The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, The Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People and The London Visually Impaired Forum

Response to

   Transport for London Consultation on Bus Stopping Arrangements
Introduction:

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association (Guide Dogs), The Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People (JCMBPS) and The London Visually Impaired Forum welcome the opportunity to respond to the Transport for London (TfL) consultation on bus stopping arrangements.
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.  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 visually impaired people experience enormous barriers to freedom of movement, seriously limiting their opportunities and choices. 

The London Visually Impaired Forum  

The London VI Forum is a networking group of representatives of voluntary associations for visually impaired people in Greater London and representatives from national organisations active in Greater London.  Also included are representatives of self-help groups.

Response:

We have responded to this consultation using the structure of evaluation questions as set out in appendix C of the consultation documents.

A.  Changes to bus stopping custom and practice - To remove the distinction between compulsory and request stops

Our organizations warmly welcome this proposal.  Many visually impaired people have great difficulty in identifying approaching buses when they are waiting at bus stops, which often results in buses driving past, particularly at request stops.   It is not uncommon for blind and partially sighted people, who use buses, to walk further to wait at a compulsory bus stop rather than risk not seeing an approaching bus at a request stop. For those who have limited mobility, this can be a considerable hardship.  In unfamiliar areas, many visually impaired people have great difficulty in distinguishing between a request stop and a compulsory bus stop.  Removing this distinction in favour of compulsory stops will prevent this confusion.  The proposal to cover all request stop post heads with a temporary white bus stop overlay - as a short-term measure, will also be of assistance until a programme of replacement takes place.  We would request that these signs are designed to present a clear signage with good colour contrast.
We note in the consultation document that “Drivers can only drive past a bus stop if:

· No one has rung the bell 

· They believe beyond reasonable doubt that no one is waiting at the bus stop

· There are passengers waiting at the bus stop, but the bus is full

We would also request an additional point is placed under this section that 

· A passenger has not asked the driver to stop at a particular bus stop.

Although TfL will be introducing audio and visual information on all their buses by 2009 as part of the iBus initiative, some visually impaired passengers and passengers with other impairments would also welcome assistance from the drivers on occasions.  This will also be even more important until the new A/V system is in full operation across the bus network in London.  We are also aware that a policy of promoting driver assistance including announcing the next stop is in line with TfL Disability Equality Duty.
B.  Making Hail and Ride services accessible - Proposed process for making Hail & Ride services accessible  

In general terms, our three organizations feel that the proposal to make the Hail and Ride service accessible is a welcomed one.  A serious problem encountered by blind and partially sighted people, is their difficulty in recognising and then identifying approaching buses and therefore are unable to hail a bus. 

Hopefully this problem may be alleviated in future by the installation of “Talking bus stops”.

To ensure that Hail and Ride services become accessible to blind and partially sighted people, designated bus stops need to be introduced on the routes of these services.  

We are therefore encouraged that TfL proposes to develop plans for works to the highway including hard standing to replace grass, bus borders, new clearways or yellow lines, islands, dropped kerbs and other works that will improve access to the Hail and Ride services.  A major obstacle to access by buses to the kerb edge is caused by other vehicles being parked illegally within designated bus borders.  Our organisations often hear that visually impaired people and people with other impairments have to access/egress a bus away from the stopping point due to parked vehicles preventing the bus driver from aligning the bus with the kerb

(or obstructing access of the bus to the kerbside).  This can cause extreme discomfort and distress to passengers with reduced mobility including visually impaired people.  It is vital that no-parking arrangements for any type of vehicle (other than buses, school coaches and emergency vehicles) is enforced and rigorously policed at all bus stops to prevent the difficulties buses face far too frequently.

We note in the consultation document that the proposed process to review a route for accessibility will include site visits with local Councillors.  We would strongly recommend that invitations are also extended to local Access Groups in the respective areas,. It is our sincere opinion that Access Groups should be representative of a wide range of disabled people, including blind and partially sighted people or supplemented where this is not the case.
Such groups will be able to advise on issues regarding accessibility for disabled people.

C.  Informing frontagers of installation and relocation of bus stops 

We do not have any particular comments to make in respect of this issue.

D.  Any other comments

When introducing new policies, such as the changes to the bus stopping practice, we would request that TfL publicise such changes as widely as possible to allow a greater number of people to be made aware of the changes in policy.  This should include publicity outside the TfL area as a great number of people travel in to the Greater London Area from other locations on a regular basis. Local media including local radio and talking newspapers is an effective way to relay information the a significant number of visually impaired people.    Any printed information should also be made available in other formats such as; large print, Braille, audio CD/cassette and on the TfL website.  We would also request that these documents are advertised as being in alternative formats.  
We are pleased to have had an opportunity to respond to this consultation document and would be happy to give any further clarification on the points we have made in our response.
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