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Tell me where I am!  Audible announcements and the experience of people who are blind or vision impaired on Melbourne transport
A report prepared by Blind Citizens Australia
About Blind Citizens Australia: Who we are and why we say what we say
Blind Citizens Australia is a unique charitable organisation that 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 – two-thirds – are also vision impaired. We have over 3000 members around Australia who are all people who experience blindness. This is why we are best placed to comment on the very necessary changes needed to improve the public transport experiences 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. 
Background 

Audible announcements onboard public transport can provide vital information to people who are blind or vision impaired about the destination of a train, tram or bus, upcoming stops and general information including connecting public transport routes. This can be particularly crucial for people who are blind or vision impaired who may not be able to rely on other cues such as signage, visual information or landmarks to know where they are at a given time. Audible announcements can also be beneficial to other commuters, including people who are unable to read printed information, children, older people, people from a culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) background, travellers and tourists. Every citizen is entitled to use public transport without discrimination. Internationally, consistent audible station announcements are provided on the Tube in London and on the subway in New York. These systems provide successful precedents which should act as benchmarks for audible announcement provision in not only Victoria, but Australia. 

In February 2012, Blind Citizens Australia asked our members to take part in an informal research project to monitor the consistency of audible announcements on Melbourne’s public transport network, particularly on trams, trains and buses within the metropolitan area of Melbourne. This project was developed in response to concerns raised by our members regarding the frequency and quality of information currently provided on public transport in Victoria.  As stipulated in the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 (Cth), ‘all passengers must be given the same level of access to information on their whereabouts during a public transport journey’ (Section 27.4).The most effective way to achieve this for people who are blind or vision impaired is through the provision of audible announcements onboard the vehicle, particularly where this may be the only source of information that an individual can access.  

Research conduced in 2004 by Access Economics and the Centre for Eye Research Australia estimated that 480,000 Australians experience vision impairment, with 50,000 people experiencing legal blindness
. While state based data was not released as part of this research, analysis undertaken by the ABS in the Disability Ageing and Carers study in 2009 indicates that Victoria has the second largest population of people who are blind or vision impaired, just after NSW
. This presents a significant business case to ensure that public transport information on rail, tram and bus in Victoria is accessible for all commuters. 
Methodology 

Participants were asked to fill in a short template documenting their travels on public transport during a two week period between 9-20 April 2012. This particular two week period was chosen as it consisted of business days, weekends and two public holidays. Participants were asked to report the time and date they travelled, the form of public transport they used, the route name and whether there were any audible announcements on their journey. The 24 hour day was split into two reporting periods – AM (6am-11.59am) and PM (12pm to midnight). 

Information about how to participate in the project was promoted through Blind Citizens Australia’s communication channels including our audio magazine Soundabout, New Horizons weekly radio program, Blind Citizens Australia’s email lists and through our social media networks. 
Demographics

Forty six (46) members contacted Blind Citizens Australia to become involved in this project. Of the 46 people who expressed interest, 29 participants submitted completed diaries, constituting a 63% return rate. While the sample is small, the findings collected present a snapshot of the consistency of audible announcements as experienced by people who are blind or vision impaired. 
Participants were aged between 19 to 58 years of age and used a variety of different mobility aids such as a white cane or dog guide (the generic term of guide dog and seeing eye dogs). Nineteen participants were female (65.5%) and 10 participants (34.5%) were male. 
Findings 
In total, 289 trips were taken over the two week period across all modes of public transport. Of these trips 114 trips (39.4%) were conducted on metropolitan trains, 106 trips (36.7%) on trams, 53 trips (18.3%) on metropolitan bus services and 15 trips (5.2%) on Vline services. While Blind Citizens Australia requested and focused on the travel experiences of consumers who are blind or vision impaired on the metropolitan network, the experience of Vline travellers have been included in this report where trip information was supplied. 

Metropolitan trains

Fifty eight (58) trips were made across the Metro network during the AM period, with audible announcements provided on 51 trips (87.9%). Fifty seven (57) trips were undertaken during the afternoon and evening period. Audible announcements were provided on 45 of these trips (78.9%). Over one in eight trips during the morning period and over one in five trips during the afternoon period had no audible announcements. 
Eight participants who used the Upfield, Dandenong and Ringwood lines, found that while there were announcements for travel towards Flinders Street Station, there were no announcements on the train when travelling to suburban areas. These instances occurred between 14 April and 20 April 2012.
While the majority of participants undertaking train travel noted that the announcements, when made, were adequate, some members reported that announcements were provided for only some stops, rather than all stops. As an example, one participant on the Glen Waverley line noted that of the 6 trips she had taken, all 6 services only partially announced the approaching stops. Other lines which provided incorrect announcements include the Frankston, Hurstbridge, Dandenong, Upfield and Ringwood lines. 

