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Preamble

Blind Citizens Australia is the united voice of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.

The inability to hold a driver’s licence can be extremely limiting and isolating for some people who are blind or vision impaired, whether they have been blind from birth or have experienced vision loss later in life. The accessibility of transport and surrounding infrastructure within the community can serve to eliminate these barriers and ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are able to enjoy increased mobility and participation; including increased opportunities for education and employment.

As it is not possible to access all areas of public life via bus, train, tram and ferry services alone, taxi services have an important role to play in facilitating the independence of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Purpose

This policy will provide all state transport authorities and taxi regulators with insights, tips and strategies regarding the needs of passengers who are blind or vision impaired so that these can be more adequately accommodated in company operations. Through the implementation of this policy, operators can improve their services not only for people who are blind or vision impaired, but also other community groups such as people with print disabilities such as dyslexia, people with low English literacy, and tourists who may be unfamiliar with the local environment.

Policy Context

This policy draws on principles cited under several legal instruments. The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) aims to uphold and protect the rights of Australians with disabilities. In particular, section 24 of the DDA states that goods, services and facilities must be accessible to people with disabilities. 

In 2002, the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport (the “DSAPT”) were issued to assist public transport bodies to meet their obligations under the DDA. The DDA makes it unlawful for a public transport provider to contravene these standards. The standards prescribe certain sections of AS1428 – the suite of Australian Standards relating to design for access and mobility – as well as referencing other technical specifications for access. This policy recommends compliance with these technical specifications.

As the Australian Government has both signed and ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, it is also bound by the obligations set out in the Convention; Article 9 of which states that:
“People with disabilities have the right to access all aspects of society on an equal basis with others including the physical environment, transportation, information and communications, and other facilities and services provided to the public.”

In 2010, the Federal Government released the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020

to put in place a set of objectives that would help Australian governments to meet their obligations under the UNCRPD. Policy directive 4 referenced in outcome area 1 of the strategy states the objective of: “A public, private and community transport system that is accessible for the whole community.”

The Policy

1.
The Recognition of the Right to Subsidised Travel for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired

People who are blind or vision impaired typically experience much higher costs of daily living due to the non-optional costs associated with their disability. In recognition of this fact, all states and territories have arrangements in place to allow people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to access a subsidy on taxi transport in that jurisdiction. Unfortunately, however, there is currently no uniformity in the way that these schemes are administered across Australian States and Territories. Blind Citizens Australia encourages all taxi regulators to start putting pressure on federal and state governments to work towards the implementation of a national electronic card system for subsidised taxi travel.

Until such time that a national card is introduced, those departments responsible for administering taxi subsidy schemes should maximise the usability of the service through the implementation of the following recommendations: 
· The use of paper-based vouchers should be abolished, as these vouchers are not accessible to a large portion of the passengers that they are designed to assist. Electronic cards should also include photo identification.

· Access to subsidised travel should not be income and assets tested.

· There should not be a limit placed on the number of subsidised trips the scheme participant can access per year.

· Subsidy rates should keep pace with taxi fare increases and should be indexed annually. 

· Drivers should receive adequate training to allow them to process subsidised fares, in accordance with Section 4.3 of this policy.

· Vouchers for interstate travel must be easily and efficiently obtained.

As transport is an immediate disability-related need, more passengers with disabilities will start to have taxi travel funded through their individual service plan with the National Disability Insurance Agency as the rollout of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) continues. Taxi companies must be responsive to the challenges that this may present for the industry and seek to ensure that passengers who receive support under the scheme are not unfairly disadvantaged as a result of complex booking and payment processes. 

NDIS participants should have access to the same range of options for booking and accessing taxis as any other passenger; including the use of internet, smartphone and telephone booking systems and the use of taxi ranks. Many people who are blind or vision impaired may also prefer to utilise known drivers whose disability awareness and level of customer service is able to provide them with greater satisfaction and peace of mind. Taxi companies should therefore ensure that individuals are able to use their own drivers by making it possible for the driver to log the job appropriately so that the claim can be processed within the account system. The NDIS is designed to provide people with disabilities with greater choice and control, so we see this as being a fundamental requirement for the taxi industry moving forward. Passengers who are blind or vision impaired are also eligible to receive funding for taxi transport under the NDIS while still maintaining use of state-based taxi transport subsidy schemes and interstate vouchers.

