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1. INTRODUCTION

This submission has been prepared by Vision Australia, Guide Dogs NSW/ACT and Blind Citizens Australia in consultation with the NSW Association of Blind Citizens to be referred to as ‘our organizations’ or ‘the blindness sector’.

The Blindness Sector is pleased to provide comment on the Transport for New South Wales draft Disability Action Plan (the Plan) on behalf of our organizations’ clients and members who are blind or vision impaired.

1.1 ABOUT VISION AUSTRALIA

Vision Australia is Australia’s largest provider of services to people who are blind, have low vision, or are deaf blind. Our vision is that people who are blind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every facet of life in the community.

To help realise this goal, it is committed to providing high-quality services to the community of people who are blind or have low vision, and their families, in areas that include early childhood, orientation and mobility, employment, information, recreation and independent living. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

www.visionaustralia.org
1.2 ABOUT GUIDE DOGS NSW/ACT

Guide Dogs NSW/ACT exists to enhance the quality of life of people living with blindness or impaired vision, by assisting in their achievement of independence through access and mobility. We believe people living with impaired vision have equal rights to other people, and respect their right for human dignity. Vision impairment precludes access to information freely available to the general public. This limits their ability to travel freely and engage in public activity.

Guide Dogs NSW/ACT is a State based organisation but through our network of 9 regional offices we provide our services at a local level – establishing local relationships, and ensuring equity of access around the State. We also have close relationships with Guide Dogs organisations in other states, sharing best practice and new initiatives. Our services are provided free of charge and accessible to people with a vision impairment of any age and residing any part of NSW and the ACT.

www.guidedogs.com.au
1.3 ABOUT BLIND CITIZENS AUSTRALIA 

 
Blind Citizens Australia is unique in that our organisation is solely made up of and represents people who are blind or vision impaired. All of our Board of Directors and our committees are required by our Constitution to be a person who is blind or vision impaired. Many of our staff are also vision impaired. We have over 3000 members around Australia who are all people who experience blindness – whether they be a parent, highly successful professional, job seeker, volunteer or student. This is why we are best placed to comment on the very necessary changes needed to improve the social and economic participation of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

We are driven by our mission 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.

www.bca.org.au
2. SCOPE OF OUR COMMENTS

For people who are blind or vision impaired, the accessibility of all forms of public transport is essential to independent and dignified access to the community.

People who are blind or vision impaired have a right to an equitable travel experience to the rest of the community.
They wish to travel with maximum independence and dignity; minimum stress and maximum efficiency. This is important when considering individual modes of transport, as well as the interconnection between modes of transport in a particular journey.

The comments in this submission address the introductory and overview section of the draft Plan document, as well as the strategies.

We recognise there is some overlap between these areas of our comments. However, we have taken the opportunity in our comments on the introductory and overview section to emphasise our views while recognizing that some of the issues are also addressed as specific strategies.

Some of the matters raised in section 3 of this submission are not addressed in the Plan. Although we have not always expressed them in terms of strategies and actions for the plan, we nevertheless feel they should be considered for inclusion in the plan.

3. COMMENTS ON THE INTRODUCTORY AND OVERVIEW SECTION
3.1 Use of Technology.

The plan makes references to the use of technology solutions to address barriers to people with Disabilities. 

For example, under the heading ‘Information’ the Plan refers to 

As new technologies emerge the opportunities to make information accessible increase.  Initiatives likely to benefit customers with a disability include Global Positioning System (GPS) technology, integrated ticketing, real-time information and emerging technologies such as electronic way-finding for people who are blind or vision impaired.

We note, that while technology certainly has the potential to address many issues, it needs to be recognised that it is crucial for there to be meaningful consultation and adequate user testing with the blindness sector (and others) in developing or deploying new technology solutions which will impact the users of transport.

Some of these impacts may include:

· Ease of use (given the increased visual nature of technology);

· Expense (given the very high unemployment rate amongst people who are blind or vision impaired); and 

· Potential for failure (where a technical solution may rely on battery power or GPS signals).