A small proportion of members also noted that some announcements, when provided, were not clear. Two participants found the announcements on the Frankston Line were loud and distorted. One participant heading to a football match noted that the announcements on the train travelling towards Richmond station were muffled, making the announcements difficult to understand. 

‘Announcements were muffled going to the MCG. There were many announcements, not just announcing stations, including for change of platform. This becomes very difficult for many passengers.’ – Male, 42 

Another participant noted that when announcements were provided, they were made too late. 

‘[The] Sandringham [train] on the weekend had announcements but they came too late as the train had already passed the station when the announcement occurred. This happened more then once on the same day on 14 April.’ Female, 21
The provision of incorrect announcements was also a problem on three trips. Incorrect announcements are of particular concern to our membership as people who are blind or vision impaired may not have enough usable vision to visually reinforce where they are during a transport journey and cannot rely on landmarks or the visual displays onboard the vehicle for reassurance. While this number is quite low compared to the total metropolitan train trips taken by participants during the reporting period (2.6% of trips) and care should be used for broad extrapolations, this percentage does raise questions about how significant an issue this is across the metropolitan network, particularly when considering that over 230 million customer journeys are conducted each year on the Metro fleet
. 
Problems were also reported on train station platforms. Some participants reported that the announcements were late at train stations and were sometimes difficult to understand. 

‘They often don’t match what is written on the screen. As a result, I had to wait 2 hours to come back to Melbourne to get the train I needed’. Female, 32 

‘It was difficult to understand announcements at Flinders Street. I had to ask someone who didn’t understand it either!’ Female, 42 

Finally, as the sample size of this research was small, not all train lines were used by participants. There were no trips undertaken on the Werribee or Williamstown lines and only one trip on the Craigieburn line. Anecdotally, our members have noted that announcements on these lines, particularly on the Werribee line, can be problematic with incorrect or no announcements provided. 

Trams
Audible announcements on trams were inconsistently provided. Forty eight (48) trips were taken during the AM period, with audible announcements (either voice or automated) provided on only 20 trips (41.7%) of trips. Where announcements were provided, some of our members noted that the announcements were “muffled”, unclear or “unintelligible”, very quiet or difficult to hear above other tram noise. 
Similar results emerged for trips undertaken in the afternoon and evening. During the reporting period, 58 trips were undertaken during the PM and evening period, with only 21 services (36.2%) providing audible announcements. 

Approximately three out of five trips during the morning period and over 60% of trips during the afternoon period had no audible announcements.
Where announcements were provided, frequency of announcements was raised as an issue. Some of our members noted that only some major stops were announced during their journey, rather than all major stops. 


Of the 29 participants who took part in this project, 13 participants found that the trams they used did not have consistent announcements, leaving participants who are blind or vision impaired uncertain of when they were approaching their stop. 

‘Often I need to ask the driver to tell me my stop or rely on my own judgment”. Male, 42  

‘At no time during each of the 18 tram journeys taken (on Route 16) did the driver announce any of the stops or main intersections. I relied on my own judgement and the assistance of other travellers to let me know when I had reached my intended destination’. Male, 32 

‘Trams rarely announce stops. Occasionally they will announce stops in the city and the Lygon St shopping precinct but they NEVER announce all stops’. Female, 32
Some participants who took part in this project noted that drivers, when requested, provided an announcement of the stop that the participants required. This however, was problematic as many participants who used trams noted that it was difficult to locate the driver’s door, communicate with the driver through the Perspex door (with many noting that it was extremely difficult to hear the driver clearly) or to independently negotiate through a crowded tram to get the driver’s attention.

These results highlight that while drivers may honour “requests” to make an announcement, this approach is not foolproof for the travelling public who are blind or vision impaired.  

Buses

Announcements on buses, as expected, were significantly lower as compared to metropolitan trains and trams. Only 1 trip in the AM period (of 28 trips) and 1 trip (of 24 trips) in the PM period had automated announcements. Of total bus trips, four trips were conducted on Smartbus which are fitted with an audible announcement system, however announcements were not provided on two trips despite the technology being present on the bus. Anecdotally, our members have noted that while Smartbus is fitted with technology to make announcements, there are many instances where announcements are quiet or are not turned on at all. 
‘Sometimes the announcements are not heard as they are too soft to hear over the noise of the bus or other distractions on the bus’ Male, 55  
The lack of automated announcements on board buses other than Smartbus was noted by participants as an area for improvement. As noted by one participant who used Route 484 to Greenvale 
‘It is difficult with no announcements as I need to rely on the driver to tell me my stop’. Female, 34


Vline

Five participants undertook travel on the Vline network during the reporting period. Nine trips (60% of total trips) were on the Ballarat line, four trips (26.6%) on the Bainsdale line, one trip (6.7%) on the Geelong line and one trip on the Bendigo line (6.7%).

Of the Ballarat trips, there were announcements on all morning trips (four trips), announcement on four out of five afternoon trips, with only one service not providing automated or voiced announcements. 