2.
Access for Passengers Accompanied by Dog Guides

Anecdotal evidence suggests that misdemeanours involving refusal to accept passengers accompanied by a registered assistance animal have not reduced in number since the implementation of the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport in 2002. This continues to be one of the most significant barriers to taxi travel for passengers who are blind or vision impaired.

As an example, some dog guide handlers are now turning to smartphone applications as a means of booking taxis quickly and easily. Unfortunately though, Blind Citizens Australia members commonly report booking a taxi through a smartphone application, being notified that the car is approaching, and then having it pull away once the driver realises that the passenger is accompanied by a dog guide.

While driver education might assist to a certain extent, Blind Citizens Australia does          not believe that this measure alone will resolve this problem. We therefore call on taxi regulators to put additional measures in place to discourage drivers from discriminating against dog guide handlers in the future. The implementation of enforceable sanctions, including substantial fines and license suspension, is a crucial step in stopping the cycle of discrimination that continues to occur in this industry.

3.
Booking Systems

It is important for taxi companies to have booking systems in place that are accessible to, and meet the needs of, passengers who are blind or vision impaired. For online bookings, this involves ensuring that the website and subsequent booking processes meet certain accessibility requirements and can be operated using screen reading and magnification software. This can be achieved through consultation with industry professionals and by adhering closely to the requirements of the World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0. 

Smartphone applications are also being used increasingly by taxi companies, to allow passengers to make bookings quickly and easily and to track their taxi’s whereabouts. This technology can provide a high level of access for people who are blind or vision impaired, with Apple and Samsung both including in-built text-to-speech software to allow a person to be able to navigate the screen independently. While this software is usually able to integrate with applications quite seamlessly, this is dependent on applications being developed to specific accessibility guidelines. The guidelines for producing accessible smartphone applications are quite simple and do not compromise the experience of the sighted consumer in any way. Blind Citizens Australia can provide further information on the production of accessible applications upon request. 

All electronic booking systems should be responsive to the needs of people with disabilities; including mechanisms for the passenger to communicate the fact that they are blind or vision impaired, and whether or not they will require assistance. These measures will allow drivers to provide a service that is more suited to the needs of the individual, in accordance with section 4.3 of this policy.

As outlined in section 1, it is also crucial that those passengers who have taxi travel funded as part of an NDIS package are not disadvantaged through not having access  to the same range of booking options that are made available to the general public.           Smartphone applications and internet booking systems must be responsive to the needs of NDIS participants, allowing them to enter their claim number at the time of booking so that they are not forced down the path of unnecessarily being kept on hold with a telephone operator.

While Blind Citizens Australia views the aforementioned points as being essential to providing a service that is as accessible as possible for people who are blind or vision impaired, it is important to remember that there are a number of factors that still may prevent some people who are blind or vision impaired from being able to utilise computer or smartphone technology; such as age, newly acquired vision loss or lack of access to the appropriate technology due to it being largely cost prohibitive. Even in instances where an individual does have access to the appropriate software, if they are not a proficient user the booking process may take significantly longer than it would for someone who is sighted. Given these factors, Blind Citizens Australia stresses the importance of call centre staff being made available to assist with bookings, regardless of the increase in the uptake of internet and smartphone technologies.

4.
Customer Service

4.1.
English Literacy

Communication has been cited by many of our members as being a significant barrier

to accessing taxi services for people who are blind or vision impaired. While we understand that this is the exception rather than the rule; there are still many taxi drivers on Australian roads with poor English literacy skills, greatly hindering their ability to communicate effectively with passengers. For someone who is blind or vision impaired who is unable to determine their whereabouts via visual means, this communication barrier can be both disabling and dangerous; placing the passenger in a very vulnerable situation.