Electronic measures need to enhance existing lower tech solutions and have fail safe strategies to be deployed when necessary.

3.2 Accessible Information. 

3.2.1 Information and the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport.

The Plan states:

The Disability Action Plan complies with ... and is consistent with the objectives of the Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2007 (2002).

We take this opportunity to note that the requirement that all information be accessible by 2007.

While ‘information’ takes various forms, our organizations believe that the current inadequacy of accessible information for people who are blind or vision impaired about destination and current location during a journey, in the form of audio announcements, amounts to a lack of having yet fully met that requirement.

This includes for example:
Inadequacy of on-board rail, bus, and ferry audio announcements; 

· Incidents  of turning off audio platform announcements; and
· Taxis not being required to have the GPS voice active upon request; and 

Also notable in the area of accessible information, is the current lack of accessible information regarding the taxi fare for a blind or vision impaired passenger.

In addition, another major frustration expressed by our clients and members, is the lack of environmental information provided to assist a blind or vision impaired passenger alighting from a train to locate exits, particularly from platforms.

3.2.2 131500
Under the heading ‘Information’ the Plan states:  

All transport services operating under contract are required to provide information to 131 500.  Transport Info also enables the provision of feedback in accessible formats.

We believe “accessible formats” in this context may need some clarification.  For example, is this referring to feedback both from and to customers and in which formats can it be provided?

3.2.3 Audio/visual information systems.

The Plan states:

Audio/visual information systems on all modes would improve access for people with vision and hearing impairments.

This should be strengthened to read: 

Audio/visual information systems on all modes are crucial to improve access for people with vision and hearing impairments.”

3.3 Engagement and consultation.

Under the heading ‘Engagement of people with disabilities’ the Plan reads:

Customer satisfaction is the key performance indicator for the Transport for NSW Disability Action Plan.  In order to accurately measure customer satisfaction, Transport for NSW will ensure that people with disabilities are able to participate in community-wide customer feedback processes.  

We congratulate Transport for NSW in its recent initiative to conduct targeted focus groups to hear about the experiences of people with disabilities in using public transport.

We would encourage Transport for NSW to continue to include such disability targeted consultations in assessing customer satisfaction and the success of this plan.

Some people with disabilities can feel somewhat inhibited in giving feedback on their disability needs in community-wide consultation processes. This is in part because their needs can be lost in the discussion, and in part because there can still be a degree of resentment against minority groups seeking to have their needs met.

3.4 Accessibility of trains

Under this heading in the Plan, it states:

The Tangara fleet requires technical and accessibility upgrades including allocated spaces and improved electronic visual and audio information systems. This work is scheduled to be completed between 2015 and 2019...

We are of the view that this list of accessibility features should include the elimination of the cruciform style handrails in the entrances to carriages which cause hazards for vision impaired people using canes as they do not come to ground level. 

3.5 Booking.

Under the heading ‘Accessibility of trains’ in relation to CountryLink services, the Plan states:

Passengers who require special assistance on board services are required to book their trip by calling 13 22 32 or visiting a CountryLink Travel Centre rather than booking online.

For someone who is blind or vision impaired who may need assistance or accommodation on a country journey, this requirement is unnecessarily restrictive.

An online booking system in this day and age should be able to accommodate passengers advising of any special requirements.
3.6 Human Backup.

Under the heading ‘Customer Service improvements’ the Plan lists a number of initiatives which are taking place to improve customer service. 

We would like to applaud the recent initiative that RailCorp staff will receive training to approve the quality of train announcements. The need for announcements is not unique to the rail environment however, and this initiative should be extended to all modes of transport. 
It should be noted that human driven processes are still needed in order to compensate for failures in automated digital announcements systems.

3.7 Bus Contracts.

Under this heading the Plan states:

Contracting arrangements require compliance with the Transport Standards and the preparation of a disability action plan for improving access to services
It is not apparent from the Plan, the degree or nature of accessibility required by the bus contracts. 

