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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 this consultation. 
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 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 for all blind and partially sighted people.

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. Guide Dogs provides secretariat support for the JCMBPS. 

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. 

Response to Questions in the Consultation Document 
Q1:  What is your view of the analysis and data included here and in the Impact Assessment? Do you have any further or more accurate data that you would be able to send us?

The impact assessment puts a great deal of emphasis on accessibility for wheelchair users. While this is of course important, it is also important that taxis are accessible for blind and partially sighted people and other disabled people who are not wheelchair users. 

There is little evidence provided on the potential benefits of the options for improving access to taxis.

Q2:  What do you think are the potential impacts, costs and benefits of the ‘do nothing’ scenario?

This would be unacceptable. As the consultation paper says, this would not meet the requirements or expectations of disabled people or Government objectives on social inclusion. The use of taxis is an important part of an accessible public transport system. 
Q3: Do you have any further or more accurate data on potential costs and benefits of a ‘do nothing’ scenario that you would be able to send us?

No, but the Department should be able to make a case on the evidence available.

Q4: What type of guidance would be most effective, in what format should it be produced and what can the DfT do to promote take-up?

Guidance should be targeted at the taxi industry and at licensing authorities. Guidance should include current regulations and requirements as well as new measures. Guidance on current requirements should include Part 3 duties and the requirement to carry guide dogs and other assistance dogs which is currently not well monitored or enforced. 
Guidance to licensing authorities should include initiatives to monitor and enforce existing requirements such as the carriage of guide dogs and other assistance dogs. Guide Dogs regularly receives complaints about refusal to carry guide dogs. Guidance for the taxi industry should raise awareness about guide dogs and other assistance dogs. We would be happy to help prepare this. 
With regard to licensing authorities, the Department should collect evidence of the number and geographical spread of exemptions from carrying assistance dogs and use this to consider action to limit these should this prove necessary. Licensing authorities should also actively monitor compliance with the requirement to carry guide and other assistance dogs. It can be very difficult for blind and partially sighted people to report breaches so a more proactive approach is required. 
Guidance should also include examples of good practice and training schemes for drivers and operators. There are pockets of good practice where licensing authorities have raised awareness about this issue and have provided or required training. These should be publicised and shared. 

Q5: What do you think of the draft technical specification? Do you think that it would help to improve levels of accessibility? Which aspects of it could be delivered easily and which ones would be problematic?
The technical specification focuses on the requirements of wheelchair users. While this is important, there is insufficient focus on the requirements of blind and partially sighted people, and generally people with sensory impairments. 

The requirement for colour and tonal contrast is limited to the edge of a ramp or lift surface; the edge of steps; and handrails and handholds. Colour/tonal contrast should be defined, as in rail and public service vehicle accessibility regulations, and should be required at the door edge; door handles; to contrast seating from the vehicle floor; and all passenger operated controls should be contrasted and have tactile indication. 

All taxis – whether wheelchair accessible ‘black cab type’ or saloon - must be capable of accommodating guide dogs and other assistance dogs. 

The requirements currently included in Annex C Section 3 of the consultation document for communication devices and displays – if required by local conditions must be moved into the main set of requirements. This includes a clearly identifiable taxi sign, induction loop for passengers who are hard of hearing, and clear text and audible taxi meters. We understand from Department officers that the reason these are not included in the main set of requirements is because they are not considered necessary for the ‘safety and comfort’ of disabled people.  However these features contribute to the accessibility of a taxi for blind and partially sighted people: without such features they are not able to travel in safety and comfort. The rail and public service vehicle accessibility requirements include features to enable access and enhance accessibility for people with sensory impairments so we see no reason why this should not be the same for taxis. It is unacceptable for the specifications relating to the accessibility and usability of taxis for people with sensory impairments to be left for optional inclusion in local conditions. These must be moved to the main set of requirements. 
For over 10 years we have called for talking meters in taxis. We believe that this equipment should be moved from the enhanced specification to the initial specification, and that all of these should be included in the main set of requirements. The technology for a talking meter is available and it is an important feature for blind and partially sighted people providing an assurance that they will be fairly and accurately charged the correct fare.  

The consultation suggests that there is a risk of taxi drivers moving across to private hire vehicles (PHVs) if the requirements for taxis are regarded as onerous. We believe that this could be avoided by amending the primary legislation so as to allow for accessibility regulations to be introduced PHVs.
The definitions provided in Annex C should include a definition of a guide dog and assistance dog. 
Q6: What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of DfT-funded demonstration schemes?

They can be useful provided they are appropriately targeted – at the taxi industry and/or licensing authorities. They could be useful in raising awareness and for initial training. 
Q7: What do you think would be the most effective ways of influencing action by local licensing authorities, drivers and manufacturers?

The most effective way to ensure that licensing authorities take action is to regulate so that uniformity and consistency throughout the country can be achieved.

A range of inspection, monitoring and enforcement measures should be used to ensure compliance – with current requirements such as the carriage of guide and other assistance dogs as well as for new requirements. Options might include mystery shopping, compulsory training, licence suspension and fines.
DfT should research, evidence and promote the benefits of having accessible taxis. For example the benefits for local authorities on its local economy from tourism as well as social inclusion and for drivers of increased use by disabled people and access to new markets available through local authority contracts and taxi card schemes.  

Q8: What are your views on the Government’s proposal to amend and commence section 36 of the Disability Discrimination Act? This would impose a duty on drivers of taxis and private hire vehicles that are designated as being wheelchair accessible to assist passengers in wheelchairs, to carry them in safety and comfort and to not charge them any extra.
We agree the proposal to amend the current provision and for it to be implemented as soon as possible. 
Q9: What additional enforcement action or tools would be the most effective ways of improving driver behaviour and attitudes?
To improve driver behaviour and attitude a compulsory disability awareness training programme should be put in place and this should become an integral part of the driver licensing procedure. 
The training should be based around the principles in DPTAC’s Disability Equality and Awareness Training Framework for Transport Staff. 