On the Bairnsdale line, one trip was taken during the AM period, and three trips were taken during the PM period. Announcements were made on all trips.

There were no announcements on the Geelong trip which was undertaken during the PM period. Announcements were however made on the Bendigo trip which was undertaken during the AM period.
 

Considerations and Recommendations – Where to from here?

The findings of this report highlight that while audible announcements are provided on public transport, the provision of announcements is sporadic and unreliable which is most evident on the tram network. The findings highlight a significant gap in the consistency of information provided to commuters, particularly people who are blind or vision impaired who are reliant on audible information to make correct judgements about where they are during a transport journey and where to disembark. 
On metropolitan trains, over one in eight trips during the morning period and over one in five trips during the afternoon period had no audible announcements. Findings were significantly worse for trams with over 60% of trips during the morning, afternoon and evening periods not providing announcements. 

This is far short of the compliance schedule of the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport (DSAPT) which required 100% compliance to information provision by 31 December 2007. While Blind Citizens Australia recognises that both rail and tram operators encourage drivers to make human voice announcements as part of driver training, it is clear from this small study that there is still a significant shortfall in the levels of announcements being made and that the current approach is not working as well as it should. 
In light of this report, Blind Citizens Australia would like to make a number of recommendations to address the adequacy of provision of audible announcements. 
1. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that an formal audit is undertaken by Metro Trains to 
a. Assess consistency of audible announcement across the metropolitan train network

b. Identity gaps in audible announcement provision including particular lines or “black spots” where further work to refine audible announcement provision is necessary

c. Identify and work to address technical issues, including announcement delay (where announcements are made after the train has disembarked from a station) and volume and clarity issues (quiet, loud or distorted announcements).
d. Review driver training to ensure that drivers provide human voice announcements where technical issues or use of older train fleet mean that automated announcements cannot be provided.  

2. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that a formal audit is undertaken by Yarra Trams to 

a. Assess consistency of audible announcements across the metropolitan tram network

b. As a starting point, identify particular routes with low levels of announcements and develop a targeted plan to increase the percentage of announcements on these lines within a six month timeframe
c. Develop a long term plan (12 months +) to work to improve audible announcement provision across the network

d. Reinforce with drivers the legal obligation to ensure that all passengers are given the same level of access to information on their whereabouts during a public transport journey and their (the driver’s) requirement to provide audible announcements of major stops both within and outside of the Melbourne CBD
e. Develop a compliance framework which focuses and monitors audible announcement provision
f. Work towards an increased introduction of automated announcement mechanisms onboard vehicles

3. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Bus Association of Victoria work with bus operators, and bus operators in turn work with their staff and drivers to ensure that:

a. The provision of information to commuters, including destination and stop information, is reinforced as vital information which should be provided to commuters when requested
b. Ensure that training delivered to drivers reinforces the need for information communicated audibly and reinforces that not all people who are blind or vision impaired will be immediately identifiable as having a disability. 
c. Work with the Department of Transport to investigate mechanisms and funding to enable automated announcements onboard vehicles. 
4. Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Department of Transport 
a. Works with the above providers to address audible announcements provision and review audits undertaken by operators to determine progress in this area
b. Report on audible announcement provision in the Victorian Government’s report to the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport (DSAPT) including what steps will be undertaken by the government to rectify this issue. 

5. In addition to operator led audits, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Public Transport Ombudsman undertake an independent inquiry on the provision of audible announcements on board public transport in Victoria. In particular Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the inquiry review

a. The frequency and consistency of audible announcements onboard metropolitan trains, trams and buses

b. Assess the clarity of announcements where announcements are made by human voice

c. Seek the views and experiences of commuters, including people who are blind or vision impaired, to inform the inquiry

d. Prepare a inquiry report which is publicly available and outlines the inquiry findings and recommendations to improve access for people who are unable to access visual information 
e. Establish a timeline for compliance, including to the DSAPT requirement
f. Review the levels of compliance after a determined period of time to evaluate whether the provision of audible announcements has improved for each mode and across modes. 
Conclusion
This report provides a snapshot of public transport experiences of people who are blind or vision impaired. While it is only a snapshot of some of the experiences of our members and their travel experiences on the public transport network in Victoria, the findings indicate that there are still significant failings in the delivery of audible information across all transport modes in Victoria. The lack of audible information has implications for the capacity of people who are blind or vision impaired to know their location whilst travelling, the ability to travel independently and with confidence and the capacity to make informed decisions without relying on other commuters or members of the public. The provision of audible announcements also provides wider benefits for commuters who may not have a print disability, but benefit from the additional information audible announcements can offer. 
Blind Citizens Australia welcomes the opportunity to work directly with transport operators, the Department of Transport and the Public Transport Ombudsman on this issue and encourages the adoption of the recommendation of this report. 
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This report is available in large print, audio, Braille and in electronic formats for access by people who are blind or vision impaired. 
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