While we support the preparation of DAPs, we also assert that Transport for NSW should be requiring a high standard of accessibility as part of any tender considered. 
3.8 Bus Journey Information.

We commend Transport For NSW in identifying in the Plan the range of information barriers of people who are blind or vision impaired including:

· lack of accessible information at bus stops to access real time information and lack of on board information systems indicating stops

· difficulty for people who are blind or vision impaired with knowing which bus to hail on busy routes and with selecting the appropriate service from a queue of buses.  

We also recommend that Transport for NSW reviews the operational procedure relating to the policy that drivers should pull always up at the head of the rank. In reality this is not occurring and many passengers with vision impairment are missing their desired bus.

We would urge Transport for NSW to ensure that all bus fleets have the capability to make audio announcements, as heard in the Metro buses. 
We note that the plan also identifies a need to “improve the quality of real time bus information for passengers.” Quality is a term we believe requires some clarification. 
3.9. Barriers with Wheelchair Accessible Buses.
For passengers who are blind or vision impaired, some have reported difficulties locating a seat on the new accessible buses. Previously the seat behind the driver was the designated priority seating for people with disabilities. In this position passengers could more easily communicate with the driver to establish their location along a route, to avoid missing their stop.

With the advent of accessible busses, the priority seating is not within easy communication range of the driver and in the absence of audio announcements; bus travel has become more stressful for some people with vision impairment.
We would urge Transport for NSW and STA to work with the blindness sector to seek a resolution to this issue.
3.10 Taxi Services

In relation to Taxi services, we note the Vision Australia submission to the Inquiry into the New South Wales Taxi Industry lodged in January 2010.
3.10.1 WATS Taxi Design.

It has been noted by some of our clients and members that when travelling with a dog guide in the back of this type of vehicle, their dog has a tendency to slip around.

We would recommend that this issue be examined as it relates to all assistance animals. 
3.10.2 Identification of Taxi Numbers.

We acknowledge the taxi industry compliance with the DSAPT in relation to the requirement to install tactile numbers on the outside passenger doors of taxis.

The Queensland Taxi Industry has incorporated both Braille and raised printed numbers on passenger doors. The reports we receive from our clients and member say that the Braille numbers are more easily distinguished. 
We would strongly recommend Transport for NSW work with the NSW Taxi Industry to incorporate both Braille and raised tactile lettering on the passenger doors.
In addition, we also urge Transport for NSW to consider the introduction of tactile and Braille numbers inside taxis. In many situations it is difficult to stop to read the number on the door before entering a cab. This is either due to pressure from drivers parked illegally, or due to the need to enter the car quickly in the midst of busy traffic. Some tall people who are blind or vision impaired have also reported that to read the numbers on the outside has involved awkward stooping.

3.10.3 Assistance Animals

In relation to taxi services the Plan states:  
However Federal disability discrimination laws also impact on mainstream taxi services.  These include the requirement to accept accredited assistance animals, like guide dogs and to provide a receipt of fare to people with vision impairment.

It is not clear what is meant by this, given that the acceptance of assistance animals is a requirement under both state and federal law. This is not unique to the taxi industry. The only relevance of this statement is drivers’ ignorance of the law. 

Recommendation:  That this statement be either clarified or deleted.

3.11 Pedestrian environment.

3.11.1 Installation of pedestrian crossings to access the community.

As acknowledged in the plan, the pedestrian environment is an important part of access to transport. We note that clients and members often express concern about the difficulty with crossing roads. Often pedestrian crossings are required & requested in areas where there are busy roads to navigate in order to access transport. This is of particular concern especially around retirement facilities.

Recommendation:  That the Roads and Maritime service along with local councils review policies for the installation of pedestrian crossings to facilitate safer access to transport.

3.12 Parking and stopping Issues

3.12.1 Mobility Parking Scheme.

We note from the Plan the commencement of “A review of the MPS to achieve harmonisation with the Australian Disability Parking Scheme…”

Our organisations highly commend Transport for NSW for including Blindness/ Vision impairment as an eligibility criterion in the NSW scheme. 

