making process.  

Awareness training

We strongly believe that all transport providers should ensure that their organisations have an effective disability awareness training programme in place, for its entire front line staff.   We feel that such training should be developed and delivery with the involvement of disabled people.  Disabled people themselves have a greater understanding in regard to their impairments and the assistance they require.
Having front line staff who are aware of the needs of blind and partially sighted people can make a journey on public transport less distressing as well as giving a visually impaired person more confidence. 

In addition to front line transport staff, Disability equality training should be provided throughout the transport sector to all whose decisions will impact on the design, development and operation of the transport system.
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 the draft Wales Transport Strategy document and would be happy to elaborate on any part of our response, if so required.
11th October 2006
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