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Preamble

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

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

Purpose

This policy will provide state transport authorities and tram 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. Although the terminology used throughout this policy is specific to trams, the recommendations raised are also intended to extend to light rail and it is our hope that this policy will also be distributed to, and considered by, light rail operators across Australia.

Through the implementation of this policy, operators can improve their services not only for people who are blind or vision impaired, but also other community groups such as people with print disabilities such as dyslexia, people with low English literacy, and tourists who may be unfamiliar with the local environment. Mention of trams, tram operators and tram drivers throughout this policy is intended to extend also to light rail.
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.”

1.
Tendering and Contractual Agreements

Where public transport services are provided by private operators, in accordance with any tendering or contractual arrangements, it should be a condition of the contract that the operator develop and implement an Action Plan to provide an accessible service for people with disabilities. The development and implementation of this Action Plan, in relation to people who are blind and others with a print disability, should be undertaken in consultation with Blind Citizens Australia. The Action Plan should include the relevant recommendations from this Policy.  An operator who fails to adopt or implement an Action Plan should be regarded as in breach of its contract with the Government and should be subject to appropriate sanctions.

In instances where transport authorities undertake a tendering process for the purchase or construction of new trams, accessibility must also be clearly identified as a contractual requirement.

2.
Recognition of the Vision Impaired Person’s Travel Pass

People who are blind or vision impaired typically experience much higher costs of daily living due to the non-optional costs associated with their disability. In recognition of this fact, by 1 January 2003, the National Blind Travel Pass had been introduced in all Australian States and Territories. Although entitlements may vary slightly between states, at minimum, this pass entitles the holder to free travel on all government tram services within state boundaries.

While private operators may make discretionary decisions regarding the acceptance of the Blind Travel Pass, Blind Citizens Australia strongly encourages all operators to honour the pass as a means of enhancing access to services for people who are blind or vision impaired.

In circumstances where the pass holder is accessing transport in a State or Territory other than that where the pass has been issued, the individual is able to access the same entitlements that are granted to any other pass holder in that State or Territory.

3.
Customer Service

3.1.
English Literacy

Having effective skills in verbal communication is crucial to providing passengers with an adequate level of customer service; and even more so for those passengers who are unable to observe body language or printed information. While Blind Citizens Australia does not endorse discrimination against people from non-English speaking backgrounds, we encourage tram operators to seriously consider the impact that a significant communication barrier may have on passengers who are blind or vision impaired. We therefore recommend that 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.

3.2.
Disability Awareness

All tram operators should develop a 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. All staff, not just those staff dealing directly with passengers, should attend these training programs as soon as practical after commencing work with the transport provider and should be required to attend a refresher training program after each three years’ service. 

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

At a minimum, training should include:
· Appropriate language e.g. how to communicate with a person who is blind or vision impaired.
· The need to notify the passenger when they have reached their stop if the tram does not have automated announcements.

· Appropriate guiding techniques and the need to ask the passenger what sort of assistance they require.

· The role of orientation and mobility aids like the long cane and the dog guide.
· The use of formats other than standard print.
· The entitlement of people who are blind or vision impaired to a Vision Impaired Person’s Travel Pass and an understanding of the entitlements associated with this pass.

It is also imperative that call centre staff have accurate and up-to-date timetable information on-hand so that they can adequately respond to enquiries from individuals.

4.
Access to Information

4.1.
Printed Information

There are varying levels of blindness and vision impairment with no such thing as a “one size fits all” approach in terms of providing accessible information. People who are blind or vision impaired require information in a range of different formats including large print, Braille, electronic and audio. Consistent with the caveats of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth), it is essential that requests for information in alternate formats be accommodated in a timely manner. 

It is important that mechanisms and processes are established and known to ensure that people with print disabilities are not disadvantaged in accessing information.

In some instances, previous requests for large print have been met by enlarging existing timetable information which is in small print on a photocopier and providing a grey scale copy. Large print is not just about making the document larger but ensuring that the document is legible, can be read independently and has optimal contrast.  

Signage at tram stops and on and in trams should have large, clear lettering, have                   a colour contrasting background, be made of non-reflecting materials, be clearly illuminated by direct lighting and be positioned to enable a person who is vision impaired to get close enough to read the information. Additional recommendations pertaining to the identification of tram stops can be found in Section 7.4 of this policy.

Blind Citizens Australia urges all transport authorities and tram operators to consider the following factors when implementing new signage or printed timetable information:

· Simple fonts that do not have serifs or curlicues are more easily read than "fancy" fonts; whether they are in books, reports, correspondence or signs. Blind Citizens Australia recommends the use of Arial font, as it is generally considered to be more easily read by people with restricted vision. This document is written in Arial font.

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

· 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. In considering contrast requirements, tram operators should also ensure that visual advertisements placed on trams vehicles does not compromise a person’s ability to be able to visually distinguish the tram number.
· If you wish to highlight a section of the 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.
· 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.

4.2.
Electronic Information

Extra care should be taken to ensure that web content is accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired who rely heavily on the use of magnification or text-to-speech software. This can be achieved through consultation with industry professionals and by adhering closely to the requirements of the World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0. 