Although Transport for NSW is striving for national uniformity, we urge that the benefit currently available to people with vision impairment is not reduced.

Further details in support of the current scheme can be found in Blind Citizens Australia’s submission to the NSW Mobility Parking Scheme, lodged in July 2012.
3.12.2 No stopping And Passengers with disabilities

Individuals who are blind or vision impaired often catch a taxi to a destination because they can be dropped or assisted directly to the entrance. Increasingly taxi drivers and private vehicles won't provide this assistance for fear of being fined.

Our organisations urge Transport for NSW to work with local governments and people with disabilities to address this very stressful barrier to community access. 

3.13. Taxi Transport Subsidy Scheme.

3.13.1. The Subsidy level 

The Taxi Transport subsidy scheme (TTSS) is of immense benefit in alleviating many of the barriers to participation in the community for people who are blind or vision impaired. 
However, since its introduction in 1981, the subsidy level has increased very little, despite the regular increases in taxi fares. To the best of our knowledge, the subsidy has been only increased once from $25 to $30.
3.13.2. Payment systems.

Following what we understand was a very successful trial of an electronic payment system for the TTSS in 2004/05, there has been very little information about progress towards an electronic payment system.  
Given the likely reduction in fraud and the greater ease of use for passengers with vision impairment, we would urge Transport for NSW to re-vitalise its efforts to introduce such a scheme.

We also note recommendation 3 of the 2006 review of the TTSS conducted by the Ministry of Transport which states “The TTSS Smartcard should be introduced as a matter of urgency.” 

3.14 Community Results 
Under this heading The Plan lists “specific measures of customer satisfaction for the Disability Action Plan”.

As inadequate announcements are one of the biggest difficulties reported by passengers who are blind or vision impaired, we believe that one of the specific measures on this list should be;  

“The Proportion of customers satisfied with audio journey information”.

3.15. Support Employment of People with Disabilities.

We note from the plan that:
Transport for NSW agencies are also supporting employment of people with disabilities by third-party contractors by prioritising use of procurement contracts for goods and services from specialist disability employment services.  
We commend Transport for NSW for this commitment to supporting both employment services for people with disabilities and the organisations that provide them.
4. STRATEGIES IN THE PLAN
4.1. Strategy: Accessibility is a performance criteria for public transport products and projects

Action:  Keep under review new and emerging technologies, such as electronic orientation systems, that can assist people with disabilities using public transport

Comment:  As noted above, the assessment and deployment of technologies must be in close consultations with passengers with disabilities. 

Recommendation: That this action be amended to the effect of 
In partnership with people with disabilities and other stakeholders, keep under review new and emerging technologies, such as electronic orientation systems, that can assist people with disabilities using public transport.

And that accordingly the word ‘internal’ be deleted in the Milestone/Indicator for this 
Action.
Action:  Establish a pre-qualification panel of access consultants to increase the consistency of technical advice on DDA compliance of transport infrastructure projects.

Comment:  In our experience even amongst many qualified access consultants, the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired are often poorly understood. Therefore a requirement on members of the panel to consult with specific disability groups is vital.

Recommendation:  That this Action be amended to the effect of  

Establish a pre-qualification panel of access consultants including expertise and experience of specific disability types (with whom they be required to consult), to increase the consistency of technical advice on DDA compliance of transport infrastructure projects.

4.2. Strategy: Progressively undertake works to upgrade railway stations and interchanges to improve access for all customers

Action: Work with Local Government and private sector partners to deliver a whole of precinct approach to accessibility during station and interchange upgrades.

Comment:  The consultation of people with disabilities in this action is vital as part of this process.

Recommendation:  that this action is amended to the effect of:

Work with Local Government and private sector partners in consultation with people with disabilities to deliver a whole of precinct approach to accessibility during station and interchange upgrades

Milestone/Indicator amended to the effect of:

Processes established to involve Local Government in conjunction with people with disabilities in all major works programs. 