Example:

A member of Blind Citizens Australia reported having been dropped off on the wrong side of a four lane road that she was unfamiliar with. Having clarified that she was parked on the same side of the road before exiting the vehicle, by asking “So the train station is on my left?” and tapping on the passenger seat window, the driver simply replied “Yes yes”, leading her to falsely believe that she was where she needed to be.

While Blind Citizens Australia does not endorse discrimination against people from  non-English speaking backgrounds, we encourage the taxi industry to seriously consider the impact that a significant communication barrier may have on passengers who are blind or vision impaired; sometimes placing them in dangerous and vulnerable situations. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that all taxi regulators adopt a Basic English literacy test which must be undertaken by all future drivers, to ensure that they are able to effectively communicate with passengers and understand their needs.

4.2.
Geography and Navigation

It is common for drivers to lack a basic understanding of the local area that they are servicing and subsequently, experience difficulty with navigating to a specified address. While we acknowledge that it is not possible for drivers to know an area inside and out, the use of GPS technology can assist in bridging this gap and ensuring that passengers safely reach their specified destination. This lack of local knowledge, especially when combined with poor English literacy skills, can create an extremely compromising situation for someone who is blind or vision impaired if not properly addressed. One            of our members for example, had a taxi driver hand her a street directory and ask her               to point out where she needed to go; a request which she of course, could not accommodate. In response to this problem, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that taxi regulators incorporate guidelines which mandate the use of GPS technology.

Additionally, Section 27.4 of The Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 states that: “All passengers must be given the same level of access to information on their whereabouts during a public transport journey.” The question remains then: how can someone who is blind or vision impaired understand where their driver is taking them and have control over the situation, without clear and consistent audible announcements? In response to this problem, Blind Citizens Australia strongly recommends that all taxi regulators adopt a policy that requires the driver the turn the speech function on their GPS unit on upon request, to provide the passengers with clear information regarding their whereabouts.

4.3.
Disability Awareness

All taxi regulators should develop and implement a mandatory training module to provide staff with strategies to allow them to effectively communicate with, and meet the needs of passengers with a disability. This training module should be undertaken by all new members of staff as part of their induction training and should include information about the rights of persons accompanied by an assistance animal. All staff, not just those staff dealing directly with passengers, should attend these training programs as soon as practical after commencing work with the transport provider and should be required to attend a refresher training program after each three years’ service. 

Blind Citizens Australia, its Branches and Organisational Members should be consulted in the development of any elements of this program relating to blindness and vision impairment. Blind Citizens Australia may also be able to assist in sourcing people who are blind or vision impaired who could deliver this training most affectively.

At a minimum, driver training should encompass the following points:
· The use of taxi subsidy cards and paper-based vouchers (including interstate vouchers), as well as payment processes for those passengers who have an account registered with the National Disability Insurance Agency. This should also cover the processing of subsidised fares in circumstances where the passenger is paying for the remaining portion of the fare via cab charge or credit card, as this continues to cause confusion for a significant number of drivers.

· Laws surrounding access for passengers accompanied by an assistance animal and the penalties that apply for refusal to accept a passenger with an assistance animal. 

· The importance of never patting, feeding, talking to or otherwise distracting a dog guide; as the dog must remain focused at all times to ensure the safety of its handler.

· The need to alert the passenger to the vehicle’s presence when picking up from a taxi rank or specified address. A passenger who is blind or vision impaired may not be able to see or hear the vehicle, or differentiate between a taxi and another car. This is becoming increasingly important with the rise in the uptake of hybrid and electric vehicles; which often emit little or no noise.

· Training in how to guide someone who is blind or vision impaired, as well as the need to ask the individual what sort of assistance they require.

· The need to provide passengers with assistance when needed. For any person with a mobility difficulty, it is very important that they be dropped as close to their destination as possible. But for those passengers who are blind or vision impaired, there may be additional challenges which severely compromise their safety and independence. If it is not possible for a driver to park directly outside the specified address, or if the passenger is not familiar with the area, the driver should take the time to park the vehicle and provide them with assistance to reach their destination.