The Australian Government’s study into the Accessibility of the Portable Document Format for people with a disability (2010) also stated that due to problems of accessibility, an alternative electronic version in rtf or doc should be provided. State transport authorities and tram operators must acknowledge that PDF files are not 
considered to be universally accessible and make a commitment towards providing Microsoft Word format, rtf or txt file versions available online as an alternative to PDF. 

Smart phone applications are being used increasingly by transport providers as a means of allowing passengers to access real time timetable and journey information. Smart phone 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. 

In considering the above recommendations, it is extremely important that smartphone applications and web facilities are viewed as an additional option for passengers, rather than replacing low-tech solutions such as call centre operators. Many people who are blind or vision impaired still face barriers to accessing mobile phone technology and it is imperative that there still be services available to meet their needs.

4.3.
Tram Identification

Visual dot matrix or LED displays on trams should feature solid but merging numbers on both sides, and the front of the vehicle. As it can often be difficult for people with limited vision and especially, people in wheelchairs to see tram numbers that are displayed high up on the vehicle, care should be taken to ensure that all new rolling stock includes an additional display which is located to the right of the door at shoulder height.

Please refer to section 4.1 of this policy for further information about fonts and colour/luminance contrast.

As outlined in section 4.1 of this policy, it is also essential for tram operators to consider contrast requirements when reviewing what advertising can be placed on tram vehicles, so as not to detract from the readability of the tram number.
Although appropriately located and configured displays can be extremely useful to people with some usable vision, there needs to be an alternative way of communicating the same information to passengers who are legally blind; as well as people from non-English speaking backgrounds, and those with other print disabilities. 

All tram operators should implement an automated speech system which activates when the tram doors open, announcing and repeating the tram number clearly and consistently several times. It should also be clearly communicated to drivers that there are penalties for turning off these speech systems, as this action would severely compromise the independence of passengers who are blind or vision impaired. Such technology already exists and is currently being used in some parts of Australia.

Blind Citizens Australia recommends the implementation of buttons or bollards which can provide passengers with information about the next service to arrive at a stop when pressed. For way finding purposes, it is essential that these are applied in a consistent manner; with auditing taking place on a regular basis to ensure that they are in correct working order.
Some smartphone applications also allow the user to track which trams are approaching; however it is important to understand that not all passengers have access to this technology. Operators should comply with Section 4.2 of this policy when designing and implementing smartphone applications.

4.4.
Access to Whereabouts on a Public Transport Journey

Section 27.4 of The Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 states that: “All passengers must be given the same level of access to information on their whereabouts during a public transport journey.” 
For people who are blind or vision impaired, this means the provision of clear and consistent audible announcements which provide up-to-date next stop information. These measures are not only beneficial to people who are blind or vision impaired, but are also helpful for people from non-English speaking backgrounds, and tourists who may be unfamiliar with the environment.

All tram operators should implement an automated speech system to communicate route and stop information to passengers. Announcements should include the upcoming stop and any relevant interchange information. It is important that the timing of next stop information allows sufficient time for passengers to make their way through the tram without risking injury to themselves or others. As audible announcements rely heavily on the correct functioning of the trams internal speaker system, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that regular testing and auditing take place to ensure that it is in correct working order.

In the event that a tram is not equipped with the appropriate facilities to be able to provide automated announcements, or in instances where there are service changes or delays, information should be clearly and consistently provided to passengers via manual announcements to be spoken by the tram driver. If the driver sees someone with a cane or a dog guide boarding the tram, they should also make an effort to ask the passenger which stop they will be exiting at and remind them that their stop is coming up on approach.

4.5.
Communicating Service Changes

As individuals who are blind or vision impaired often rely on the use of orientation and mobility services to learn familiar routes, cancellations and changes to public transport networks can be disabling and inconvenient. It is necessary to provide as much information as possible to ensure that individuals are able to plan well in advance to travel to required destinations efficiently and safely. 

Blind Citizens Australia recommends that information regarding cancellations and changes to the public transport network is provided to blindness agencies and organisations in a timely and efficient manner to ensure that information can be disseminated to members accordingly. Information about service changes should also be updated via smart phone applications.

5.
Emergency Procedures

The development of emergency procedures should be undertaken in consultation with Blind Citizens Australia and other blindness agencies, to ensure that the specific needs of people who are blind or vision impaired are understood and catered for in emergency management practice. For instance, it is important to ensure that individuals who are blind or vision impaired are approached directly in the case of emergency and are guided to safety. It is also important to use descriptive language to assist the individual who is blind or vision impaired to orientate them through the unfamiliar environment and to remain calm in these situations while following emergency procedures. 

In rare circumstances, breakdowns may occur and passengers will be required to vacate the tram in order to source other transportation options. This can be very confusing for a person who is blind or vision impaired, as they may not be familiar with the location they are stopped at and therefore may not have the ability to navigate their way to find an alternate mode of travel. 