Action:  Include adequate seating in the design of new and refurbished rail platforms.

Comment: Seating is often poorly designed resulting in not being easily detected by a cane user and in addition can be placed in hazardous locations. 

Recommendation: That this action be amended to the effect of

Minimum standards for accessible seating and its placement included in Station Design Guidelines

Milestone/Indicator:  Minimum standards for accessible seating included in Station Design Guidelines

4.3. Strategy: Continue to improve the accessibility of the bus network.

Action:  Ensure staff are fully trained in the use and application of accessibility features on buses

Comment:  While this action is aimed primarily at physical accessibility features, we note reports from clients about drivers turning off the audio announcements. 

Recommendation: That this action is amended to the effect of:

Ensure staff are fully trained in the use and application of both physical and audio accessibility features on buses

 Milestone/Indicator be amended to the effect of:

Reduction in complaints about access ramps and automated audio announcements on buses

Action:  Require all operators of contracted bus services to comply with disability legislation and produce a Disability Action Plan

Comment:  In consultation with the disability sector, Transport for NSW needs to specify compulsory elements of accessibility within its Tender process. We urge that one such compulsory element includes the requirement of drivers to announce stops, either manually or automated. Announcements are crucial for people who are blind or vision impaired.
Suggested Action: Transport for NSW to review bus contract Tender guidelines to ensure specified compulsory elements of accessibility are included. 
4.4. Strategy: Implement measures to increase the number of accessible bus stops

Action: Review and reissue guidelines on bus stop design standards for accessibility 

This action should incorporate consultation.

Recommendation: that this action is amended to the effect of:

In consultation with people with disabilities, review and reissue guidelines on bus stop design standards for accessibility

Action:  Provide raised lettering and Braille to indicate bus stop numbers & route destination information at bus stops

Comment:  We commend this clear action (including the stipulation of Braille) voicing requirements of the DSAPT, and note that it will greatly assist people who are blind or vision impaired.
Action:  Investigate best practice to develop a reliable system at bus stops to assist people with vision impairment to indicate which bus route they wish to board

Recommendation:  That this action is amended to the effect of:

In consultation with the blindness sector, Transport for NSW investigates   best practice to develop a reliable system at bus stops to assist people with vision impairment to reliably catch their desired bus.
Recommended Action:  Work with local governments to ensure that street furniture and other obstacles do not impact the accessibility of bus stops, including the placement of dining furniture on the directional TGSIs indicating the location of bus stops for people with vision impairment.
4.5. Strategy: Implement measures to increase access to taxi services by people with disabilities

Action:  Review disability awareness training provided by the taxi industry for all taxi drivers

Comment:  This action should incorporate consultation with the disability sector, including specific expertise in specific disability types.
We note the negative impact on a blind or vision impaired passenger when a driver cannot communicate adequately with them.

Recommendation:  That this action be amended to the effect of:

In consultation with representatives of a range of specific disability types, Review disability awareness training provided by the taxi industry for all taxi drivers

Action:  Work with the taxi industry to explore opportunities to increase accessibility of NSW taxis in the standard fleet.
Comment:  The current inaccessibility of information on a taxi meter indicating the fair to be paid, to a blind or vision impaired passenger is contrary to the requirement of the DSAPT. All passengers should be given the same level of access to information during a public transport journey.
Given that talking Taxi Metres are in use in other parts of the world, and that trials have been conducted in Melbourne, we would urge Transport for NSW through this plan to introduce talking meters into NSW taxis.

Recommendation:  That talking taxi meters to provide fair information for blind and vision impaired passengers and those unable to see the meter for other reasons, be introduced into NSW taxis.

Comment:  Lack of Access to information during a public transport journey is also notable in the fact that frequently drivers leave their talking GPS on silent.