Training should include: 
· Awareness of the range of disabled people – including hidden/less visible 
· Basic sighted guide training and training in communications skills for customers who are deaf, hard of hearing or deafblind
· Awareness of and familiarity with guide dogs and other assistance dogs 
With regard to enforcement action and tools, see comments above under Q4 and Q7

Appropriate sanctions should be in place. Compulsory disability equality and awareness training may be appropriate for some first offences. Thereafter a system of sanctions including realistic fines and revocation of licenses should be used. 
As noted above, it can be very difficult for blind and partially sighted people to record and report offences such as refusal to stop or to carry them, poor driver or operator attitudes or refusal to carry a guide dog. Providing evidence is often impossible when travelling alone. Licensing authorities must therefore pro-actively monitor and enforce this. 

Q10: What measures do you think could act as positive incentives to improve driver behaviour and the levels of service offered to disabled people?

We agree there should be incentives to encourage good practice and recognition of those operators and drivers who provide good customer care.

There should be research to monitor the use and effectiveness of Part 3 requirements. 

As outlined above compulsory disability awareness training would be a positive step to influence driver behaviour. 
Incentives may include providing grants to encourage the take up of improved vehicle design and to encourage the provision of training. The use of taxi card concessionary fares would also encourage greater use of taxis. Contracts for local authority taxi use for school runs etc may be conditional on taxi design, driver training and evidence of good practice. 
Hand in hand with positive incentives must be improved monitoring and enforcement of breaches. 

Q11: In relation to improving access to taxis, what do you think the DfT and local licensing authorities could do better or more effectively?
The provision of good design guidance. 

A better regulation monitoring and enforcement system is required – see comments above. 
Q12: How could we help to increase the availability of accessible taxis and private hire vehicles at ports, airports, bus and rail stations?

The franchising of taxis at airports, stations and other terminals needs to be reviewed to ensure that good quality taxis and driver attitude/behaviour are provided at these terminals. This should include the design of vehicles, to ensure that taxis can be used by wheelchair users and also that there is good practice in design for people with sensory impairments. It should also include monitoring of driver attitude, the carriage of guide and other assistance dogs, and the provision of assistance such as sighted guide where required. 
DfT might usefully sponsor a “taxi call point” telephone at ports, airports, bus and rail stations, where would-be passengers can call local taxi and PHV firms and request a taxi which is accessible for the passenger. This would require the co-operation of the terminal managers, taxi trade and the local authorities, to organise the system. Listing of taxi numbers should be conditional on meeting good service levels and regularly reviewed. Telephone/textphone provision must meet good practice for access. 
It is also important to ensure that the designated taxi pickup and drop-off infrastructure points are made more accessible through providing accessible routes, pedestrian crossing points where needed, sheltered seating, lighting, good signage and tactile guidance routes where required.
The availability and accessibility of taxis at transport terminals should be an integral part of Local Transport Plans. 
Q13: How could we improve the consistency and quality of information provided to disabled people about taxis?
A national standard throughout the UK for taxis, effectively monitored and enforced would enable disabled people to book taxis without having to worry.
Information on taxis could be provided with other public transport information through traveline, DirectGov travel information etc. 

Information for the public, including disabled people, should set out clearly what people should expect from a taxi service and how to easily report breaches or problems. Information should be available in accessible formats for blind and partially sighted people and publicised through local societies, talking newspapers, radio etc. 

Q14:  What do you think are the potential impacts, costs and benefits of a proactive programme of DfT-led initiatives?
The benefits would include improving access to employment, education, leisure activities and generally independence and quality of life. 
DfT-led initiatives would show Government commitment to the social inclusion of disabled people, and send out a clear message to the taxi trade and to disabled people who are or could be taxi customers.

DfT-led initiatives should also enable the Department to gather knowledge and evidence of what is currently working and what is not so as to best target improvements.

Q15: Do you have any further or more accurate data on potential costs and benefits of a programme of DfT led initiatives that you would be able to send us?

No.

Q16: What do you think about the draft technical specification?
See answer to Q 5
Q17: What do you think are the potential impacts, costs and benefits of a regulation?

The document appears to focus on costs with terms such as ‘very expensive’ in comparison with the costs of providing trains, buses and coaches that meet rail and public service vehicle accessibility regulations? (note as PSVAR does not require audible/visual information buses may comply but not be fully accessible). 

While any regulation may involve high costs, a key question may be who would meet those costs, and whether incentives, grants etc to the taxi industry may offset this. 

There are also costs of not regulating, for example the diminished value and return on expenditure to make other transport modes accessible if disabled people cannot access public transport interchanges by taxi or if the final leg of their journey is inaccessible because of the lack of a suitable taxi.
When considering cost budgets, the Department and licensing authorities must allow adequate costs for promoting, monitoring and enforcement. The current level of complaints we receive about taxis refusing to carry guide dogs and other assistance dogs demonstrates that more needs to be done on this. 
Costs should not be a barrier to fulfilling the Government’s commitment to an accessible and integrated public transport system, and to providing disabled people with opportunities to travel, and to access jobs, leisure activities and public services.
Q18: Do you have any further or more accurate data on the potential costs and benefits of a regulation that you would be able to send us?

No.
Q19: How do you think that a technical standard should be enforced?

By regulation, promotion and publicity, disability awareness training and an effective inspection, monitoring and enforcement regime policed by local licensing authorities. 
Conclusion

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this consultation. We would be happy to provide further information or discuss our response if this is required. 

We would appreciate feedback on how our comments have been taken into account. 
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