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About Blind Citizens Australia
Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national consumer body of and for people 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. As the national peak body, we have over 3,000 members and 16 branches nationwide in metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Blind Citizens Australia is affiliated with 12 other organisations that represent the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. 

Blind Citizens Australia has and continues to be a strong advocate on issues relating to transport access for people who are blind or vision impaired, including equal access to using taxis. Blind Citizens Australia actively participates in a number of State Government working groups, including the Victorian Taxi Directorate’s (VTD) Disabled Persons Taxi Advisory Committee (DPTAC). We welcome the opportunity to provide further comment on the Draft Inquiry Report. 

Blind Citizens Australia provided a submission responding to the “Setting the Scene” background paper in July 2011. A copy of our submission can be accessed from our website www.bca.org.au. 

Blind Citizens Australia’s Response to the Draft Inquiry

Blind Citizens Australia welcomes, and is supportive of, many of the reforms which have been proposed in the Draft Inquiry report. This includes the recommendation to introduce talking taxi meters, expansion of the Multi Purpose Taxi Program (MPTP) and better consumer mechanisms, including improvement to the complaints process.  

In the following submission, Blind Citizens Australia has chosen to comment on selected recommendations which have bearing to people who are blind or vision impaired and which align with our expertise. 


4. More diverse and better vehicles

4.3 Recommendation 4.3 outlines that “new outcomes based vehicle standards should be developed for taxis and hire cars that allow for the use of a wider range of vehicles offering better design, greater accessibility and improved fuel efficiency.”
Whilst Blind Citizens Australia supports this recommendation, in particular the reference to greater accessibility, we ask that the recommendation is extended to specifically reference the need for “a safe taxi fleet”. 

As highlighted in our July 2011 submission (recommendation 14), Blind Citizens Australia is concerned about the increased prevalence, including within the taxi fleet, of ‘silent vehicles’ such as hybrids and electric vehicles. While there is significant discussion of the current and future use of hybrid vehicles as taxis within the Draft Report, particularly Chapter 18, Blind Citizens Australia has been unable to find reference to the safety concerns that hybrid vehicles can present for people who are blind or vision impaired, young children and older people. 
As we have previously highlighted, people who are blind or vision impaired often rely on environmental noise as a cue to get around safely and independently – a cue which is critical in unfamiliar areas, when crossing a road or on approach to a taxi. The sound produced by a petrol based motor can identify when a vehicle is stationary (including at intersections) and can indicate its arrival or departure. However, reduced engine noise increases the likelihood of a person who is blind or vision impaired crossing a road or junction in front of oncoming traffic. The introduction of noise emitting devices on vehicles is one option to help alleviate this danger. 
Recommendation 1: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that recommendations 4.3 and 4.11 of the Draft Report are extended to reference the need for a “safe taxi fleet”. We ask that the Inquiry recommend an investigation of taxi fleet vehicle purchasing, with vehicles to have built in noise-emitting devices or to have the capacity to be retrofitted with a noise emitting device. Investigation should be tasked, at least initially, to the Taxi Services Commission, with further consultation to occur with Blind Citizens Australia. 
4.4 This recommendation highlights the need for distinctive markings and features and larger clear displays of customer information inside the vehicle. 

Blind Citizens Australia supports this recommendation. We would however ask that this recommendation is extended to also reference the provision of raised tactile and Braille taxi signage within the vehicle. As noted in our July 2011 submission (recommendation 12), the lack of compulsory accessible signage within a taxi can significantly impact on the level of information and potential safety of passengers who are unable to independently obtain the vehicle or driver’s number. 
While recommendation 8.2 of the Draft Report (which we comment on later) has the potential to provide better access to signage in the vehicle, it is important that other mechanisms are investigated to ensure that all passengers have access to critical in-vehicle information. While the take-up of smart phones by people who are blind or vision impaired is increasing (many smart phones have built-in free screen reading software which reads information presented on the screen audibly), there are still many people who are blind or vision impaired, including older Australians, who cannot afford this technology.  

Recommendation 2: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that recommendation 4.4 of the Draft Report is extended to reference internal large print raised tactile and Braille signage within vehicles (including the vehicle number) in a location which is consistent and easily accessible by a passenger.  