Recommendation:  That Transport for NSW works with stakeholders to introduce talking GPS units in taxis currently not fitted, and that the voice output is activated for a blind or vision impaired passenger.
Action:  Work with local councils to review taxi ranks in their area to determine rank accessibility, and identify areas where improvements can be made

Comments:  Ranks featuring hazardous barrier rails often cause problems for passenger s with vision impairment using a cane. 
Recommendation:  That Transport for NSW work with local councils and the blindness sector to determine alternative solutions for barrier rails at taxi ranks.

4.6. Strategy: Improve the walking environment for all users

Action:  Prepare pedestrian mobility plans to achieve walkability and safe road crossings in the planning and design phase of new public transport facilities 

Comment:  We support any initiative which would achieve a level of state wide consistency in the development local PAMPS. An enormous amount of time is spent reviewing PAMPS, or addressing related accessibility issues in local government.
Action:  Improve pedestrian crossing safety, shared paths interaction and review signal phasing for pedestrians

Comment:  Our organisations have concerns about the safety of shared paths for people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Action: 

Work with local councils to facilitate local road works that support pedestrian accessibility and are DDA compliant”

Comment: 

Pedestrians who are blind or vision impaired frequently report safety concerns and even accidents resulting from inadequate barriers around road and other construction projects. These include ribbon, tape barriers or witches hats not easily detectible with a cane. 

Recommended Action: that a standard design for construction barriers be developed (which is solid and detectable by a cane) and consistently utilized to ensure the safety of pedestrians who are blind or vision impaired. 

4.7. Strategy: Improve compliance of Mobility Parking Scheme (MPS)

Action:  Review the NSW Mobility Parking Scheme in line with national eligibility criteria and proposed national minimum standards.

Comments:  As noted in above, we urge the NSW government not to eliminate blindness as an eligibility criterion in striving for national uniformity.

Action:  Promote new eligibility criteria for the provision of mobility parking permits to health professionals.

Comment:  Given the general poor understanding of the mobility issues faced by people who are blind or vision impaired, we would urge that any promotional material incorporate input from our sector.

Recommendation: That this action be amended to the effect of:

After input from the disability sector, promote new eligibility criteria for the provision of mobility parking permits to health professionals.

4.8. Strategy: Utilise new technologies to deliver access improvements for people with sensory disabilities using public transport.

Action:  Collaborate with the disability sector regarding the application of electronic travel aids for people with an intellectual disability and electronic orientation aids for people who are blind or vision impaired in a transport environment and information aids for people with hearing impairment

Milestone/Indicator:  Research paper completed and options identified

Comment:  As noted above, we would be concerned if the consideration of any technologies did not consider the low technology options where applicable to provide accessibility in the event of equipment failure. Signal interference in wireless technology is one example of this.

4.9. Strategy: Help people with disabilities to cover the cost of transport services 

Action:  Continue to provide taxi subsidies to eligible people with disabilities

Comment:  As noted in above, the subsidy level of the TTSS has failed to keep pace with rising taxi fares.

Recommended action:  That TTSS subsidy levels be reviewed and indexed to keep pace with increases in taxi fares.

4.10. Strategy: Reduce the number of barriers that prevent people with disabilities from accessing public transport

Action:  Develop travel training models for use by Metropolitan Bus Contract operators

Comment:  We are unsure of what travel training is and how it is defined. If this is defined as disability awareness, then the blindness sector needs to consult during the curriculum/ delivery process.
Action:  Run campaigns which promote safety and instil values of courtesy among all customers on public transport networks

Comment:  This is a positive action.  We would recommend that such a campaign be developed in conjunction with the disability sector. 
Recommendation: That this action be amended to the effect of:

In collaboration with the disability sector, develop and run campaigns which promote safety and instil values of courtesy among all customers on public transport networks

4.11. Strategy: Develop and promote a culture of inclusion and customer service among Transport for NSW staff and our transport delivery partners

We note the actions under this strategy related to the conduct of staff training and information sessions. We are again keen to ensure that the development of content of training and information sessions related to people with disabilities has input from the disability sector.

Recommendation:  incorporate the words "in collaboration with the disability sector".