· The need to accept passengers who are blind or vision impaired who wish to travel only short distances; as a taxi is often the only way that they are able to safely reach the destination.

· The need to refrain from asking passengers questions relating to their vision, such as “How much can you see?” or “How did you lose your sight?” This is very personal information and may make passengers feel uncomfortable. It is important to remember that the passenger is paying for a service and has a right to be treated with dignity and respect.

· Training in the use of GPS systems and the need to listen carefully to the spelling of the address – verbally clarifying details with the passenger to ensure the information entered into the system is correct. 

In considering the training requirements for call centre operators, it is important that they have a thorough awareness of blindness and vision impairment – especially as it relates to passengers who are accompanied by a dog guide. It is also essential for all call centre operators to be familiar with booking processes for passengers who have a registered account under the National Disability Insurance Scheme. There have been some instances in NDIS launch sites where scheme participants have been limited to booking a taxi through special services and are left on hold for significantly long periods of time. This could be easily avoided if all call centre operators were familiar with these processes, rather than this knowledge remaining specific to a few key members of staff.

5.
Access to Information

5.1.
Printed Information

Printed information at taxi ranks, and on and inside taxi vehicles should aim to comply with the following points:
· Simple fonts that do not have serifs or curlicues are more easily read than "fancy" fonts. Blind Citizens Australia recommends the use of Arial font, as it is generally considered to be more easily read by people with restricted vision. This document is written in Arial font.

· In general, proportional spacing is more difficult to read for people who have central vision loss than constant spacing between letters. This is particularly relevant on signs where lighting conditions may vary according to times of day or weather.

· There should be a high luminance contrast between the type and background of the text. This means that there should be a significant difference in the amount of light reflected by the two colours. Black lettering on a white background (100% contrasts) is universally accepted. It is important to remember that colour contrast and luminance contrast are different factors. The use of red text on a green background is an example of a colour contrast that provides little luminance contrast and is extremely difficult to read. There is some evidence that for signage white lettering  on black background is the optimum readability combination.

· Do not use shiny surfaces on signage. These surfaces are highly reflective and cause problems with glare. 

· Titles and headings should be in title case. The use of capitals together should be avoided. For emphasis of headings and titles use bold, a different sans serif font or font size.

5.2.
Braille

Braille/tactile telephone number or other information should be provided at taxi ranks to aid those passengers who are unable to read print. Australian/New Zealand standard AS 1428.1 should be closely adhered to in the application of Braille and tactile lettering.

5.3.
Electronic Information
Requirements for electronic information such as websites and smartphone applications are contained in section 3 of this policy.

5.4.
Vehicle Identification 
Being able to differentiate between a taxi and a standard vehicle is extremely important in a range of situations. In many cases, this can simply depend on the colour of the vehicle and how easily it is able to be identified by a person who is vision impaired. While there is currently no uniformity across cities and states in terms of the colour requirements for taxi vehicles, our members have indicated that yellow taxis are the easiest for them to identify, as they stand out quite clearly from other vehicles on the road. Blind Citizens Australia urges taxi companies to give consideration to this matter when considering their branding and vehicle design.

The ability to be able to access and identify a taxi’s vehicle identification number is also extremely important. While most states already mandate the inclusion of raised tactile lettering on the outside of the taxi vehicle, the implementation of this strategy has failed to take the full range of passengers needs into account. Although most people who have been blind from an early age will have learned, and be familiar with, the Braille alphabet, they may not have had sufficient exposure to the print alphabet and therefore, may not be able to decipher raised tactile lettering. Similarly, someone who has lost their vision later in life will be familiar with print letters, but may not have had an opportunity to learn Braille, or be able to differentiate between Braille letters due to loss of tactile sensitivity. For these reasons, it is essential that vehicle identification be included both in tactile and raised print to ensure that it can be accessed by all people who are blind or vision impaired. Blind Citizens Australia also wishes to enforce the need for the taxi number to be available in an accessible format on both the inside and outside of the vehicle, to maximise a passenger’s opportunity to be able to record the number if needed.

