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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.

People who are blind or vision impaired continue to face a wide range of barriers when accessing services and facilities within the community. The provision of accessible transport and infrastructure can eliminate some of these barriers and serve to increase the level of participation that is enjoyed by people who are blind or vision impaired.

Purpose

This policy will provide airlines and airport operators 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, entities operating within the aviation industry 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.”

Recommendations for Airports

1.
Signage

To maximise the readability of signage in airports, careful consideration should be given to the following factors:

· 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.
· Many people with impaired vision have difficulty finding the start of a new line in a paragraph. We recommend increasing the spacing between lines by at least 30% of normal spacing.  

· 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.

· If you wish to highlight a section of text, use bold or a different non-serif font. Italics and underlining clutter the text making it harder to read.

· Do not use shiny surfaces on signage or glossy paper for printed information. These surfaces are highly reflective and cause problems with glare.

· Left and right hand margins should be the same. 
· Text should be aligned to the left-hand margin with ragged right hand alignment.

· 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.

· It is common to use formats, which indent the first word or the first few letters to indicate a new paragraph. Such indication may not provide a sufficient difference from normal text format to indicate to a vision impaired reader the beginning of a new paragraph. Use an extra line space and maintain the blocked format of the left margin of the text.

2.
Customer Service

Having effective skills in verbal communication is crucial to providing passengers with an adequate level of customer service; and even more so for those who are unable to observe body language.

People with a print disability, as well as those with low English literacy do not have the ability to read visual displays which include details about incoming and departing flights. For this reason, it is also essential that those staff who are responsible for making voice announcements within the terminal to have good English communication skills. 

One member of Blind Citizens Australia from Tasmania wrote: “In airports, the announcers are in most cases appalling. In many cases it is necessary to find an employee for an interpretation”.
While Blind Citizens Australia does not endorse discrimination against people from non-English speaking backgrounds, we encourage airport operators to seriously consider the impact that a significant communication barrier may have on passengers who are blind or vision impaired, especially in the event of an emergency. We therefore recommend that airport operators adopt a Basic English literacy test which must be undertaken by all future frontline staff, to ensure that they are able to effectively communicate with passengers and understand their needs.

In order to be able to communicate effectively with customers who are blind or vision impaired and, passengers with a disability more generally, it is also important for airport staff to have a thorough understanding of disability. All airport operators 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. Staff should attend these training programs as soon as practical after commencing work at the airport 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, training should encompass the following points:

· Access requirements for persons accompanied by dog guides.

· Appropriate language e.g. how to communicate with a person who is blind or vision impaired and ask them how you can best be of assistance.
· Appropriate technique for guiding a person who is blind or vision impaired.
· The role of orientation and mobility aids like the long cane and the dog guide.
3.
Meet and Assist Services

Way finding, or the ability to be able to navigate an environment independently can be extremely difficult for an individual who is blind or vision impaired in a busy airport environment. Crowds of people, queues, roped off areas and visual signage are just some of the things that can serve to complicate this experience.

Locating the appropriate terminal and check-in counter upon arrival to the airport are two of the functions that passengers who are blind or vision impaired may find difficult to carry out independently. To minimise complication and to improve the customer experience for people who are blind or vision impaired, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the position description of airport personnel such as security staff include requirements around offering assistance to passengers with disabilities.

While in Australia, this function is currently carried out primarily by airline staff, this can cause significant complications as airlines have varying policies on meet and assist services. In other parts of the world where meet and assist is the responsibility of airport staff, there is a far greater level of customer satisfaction as the passenger is always guaranteed assistance.

Airport personnel should be available to assist the passenger from the taxi rank into the terminal and then, to the appropriate check-in counter. Subsequent to this, airport staff must ensure that the passenger safely passes through security and is ready to depart from the appropriate gate lounge, and then ensure that the passenger is taken onto            the aircraft at the time of boarding. Arrangements should also be made with airport personnel at the passenger’s other destinations to ensure that they receive assistance to exit the aircraft, collect any luggage from the baggage carousel and then make their way to any connecting services that they wish to use.

Ideally, it would be beneficial if a service was in place to allow passengers who may require additional assistance to be able to book this assistance ahead of time, so that they know that there will be someone there to assist when they arrive at the airport.

In offering assistance to passengers who are blind or vision impaired, airport personnel should take the time to ask the passenger what they need and should not assume that they require the use of a lift or wheelchair – as the majority of people who are blind or vision impaired have very good mobility.

4.
Security Screening
The process of passing through the security barriers is one aspect of airline travel that is often not handled consistently, sometimes resulting in great anxiety for the passenger.  It is a known fact that both a long cane and a dog guide harness will set off the alarms when passing through security. Security staff should therefore ensure that the passenger understands what to expect prior to the security check and talk to the passenger about their preference in terms of how the security check should be handled. 