4.12. Strategy: Introduce practical measures to improve the journey experiences of people with disabilities or restricted mobility
Action:  Increase the visibility of customer service at stations and interchanges to provide assistance for passengers who need extra assistance 

Comment:  Given that such customer service cannot be actively sought out by many people with disabilities, the training and customer service protocols must emphasise the need to be proactive and offer assistance.

4.13. Strategy: Provide information about transport services that is accessible to all customers

Action:  Provide detailed descriptions in HTML for all performance reporting (pdf and images) that convey information (i.e. graphs) 

Comment:  PDF is not yet as readily accessible as formats such as text based MS Word or RTF and these formats should be offered alongside the PDF versions - and these versions should be offered alongside the PDF documents. We note the advice on the Australia Human Rights Commission web site regarding this issue.

Action:  Audio content has HTML transcripts and video content has captions.

Comment:  Video content should also be audio described to ensure it is fully accessible to someone who is blind or vision impaired. This is an increasingly recognized technique which utilizes the pauses in dialogue to describe visual elements of the presentation.

Action:  Show details of accessible bus routes and the accessible access points to stations and wharves on public transport maps and on-line services 

Comment:  This visual information must be rendered in an accessible text format to enable access to information on physical accessibility by people who are blind or vision impaired.
Action:  Show taxi ranks on interchange maps

Recommendation:  That this action be amended to incorporate a need to also render this information in a descriptive text format. 
4.14. Strategy: Improve the accessibility of announcements, visual information and way-finding signage

Action:  Progressively add ‘on-board next stop’ visual displays and audio announcements on public transport conveyances.

Recommendation:  That the word “all” be added such that this action would read.

Progressively add ‘on-board next stop’ visual displays and audio announcements on public transport conveyances.

Comment:  Given this is such a crucial issue for blind and vision impaired passengers in achieving independent reliable travel, there needs to be an additional action directly connected with voice announcements.

Recommended action:  That rail staff continue to be trained in clear voice announcements and use of PA equipment, for use with ad hoc announcements and in the absence of digital/automatic audio announcement equipment.

Action:  Undertake a review of the current design standards for wayfinding at public transport facilities, assessing issues that affect legibility of signage for people with low vision, including colour contrast, text sizes, use of pictograms, consistency, and identification of accessible facilities and pathways

Comments:  Given that colour contrast is not always sufficient distinction for some people with low vision, "colour contrast" should read “Luminance contrast”, as per Australian standards. 

For people who are blind or vision impaired, wayfinding and the identification of accessible pathways is often achieved by physical and auditory elements of the environment. Thus, wayfinding needs to consider such issues as;

· Tactile changes in ground surfaces to indicate the movement from one area to another (such as the coloured tiles in hospitals); and 
· strategic placement of furniture and fittings to create natural pathways; and 
· Note, that raised tactile and Braille platform numbering is another very useful way finding element, which should be a standard just as the tactile/Braille numbering is being rolled-out for identification of bus stops.

Action:  Display electronic visual information for at least 10 seconds, unless the electronic notice is for the purpose of ticket validation

Comment:  We are concerned that this is not an adequate display time for people with low vision and would urge more user evaluation. 
Recommendation:  That a review of the usability of refreshable or scrolling displays be conducted to determine the best solution for those with low vision (including older people, and considering such elements as customer control to address any difficulties.
We note that the Help Point kiosks recently trailed, did provide for some user control of information.
4.15. Strategy: Deliver a fully accessible integrated ticketing system

We note here, that our organisations have been involved in the development of the Opal system from the outset, and have provided extensive advice on accessibility for people who are blind or vision impaired. Our advice needs to be considered.
Action:  Include wide gates in all stations where electronic gates are used

Comment:  Given the current difficulties experience by passengers holding a Vision Impaired Persons travel pass in instances of the wide gates being closed and staff unavailable.