5.5.
Access to Fare Information

It is a customer’s right to know how much they are required to pay at the completion of a journey, as well as to be able to monitor the fare as it accumulates during transit. At present, however, taxi meters used in Australia only display a visual read out and do not provide auditory information for the benefit of those passengers who cannot read printed English.

Talking taxi meters are already in use in some other parts of the world, such as New York City, with the Victorian taxi industry also having made a commitment to implement this technology in the near future. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that all registering bodies adopt the use of talking taxi meters as standard business practice, to ensure a service that is fully accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired as well as other minority groups. The talking feature included on these meters will not impact upon drivers or other passengers, as it can be turned on and off upon request.

Until such time that talking taxi meters are fully rolled out, regulators must ensure that there are systems in place to allow drivers to communicate flag fall rates, and other service charge fees that are displayed inside each vehicle, to be clearly communicated to passengers who cannot read printed English.

6.
Accessibility of Taxi Ranks

6.1.
Surrounding Infrastructure

In order to maximise the usability of taxi ranks for people with a disability, it is imperative that the surrounding infrastructure allows for sufficient access to the taxi rank itself. People who are blind or vision impaired can face extra difficulty crossing busy roads if there is no clear access point, such as a pedestrian crossing or set of traffic lights with audible traffic signals. State transport authorities should work with Local Councils and relevant road authorities in their State or Territory to ensure that taxi ranks can be easily accessed via these means. 

Careful consideration should also be given to multimodal transportation, with State Governments taking the necessary steps to ensure that taxi ranks are easily accessible within airports, at train stations and other major transport interchanges.

To allow for adequate way finding and, consistent with sections 2.1 and 2.5 of the DSAPT, it is also imperative that the pathway surrounding the taxi rank allows for unhindered passage. This means that it must be free of obstructions such as poles, signs and benches.

6.2.
Taxi Rank Design

In implementing signage at taxi ranks, Blind Citizens Australia recommends compliance with Section 5.1 of this policy. 

In some high traffic areas such as shopping centre car parks, a railing is sometimes placed between the pedestrian pathway and the road at the point where the taxi rank is located. This can serve to greatly compromise the accessibility of the taxi rank for not only people who are blind or vision impaired, but also people who may be confined to a wheelchair as it is then necessary to try to determine where the rail beginning or ends and navigate around it. Blind Citizens Australia does not support the use of hazard barriers and recommends that they not be used at taxi ranks.

Tactile Ground Surface Indicators (TGSIs) can be used to alert passengers to the presence of, or direct passengers to taxi ranks. In essence, Blind Citizens Australia recommends compliance with AS1428.4-1992 as referenced in the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport in regards to the location, style and dimensions of TGSIs.

As people who are blind or vision impaired will often follow, or walk alongside the building line to keep a straight line of travel, the use of directional TGSIs can be useful in helping the individual to be able to locate the taxi rank. This will again be dependent on other environmental factors and BCA would still strongly encourage consultation with blindness organisations prior to the implementation of directional TGSIs.

7.
Complaint Procedures

It is important to provide a variety of options for individuals who are blind or vision impaired to lodge a complaint. This includes providing an accessible webpage, as well as email and telephone options to lodge the complaint. 

8.
Community Engagement 

Business planning for any new or existing services must include consultation with people who have a disability or their representatives to determine an optimal access outcome. It is important that individuals who are blind or vision impaired are involved and have the opportunity to provide feedback on all forms of service access to ensure that systems best meet their needs.

Information about user trials and consultations should be distributed to blindness organisations in a timely manner to ensure that there is adequate time to gather interest and prepare a large sample size of participants. There should also be transparency of reporting of the outcomes of these consultations and trials so that people with disability can be informed of the decisions made.

People who are blind or vision impaired should be provided with opportunities to raise access issues at a local level and provide feedback through open communication channels outside of formal and regular consultation. 

If you require any assistance to implement Blind Citizens Australia’s Taxi Policy please do not hesitate to contact us on (03) 9654 1400 / 1800 033 660 or email bca@bca.org.au.
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