Blind Citizens Australia encourages all tram operators to implement a clear policy on emergency management; requiring the driver to check if there are any passengers with a disability who require assistance and subsequently, make arrangements for their safe transportation in coordination with the depot.

6. Tram Stop Design

6.1.
Super Stops

Tram super stops can present many challenges for passengers who are blind or vision impaired, as there can be a number of trams pulled up at the stop at any one time. Although compliance with Section 4.3 of this policy would help to address this problem, it can still be difficult and confusing for people who are blind or vision impaired to locate the correct tram in a queue of vehicles. While trams should always pull up to the front of the queue prior to departing, they will often pick up passengers from the rear of the interchange and depart without leaving a sufficient window of opportunity for a person who is blind or vision impaired to locate the correct vehicle. To address this problem, all tram operators should implement a clear policy which requires all tram drivers to pull up to the front of the super stop to pick up passengers. If a tram does take on passengers towards the rear of the interchange, the driver should wait until they are able to move up to the front of the queue and check if there are any other passengers who would like to embark prior to departing. 

In the application of tactile ground surface indicators as per Section 7.4 of this policy, Blind Citizens Australia urges transport authorities to include at least one tactile boarding point at all super stops, which should be located at the front of the stop. This will allow passengers who are blind or vision impaired to exercise greater independence when locating the boarding point. A uniform procedure should then be followed at all super stops to ensure that each tram pulls up to, and aligns the front door of the tram with, the tactile boarding point. 

Blind Citizens Australia also recommends the development of guides to super stop locations which explains how they can be located – including the setback of tactile ground surface indicators, the approximate length of the stop, and whether there is ramp access at one or both ends. Blind Citizens Australia would greatly value the opportunity to provide input into the content and layout of these guides.

6.2.
 Surrounding Infrastructure

Readily available and accessible public transport is only useful if the surrounding infrastructure allows for sufficient access to the tram stop itself. People who are blind or vision impaired can face extra difficulty crossing busy roads if there is no clear access point, such as a pedestrian crossing or set of traffic lights with audible traffic signals. 
Transport authorities should work with Local Councils and relevant road authorities in their State or Territory to try to ensure that tram stops can be easily accessed via these means.
Careful consideration should also be given to multimodal transportation, with transport authorities taking the necessary steps to ensure that nearby connecting bus and train services have an accessible path of travel, to allow passengers who are blind or vision impaired to be able to navigate from the tram stop to their final destination.

6.3.
Allowing Unhindered Passage

To allow for adequate way finding, it is important that consideration is given to the placement of objects within the tram stop environment such as signs and telephone booths. Many people who are blind or vision impaired will follow the building line when navigating a public area, so that they are able to maintain a straight line of travel. For this reason, care should be taken to make sure that building lines are as free from obstruction as possible. While it is important for signs to be placed at eye level, it is most useful for these to be placed on walls so that they do not obstruct the path of travel. Signs on posts should also be set back from the pathway.

The use of pedestal objects should be carefully avoided. A pedestal object is one which has protruding components which are not detectable at ground level, such as a telephone booth that is affixed to a wall. As a person who is blind or vision impaired is unable to detect the presence of these objects with their cane, they can pose a significant threat to their safety and have the potential to cause great harm. Blind Citizens Australia does not support the use of hazard TGSIs to warn of pedestal objects, as hazard indicators do not provide information about what the hazard is and their over-placement can be confusing for consumers. Tactile Ground Surface Indicators should not be used to compensate for bad design.

6.4.
 Identification of Tram Stops

All tram stops should be clearly marked using large, bold numbers, in compliance with Section 4.1 of this policy. Numbers should be as large as space will allow.

6.5.
Use of Tactile Ground Surface Indicators (TGSIs)

The correct placement of hazard markers can be extremely useful in maximising the safety and independence of people who are blind or vision impaired. Blind Citizens Australia recommends compliance with AS1428.4 in regards to the location, style and dimensions of TGSIs.

In particular, it is essential for mid-crossing platforms to have a continuous line of hazard markers along the platform edge to ensure the safety of the passenger. As per section 7 of this policy, there should also be at least one tactile boarding point at all super stops, which must be located at the front of the queue.

7.
Tram Design

In implementing the recommendations of Section 1 of this policy, contractors must consider the following when purchasing and designing new trams:
· All trams should include high visibility bells, grab rails and doors – with a luminance contrast of at least 30 per cent. 

· All printed information on-board trams should be clearly distinguishable through the provision of luminance contrast and clear signage as per Section 3.1 of this policy.

8.
Safety on-board Trams

Blind Citizens Australia members frequently report instances where the driver has moved off before they have been able to locate a safe position. As these passengers may also be unable to determine where the handrails are located in order to stabilise themselves, this has the potential to result in serious injury. To address this problem, tram operators should implement policies which require the tram driver to wait until passengers are safe and stable (even if no seats are available) prior to departing.

9.
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. 

10.
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 Tram and Light Rail Policy please do not hesitate to contact us on (03) 9654 1400 / 1800 033 660 or email bca@bca.org.au.
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