4.5 Blind Citizens Australia welcomes the recommendation that “taxi meters should include all components of the fare, including tolls” and that “taxi meters should have the functionality to voice transmit all components of the fare to customers”. This is consistent with our own advocacy and we commend the Inquiry for furthering this proposal. 
Recommendation 3: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the recommendation for the development of talking taxi meters is referenced in the Inquiry’s Final Report and is formally adopted by the Victorian Government. 
4.10 Blind Citizens Australia would encourage the continuation of “yellow livery” on all vehicles trading as taxis in Victoria. While we recognise that branding is an important consideration for operators, the use of yellow livery provides a distinctive visual cue to people with a vision impairment, making it much easier to independently identify a taxi from other vehicles. 
Recommendation 4: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that “yellow livery” continues as a mandatory requirement for all vehicles operating as a taxi in Victoria. 
6. Better Quality Drivers

Blind Citizens Australia supports the recommendations made regarding driver entry and training. Blind Citizens Australia specifically lends our support to recommendation 6.5 of the Draft Report which recommends that registered training organisations, the Taxi Services Commission and disability advocacy groups should work together to develop materials to enhance the current delivery of disability awareness training. 
Blind Citizens Australia supports the Victorian Taxi Association’s recommendation cited in the Draft Report (p.299) that current training packages could be strengthened by requiring “drivers to complete additional continuing professional development units during their first year of training”. We also support their proposal that these units could include seminars from the industry regulator, Melbourne Airport, Worksafe and Guide Dogs Victoria or Seeing Eye Dogs Australia.

As highlighted in our July 2011 submission, the acceptance of dog guides (the generic term of Guide Dogs and Seeing Eye Dogs) in taxis sporadically arises as a problem for our members. As noted in our previous submission, the acceptance of dog guides has improved markedly, partly due to dedicated initiatives auspiced by the Victorian Taxi Directorate which have been guided and supported by blindness organisations, including our own. 

Recommendation 5: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Inquiry’s Final Report recommend that driver awareness training and continuing professional development include a component on assistance animals, specifically the obligations of drivers to accept an assistance animal that is verified as accredited and registered.
Recommendation 6: Blind Citizens Australia requests that the Inquiry’s Final Report recommend the continuation of initiatives piloted by the former Victorian Taxi Directorate are continued by the Taxi Services Commission. Initiatives should be run on a scheduled basis to ensure that new drivers are aware of their obligations under state and Federal equal opportunity law. We also recommend that refresher training is provided on a scheduled basis to current drivers.  

8. Empowering Consumers

8.2 Blind Citizens Australia supports the recommendation that in-vehicle information such as windscreen placards and other signage should be compatible with smart phone technology. As outlined in 4.4, we believe that this would be a useful proposal which could markedly increase information for people who are blind or vision impaired. 
If this proposal is adopted, Blind Citizens Australia would recommend that 

· All signage is placed in a consistent location in each taxi, with signage within close proximity to the passenger.  

· Measures are implemented to ensure that a passenger can safely, independently and quickly scan information using a smart device. A concern raised by our members is the possible repercussions of drawing attention to their actions – if a passenger is seen to be “checking up” on a driver, there is the risk of confrontation and/or behaviour which might put a passenger at risk, particularly for a person who is blind or vision impaired who may be in an unfamiliar location and is solely reliant on the driver for assistance. 
Recommendation 7: Blind Citizens Australia supports the recommendation for signage which is compatible with smart phone technology and recommends that this is placed in a consistent location in each vehicle. Blind Citizens Australia also recommends that measures are implemented to ensure that the safety of passengers is not compromised with the introduction of this measure. 

8.5 & 8.6: Blind Citizens Australia also supports recommendations 8.5 and 8.6 regarding improved complaints mechanisms. 
10. More accessible services

10.7 The loss of sight can be a traumatic experience, particularly for individuals who acquire significant sight loss later in life. Giving up the ability to drive has been noted by many members as also handing away their independence. For some, this means reliance on partners or family to drive them to appointments; for others this leads to increased social isolation due to poor public transport access or limited knowledge and experience using public transport. As one member explained, she had not caught a bus for forty years and was petrified about navigating a bus route with very little sight. 

Anecdotally, Blind Citizens Australia is also aware that there are a small number of individuals with borderline legal blindness or with significant vision impairments who have a current driver’s licence. While most use their licence as a form of photo identification only, some clients of blindness service providers have told staff that they would be house-bound if they were unable to drive.

In light of the above, Blind Citizens Australia strongly supports the recommendation that the Multi Purpose Taxi Program (MPTP) should be expanded to provide subsidy to individuals over 80 years or over. Blind Citizens Australia also asks the Inquiry to consider the following recommendations:

· That the age threshold is ideally extended to people aged 70 years and over: 
Blindness and ageing have been shown to be strongly correlated. Furthermore, data from blindness service providers indicates that over 70% of people who are blind or vision impaired seeking support are aged 70 or over. Many of these individuals have had limited or no experience with public transport and, often, do not feel confident enough to develop their orientation and mobility skills to use transport independently. 
· That eligibility is extended to individuals who 
· have voluntarily given up their licences or allowed their licences to lapse as they are no longer able to drive

· do not have a licence 

· do not own a vehicle 
· That this proposal is ideally extended to people with significant vision impairments who are unable to hold a driver’s licence due to significant sight loss. For example, people with retinitis pigmentosa (RP), a degenerative eye condition which results in the loss of peripheral vision and night blindness, may be unable to drive, struggle to use public transport independently but are ineligible for the MPTP as they do not meet the criteria of legal blindness or of the MPTP more generally.  
Recommendation 8: Blind Citizens Australia strongly supports Recommendation 10.7 of the Draft Report. In addition, Blind Citizens Australia asks the Inquiry to actively consider extending recommendation 10.7 of the Draft Report to
a) individuals 70 years of age or older
b) Individuals who voluntarily give up their licence, those who have allowed their licence to lapse, individuals who do not have a licence and those who do not own a vehicle
c) Individuals who are unable to drive because of significant vision impairments

Recommendation 9: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that individuals who are eligible under the proposed criteria should not be subject to a means test. 

