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

  The Department for Transport Consultation on the 
Draft specifications for a national concessionary bus travel pass for older and disabled people in England

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 consultation on the Department for Transport Consultation on the draft specifications for a national concessionary bus travel pass for older and disabled people in England

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. 

Response:
The structure of our response has been based on the specific questions on which the Department is seeking views as set out in the consultation response form.

1.  Do you agree that the design is clearly identifiable?
In general, commenting on the sample card in the consultation document, we feel that from a visual perspective the design is clearly identifiable.  With regard to the reverse of the card, we are unable to comment as local authorities will be given the option of adding their own information.   We would ask that the DfT advise local authorities to give consideration to the layout and design to the reverse of the pass, that it follows the RNIB See It Right guidance, and that advice is sought from a local society for visually impaired people and the RNIB in regard to good practice on this matter.
We strongly feel that a tactile indicator should be incorporated into the design of the pass. This will assist blind and partially sighted users of the pass in several ways;

· As mentioned in the consultation document, the pass will be “credit card sized”.  It is therefore important  for a visually impaired person to be able to distinguish the pass from a credit card or other similar sized cards
· This will also assist visually impaired pass users to ensure they are displaying the pass to transport staff correctly (front side and the correct way up)
· If pass users are required to swipe the pass when entering or exiting a vehicle or station, a raised indicator on the card will ensure that the pass can be positioned correctly on the swiping equipment
2.  Do you consider a hologram or a laminate overlay
     appropriate security features?
It is our view that a hologram would be the preferred option as a laminate overlay could result in some visually impaired people having difficulty reading the document due to the gloss surface which causes glare.  
3.  Do you have any further comments to make about the pass  
     design?
We note from the consultation document that a contact telephone number will be displayed on the reverse of the card, for use by the public if a lost card is found.   We would urge the DfT to consider implementing a national concessionary pass enquiry number which could be used by pass holders to make general enquiries regarding the concessionary pass scheme.  This has already been put in place by the Department for the Disabled Persons Blue Badge Scheme.  We would also ask that this national number be free or set at a local rate charge level.
4.  Do you agree that the passes should have an expiry date?
We agree with the proposal to have an expiry date on the passes.
5.  Do you agree that the maximum expiry date should be no
     more than five years from the date of issue?
A maximum expiry date of no more than five years is acceptable.

6.  Do you have any other comments about setting an expiry
     date for all passes?
We would ask that local authorities ensure that concessionary pass renewal letters should be sent out to pass holders with sufficient time (minimum 4 weeks) in the individual persons accessible format option including; large print, Braille, audio cassette/CD or  email if requested.

7.  Do you agree that passes should be smartcards?
We have no objection to the proposal that the passes should be smartcards. We note the ITSO format has been specified to be used however, we would recommend that the ITSO specification which includes the coding of user requirements (in accordance to EN 1332-4) is used.  This will enable individual requirements of each pass user to be programmed in to the pass.  This could include communication needs.  Although this technology may not be widely used initially, we consider that including this specification from the onset will ensure that the passes will be compliant in the future.
8.  Do you have any further comments about the plans to
     require all passes to be smartcards?
If passengers will be required to swipe their pass on entering a bus, we would request that the location of scanning devices is standardised across the bus network.  This will assist visually impaired pass users to become familiar with the location of the device on any bus.    If the use of the Smartcard facility will not be introduced across all areas, this could cause confusion for visually impaired and other pass users as they will be unfamiliar with the process when travelling on local buses across England.  If the decision is to use the passes as smartcards we would ask that the scanning equipment is introduced across the whole bus network as quickly as possible.  
Our organisations consider that local authorities should offer concessionary pass holders ‘Travel Training’.  This would provide disabled and elderly passengers the opportunity to become familiar with the process of swiping and locating the swiping device.

9.  Do you agree that London Freedom Passes should comply
     with the national design and specifications for 2010?
We agree with this proposal
10. Do you agree that re-stickering London Freedom Passes
      with the national concessionary travel logo will enable bus
      drivers outside London to recognise them as valid for the 
      national concession?
This would seem an acceptable temporary measure.  We would recommend that drivers outside London are made aware of this measure, to prevent possible confusion.
11. Do you think that the transitional period where existing
      passes are still valid for travel within a TCA should be 
      introduced?
A transition period to introduce the new pass and phase out the old passes may be required for a short period.   However, the necessity of this could be reduced with the use of effective planning.  TCAs should ensure that sufficient time is allowed to publicise the new pass prior to April 2008 and to give existing pass holders the opportunity to change their existing local pass for  April  2008 to allow them to take full advantage of the new concession across England.

12. If yes, should the transition period be for three months, six
      months or some other period (in which case, please
      specify)?
As indicated in question 11 we would recommend a short transition period of three months.
13. Do you think the transitional period should be specified in
      regulations or be a voluntary agreement between TCAs
     and bus operators?
To ensure continuity across all TCAs, we feel that the transitional period should be specified in regulations.

In conclusion
We would also ask that clear information on how the pass can be used and the concessions it provides, specifically in the issuing local authority area and in other areas, is included with each pass issued.   This information should be provided in the preferred format of the recipient.
Although we appreciate the limited time available before the implementation of the new concessionary pass and the need to give local authorities as much time as possible to procure and issue their passes, our organisations were disappointed by the decision by the DfT to shorten the consultation period, on this occasion, from 12 weeks to 8 weeks.  
We are pleased to have had an opportunity to respond to this consultation and would be happy to give further clarification on any of the points we have made in our response.   
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