For cane users, some may simply prefer to walk through security with their cane

with the understanding that they will need to be patted down as a result of their cane triggering the alarm. Others may choose to have their cane pass through security with their other personal items, leaving them to walk through the barriers without it. In this instance, security staff should maintain voice contact with the passenger at all times  and ask if they require any physical guidance in order to pass through the barriers. This can be facilitated by having the member of staff on the other side of security allow the passenger to take hold of their hands in order to help guide them through, however staff should always take the time to ask passengers what they need and should not adopt a “one size fits all” approach.

Blind Citizens Australia members who use dog guides often report a lack of consistency in regards to the approach adopted by security personnel at airports; with some members having been asked to leave their dog and pass through security without it. This is not acceptable under any circumstances, as state and federal legislation both require the dog to be under the control of the handler at all times.

Blind Citizens Australia recommends that passengers accompanied by dog guides be given the option to either walk through the security barriers with their dog unassisted – which may be more easily facilitated if the dog is able to follow another member of staff – or to drop the harness and take the dog through the barriers on-lead so that they are able to receive assistance from security personnel. As the harness will trigger the alarm, the fact that an additional security check will need to be conducted (involving staff passing a security wand over both the passenger and the dog) must be clearly explained at the beginning of this process.

5.
Dog Guide Facilities

Airline travel presents significant problems for dog guide handlers due to there not being adequate facilities available within airport terminals to allow for the toileting of assistance animals. In most cases, the passenger is required to leave the airport to find an area where there dog can be toileted and even then, grassed areas can be quite scarce. International passengers who are either departing from or transiting within Australia can face additional challenges as a result of often having to go through security, immigration and customs multiple times in order to be able to relieve their dog outside the building when the need arises.

In April 2014, Brisbane Airport took the necessary steps to eliminate these challenges by opening Australia’s first dedicated animal bathrooms in its domestic and international terminals. Blind Citizens Australia commends this action and urges all other airports to follow this example of best practice; ensuring that toileting facilities for assistance animals within international and domestic terminals are included in plans for any subsequent renovations or upgrades.

6.
Connecting Transport Services

All connecting services should be well sign-posted to allow someone with reduced, but usable vision to be able to locate them independently. This can be achieved in part through compliance with the recommendations of section 2 of this policy. Airports should take the necessary steps to ensure that linking bus, train and light rail services are accessible to persons with disabilities and should work with the transport providers who have been contracted to provide these services to accommodate this requirement.

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 facilities on the public transport network

must include mandatory consultation with people who have a disability or their representatives to determine an optimal access outcome. Information and data used to inform planning new or upgraded infrastructure must include data and information gained from consultation with representatives of people with disabilities. 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.

It is important that individuals who are blind and vision impaired are provided with opportunity to raise access issues at a local level and are able to provide feedback through open communication channels outside of formal and regular consultation. 

Recommendations for Airlines

1.
Customer Service

Having effective skills in verbal communication is crucial to providing passengers with an adequate level of customer service; and even more so for those who are unable to observe body language. 

While Blind Citizens Australia does not endorse discrimination against people from non-English speaking backgrounds, we encourage airlines to seriously consider the impact that a significant communication barrier may have on passengers who are blind or vision impaired – especially in the event of an emergency. 

We therefore recommend that airlines adopt a Basic English literacy test which must be undertaken by all future frontline staff, to ensure that they are able to effectively communicate with passengers and understand their needs.

In order to be able to communicate effectively with customers who are blind or vision impaired and, passengers with a disability more generally, it is also important for airline staff to have a thorough understanding of disability. All airlines 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. Staff should attend these training programs as soon as practical after commencing work with the airline 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, training should encompass the following points:

· Access requirements for persons accompanied by dog guides.
· Appropriate language e.g. how to communicate with a person who is blind or vision impaired and ask them how you can best be of assistance.

· Appropriate techniques for guiding a person who is blind or vision impaired.
· The role of orientation and mobility aids like the long cane and the dog guide.
2.
Booking Systems

It is important for airlines to have systems in place that will allow people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to book their flights independently, without having to rely on sighted assistance. 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 that is used by people who are blind or vision impaired. 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 being used increasingly by airlines to communicate special discounted rates on flights to customers and to allow them to book their flights while on the go. 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. 

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 the above factors, Blind Citizens Australia stresses the importance of call centre staff being made available to assist with flight bookings, regardless of the increase             in the uptake of internet and smartphone technologies. Subsequent to this recommendation, Blind Citizens Australia wishes to highlight the policy that is applied by many airlines operating in Australia which applies an additional service fee to customers when booking flights over the phone. As the concept of applying an additional service fee to someone who is unable to book their flights using alternative methods due to reasons of disability is discriminatory in nature, Blind Citizens Australia strongly recommends that passengers who are blind or vision impaired be exempt from paying these additional charges.

Regardless of how a booking is made, it is essential that there be options available to allow for the recording of the fact that the passenger is blind or vision impaired and will require meet and assist services on arrival. Booking systems should also be responsive to company policy surrounding travel for persons accompanied by dog guides; allowing for an extra seat to be allocated as per section 3 of this policy.