10.8 Blind Citizens Australia supports the recommendation to halve the replacement card fee for MPTP recipients and to waive the fee where there is a case of hardship. 
10.9 Blind Citizens Australia supports the recommendation to provide all MPTP members with a Public Transport Access Pass, which will provide subsidised travel on the public transport network. Blind Citizens Australia notes that this is particularly important for individuals who do not meet the criteria of legal blindness and find it difficult to use the Myki ticketing system, which requires passengers to “touch on” and “touch off”. Some of our members have advised that it can be difficult to locate touch pads in unfamiliar locations, to confidently know whether their “touch on” or off has been successful and to navigate through a station during very busy periods with the added stress of touching on and off. 
Other considerations
Review of MPTP income test thresholds
Blind Citizens Australia is pleased that our concerns regarding the income test threshold have been broadly referenced in the Draft Report (p.371). We would however ask that formal recommendations are made in the Inquiry’s Final Report that recommend a way forward to address the inequity some individuals with disability experience. As outlined in our July 2011 submission, Blind Citizens Australia recommends a review of the income test threshold to ensure that low income earners above the current threshold are not unfairly disadvantaged. According to threshold figures supplied by the Victorian Taxi Directorate and cited in the Draft Report, the threshold for a single earner is still almost 50% lower than the Australian average annual salary. 
As we have noted, we are aware that the existence of an income test has had an impact on the decisions made by individuals to seek part or full time employment, as the additional costs of frequent taxi fares would need to be met out of their own pocket and would quickly eat up earnings. This directly challenges efforts by the Australian Government to improve the workforce participation of people with disabilities who are solely reliant on payments such as the Disability Support Pension. As has been cited in the Draft Report, we reiterate that the MPTP should be seen not only as a program that supports people with disabilities on low incomes, but also enables individuals to gain employment and contribute to their communities. 

We would also welcome a formal recommendation calling for a review of the combined income assessment criteria. Whilst an applicant may be partnered with a person on a good income or with assets, their own use of income may be solely limited to the Disability Support Pension. 

Recommendation 10: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Final Report provides specific recommendations for the review of the financial income thresholds utilised by the Victorian Government to assess MPTP eligibility, with the view of increasing these thresholds in line with the Australian average salary. 

Recommendation 11: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Final Report provides specific recommendations for the review of the combined income threshold.

Interstate taxi vouchers
Also outlined in our July 2011 submission, the recognition of the Victorian MPTP subsidy in other states and territories, as well as the recognition of interstate taxi subsidies in Victorian taxis is a common source of complaint raised to Blind Citizens Australia. In the last fortnight alone, an interstate member using vouchers from Queensland was refused use of his MPTP subsidy three times over a three day period in Melbourne’s west. One driver told said passenger that he would not process the voucher as it would take 28 days from the time the voucher was used to the time when the driver would receive his portion of the fare. 
Many individuals have advised that

· Drivers have refused to accept an interstate voucher (in Victoria and in other states) citing that they will not receive reimbursement 

· Drivers have told passengers that their interstate voucher is not accepted in their state, even after the passenger has requested that the driver contact their depot for confirmation. 

· Passengers have been verbally abused, told that full cash payments will need to be processed, or told to claim the refund from the relevant state government authority on their return to their home state. 
Recommendation 12: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Taxi Services Commission, in consultation with other taxi stakeholders and disability organisations, develop an information sheet/s regarding the acceptance of interstate vouchers. This document should include images of all state and territory vouchers, details of how vouchers can be authenticated and should be required to be carried in all Victorian taxis. 
Recommendation 13: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that this information is provided to all new drivers in induction training and is included in refresher training to current drivers.  Disciplinary measures should also be investigated for drivers who continue to refuse interstate taxi vouchers. 

Recommendation 14: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Taxi Services Commission commence dialogue with other state and territory taxi authorities to stamp out the refusal of interstate taxi vouchers. It is also imperative that all states and territories have a standardised reciprocal arrangement for the acceptance of vouchers. 

Conclusion


Blind Citizens Australia welcomes the opportunity for further input and strategic consultation to inform this Inquiry and the recommendations proposed in the Final Report. For further information or clarification of the points included this submission, please contact Blind Citizens Australia on (03) 9654 1400.
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