Recommendation:  We would recommend an early incorporation of this pass into the Opal smart cards, to bring about an early resolution to this accessibility issue.
Action:  Provide a range of options to purchase and reload Opal smartcards, including on-line services, automatic reload via direct debit via bank account or credit card and retail ticket sellers

Comment:  For instances where a legally blind visitor to NSW requires an Opal card, or a re-load, and the human assisted options are not readily available, Transport for NSW may need to consider strategies to provide a temporary card. This might be on presentation of the Disability Support Pension-Blind, Centrelink card or other evidence of blindness or vision impairment which prevents use of the Opal system which does not provide voice output for screen information.
4.16. Strategy: Increase opportunities for ongoing engagement with people with disabilities and their carers and disability peak sectors. 

Action:  Provide adjustments such as assistance on arrival and departure, sign language interpreters and Braille content, for public consultation participants upon request

Comment:  Not all people who are blind use Braille and as such would not have ready access to consultation documents to refer to during a meeting. It is therefore necessary to have access to the material in advance either in electronic (MS word) or audio.
Recommendation:  That this action be amended to the effect of:

Provide adjustments such as ...and Braille and large print content, or other alternate formats (such as audio or electronic text in MS word) provided in advance..." 

4.17. Strategy: Provide information, campaigns and marketing materials that is inclusive of all customers

Action:  Ensure Teletext captions are added to television advertising to assist persons with a hearing impairment

Comments:  Given that the likely purpose for transport related advertising is to inform the public, it is also important to ensure that visual elements of advertising be audio described (see point above for explanation of audio description, and on-screen text information verbalised).

It is not uncommon for people who are blind or vision impaired to miss the point of advertising or information conveyed in a very visual manner. Often on advertising they say, "call the number on your screen", which is clearly not helpful to someone with vision impairment. 
Recommendation: That an action be included to the effect of:

Ensure that visual elements of advertising be audio described (see point above for explanation of audio description, and on-screen text information verbalised to assist someone with vision impairment.

4.18. Strategy: Ensure that contracted public transport services provide accessible services 

Action:  Ensure that disability action plans form part of contractual arrangements with contracted transport service providers.

As noted above in relation to bus contracts, it is not apparent the degree or nature of accessibility required by these contracts. 

4.19 Strategy: Develop organisational capacity and a workplace culture that promotes workforce diversity and provides a safe and supportive work environment for all employees in line with the NSW Government EmployAbility strategy

Action:  Incorporate disability planning and implementation in agency business and workforce development plans

Comment:  We support the spirit of this action, and would stress that in relation to business planning, the existence of inaccessible equipment and software can be a major barriers to employment of people who are blind or vision impaired in the public sector.

Recommended Action:  That purchasing policies and procedures be regularly reviewed in the light of current hardware and software technology, to ensure that the workplace is free of barriers to potential employment, and career progress of people who have disabilities.

4.20. Strategy: Help people with a disability build careers in the NSW public sector in line with the NSW Government EmployAbility strategy

Action:  Ensure managers work with employees that have identified a disability, to develop workplace plans that identify strategies to support employee and any necessary modifications required

Comment:  People who experience vision loss in mid-career often face a lack of willingness on the part of managers to accommodate & adjust to the new disability challenges.

Recommended action:  That this action be amended to read to the effect of:
Ensure managers, along with other relevant people, work with employees that have identified the onset of a disability, to identify adjustment needs. In addition develop workplace plans that identify strategies to support employee and any necessary modifications required.
Action:  Ensure all internal and outsourced staff training and development activities consider access requirements for employees with a disability 
Comment:  We support this action as we recognise the inaccessibility of training is an ongoing barrier for people who are blind or vision impaired in employment.
5. CONCLUSION

Vision Australia, Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, Blind Citizens Australia and the Association of Blind Citizens of NSW are pleased to have collaborated to provide these comments on the Transport for NSW Disability Action Plan 2012-17 on behalf of our respective clients and members. 
We trust that the expertise of Orientation and Mobility instructors, advocates, and transport users who are blind or vision impaired will assist Transport NSW to work towards the delivery of fully accessible transport in NSW.
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