3.
Enabling Independent Travel for People who are Blind or Vision Impaired
Frustratingly, some budget airlines continue to promote policies which restrict independent travel for passengers who are blind or vision impaired. Blind Citizens Australia wishes to reinforce the fact that placing a requirement on passengers with disabilities to have a carer accompany them on a flight amounts to discrimination under Section 24 of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth), and also fails to understand that people who are blind or vision impaired are typically capable, confident and experienced travellers. The assistance required by passengers who are blind or vision impaired is not significant enough to impose significant financial hardship to the airline and therefore, should be able to be accommodated in company operations.
4.
Policies for Persons Accompanied by Dog Guides
To allow passengers accompanied by dog guides to be able to travel independently,           it is crucial that an extra seat be allocated to the passenger at the time of booking. Travelling dog guides will lay on the floor in front of the provided extra seat – which will ensure that there is sufficient space for both the dog and the handler, without impacting 
on the comfort of other passengers.  As many people rely heavily on dog guides as a mobility aid out of necessity and not out of choice, there should be no additional charge for this extra seat.

Blind Citizens Australia disagrees with the policy adopted by some airlines which restricts travel to only two assistance animals per flight. This practice does not allow dog guide handlers access to the same range of options that is available to the general public. It also severely complicates transport in circumstances when a number of dog guide handlers are travelling to the same destination to attend a specific event. Blind Citizens Australia encourages airlines to revise such policies to allow equal access to travel for persons accompanied by assistance animals wherever there is sufficient room on board the aircraft to accommodate this.

There is often confusion among airline staff when interpreting airline policy for passengers accompanied by dog guides; sometimes resulting in passengers being unfairly refused access to their flight. It is therefore essential for all airlines to develop and implement a standardised policy which reflects federal legislation governing access for persons accompanied by assistance animals. Additionally, airlines must ensure that ground staff, as well as those customer service representatives responsible for phone bookings have a comprehensive understanding of company policy for dog guide travel. 

5.
Safety Information

Australian aviation policy requires all passengers to be familiar with emergency procedures on-board the aircraft. As people who are blind or vision impaired may not necessarily be able to view the safety demonstration that is carried out prior to departure, airline staff should take the time to brief the passenger individually to ensure that they are familiar with the location of emergency exits, as well as their oxygen mask, life jacket and call button prior to take-off. The brace position should also be carefully explained so that the passenger understands what to do in the event of an emergency.

In accordance with the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth), it is also important for any printed safety information that is made available to passengers to be provided in accessible formats such as large print, Braille and audio. This requirement has already been accommodated by some Australian airlines and we urge others to increase access to safety information by putting procedures in place to allow for the provision of material in accessible formats in the future.

6.
In-flight entertainment

Section 24 of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth), requires all goods, services and facilities that are provided to the public to be accessible to persons with disabilities. This requirement also extends to in-flight entertainment systems that are used by all airlines operating out of Australian terminals.

Many tablet and other entertainment devices now include in-built accessibility features such as text-to-speech software to allow people who are blind or vision impaired to

be able to navigate the screen independently. This software is not difficult for manufacturers to build into the device at the developing stage and should come at no additional charge. In May 2014, Qantas announced that it has made its in-flight entertainment for domestic flights operating within Australia accessible to passengers who are blind or vision impaired through the use of Apple iPads, which already include in-built text-to-speech software called VoiceOver. Blind Citizens Australia commends Qantas on this progress and urges all other airlines to start taking steps to ensure the accessibility of in-flight entertainment for passengers who are blind or vision impaired.

Airlines have the purchasing power to ensure that accessibility requirements are accommodated when negotiating tenders for the procurement of in-flight entertainment systems. In their negotiations with providers of information and communications technology, airlines should draw attention to accessibility requirements under Australian anti-discrimination legislation and proactively seek to purchase goods only from those companies who are willing to comply with these requirements. 

Using innovative practice, airlines could even consider using accessible in-flight devices to make printed safety information available to passengers who are blind or vision impaired to accommodate the recommendations of section 3 of this policy.

To ensure that accessibility solutions adequately meet the needs of passengers with a disability, Blind Citizens Australia strongly recommends that user testing take place prior to full roll out of any in-flight entertainment systems.

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 facilities on the public transport network

must include mandatory consultation with people who have a disability or their representatives to determine an optimal access outcome. Information and data used to inform planning new or upgraded infrastructure must include data and information gained from consultation with representatives of people with disabilities. 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.

It is important that individuals who are blind and vision impaired are provided with opportunity to raise access issues at a local level and are able to provide feedback through open communication channels outside of formal and regular consultation. 

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

© Adopted 28 July 2014
Level 3


Ross House


247-251 Flinders Lane


Melbourne Victoria 3000


Telephone: 03 9654 1400


Toll Free: 1800 033 660


Fax: 03 9650 3200


Email: bca@bca.org.au


Website: www.bca.org.au








Blind Citizens Australia ABN 90 006 985 226.  Gifts are Tax Deductible.








