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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 13 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 Minister for Transport’s Public Transport Access Committee (PTAC), Victorian Taxi Directorate’s (VTD) Disabled Persons Taxi Advisory Committee (DPTAC) and VTD sub working groups focusing on the acceptance of dog guides in taxis and improvements to driver training modules. We welcome the opportunity to provide comments to this Taxi Industry Inquiry.
Introduction
Victorians who are blind or vision impaired use taxis frequently as their preferred mode of transport due to its convenience and door to door service. For the most part, the experience of using taxis in metropolitan Melbourne has improved for people who are blind or vision impaired. 
“I generally find taxi drivers most helpful, cheerful and on time for booked cabs”, Female, Victoria

“Silvercare service is generally quite good. More resources and promotion should be put into such a service. I find that having a cane makes life much easier for drivers to recognise that I cannot fully see”, Female, Victoria. 

There are however some exceptions. Many people who are blind or vision impaired choose to establish a direct relationship with one or two drivers, or a small network of drivers, with some members noting that this guarantees them a better quality service. 
As noted in the Setting the Scene discussion paper, there are a number of consistent issues which are experienced by passengers, many of which are also experienced by passengers who are blind or vision impaired. These issues include
· Drivers failing to take the shortest or cheapest route – which can impact on personal budgets for people on low incomes
· Communication and language barriers with drivers for whom English is not their first language

· Insufficient geographical knowledge by drivers of how to get to the passenger’s destination without passenger directions – in some instances, passengers who are blind or vision impaired have been requested to use a Melways!
· Poor communication between the booking system and taxi drivers
· Mistakes made by booking operators during the booking process and incorrect information in follow up phone calls
· Taxis not arriving when booked which has additional consequences for people wanting to make public transport connections

· Ability to book a taxi during peak periods, leading to significant wait times
· Drivers dropping people off at an incorrect location – being left in an unfamiliar area can be dangerous and disorientating for a person who is blind or vision impaired.
· An inadequate number of taxis in regional and rural areas which impacts on ready to ride wait times. Despite this, members have told us that they receive much better service as compared to metropolitan areas and comment that drivers are “helpful, friendly and professional”. 
· Taxis that are not clean and well maintained.
Question: Are the needs of mobility disadvantaged passengers used being adequately serviced by the current structure and regulatory regime, including through the Government’s Multi Purpose Taxi Program?

In addition to the more general issues outlined above, there are a number of specific issues that are experienced by people who are blind or vision impaired which are outlined below.
Acceptance of dog guides
Dog guide is the generic term for Guide Dogs and Seeing Eye dogs.

The acceptance of dog guides in taxis within Victoria has substantially improved in recent years. This improvement has been due in part to collaboration and working partnerships between Blind Citizens Australia, the VTD, Guide Dogs Victoria and Seeing Eye Dogs Mobility Division, Vision Australia. Initiatives carried out by the VTD have included

· Facilitation of direct discussions between dog guide users and taxi drivers in settings such as Melbourne Airport

· Covert operations observing driver behaviour when approached by “ready to ride” passengers using a dog guide. Where refusals were witnessed, drivers were approached by VTD officials to discuss the reasons behind the refusal and to reinforce that the refusal of a passenger using a dog guide contravenes both State and Federal equal opportunity laws. 

· Development of information materials targeted towards drivers highlighting the importance of assisting people who are blind or vision impaired. 

· Presentations to dog guide agencies to inform and encourage dog guide users to complain when refused service by a taxi driver. 

We would like to extend our sincere thanks to the VTD for working to address these long term issues. Whilst improvements are evident, we are aware that there are still a number of dog guide users who are denied access to taxis. This continues to be more prevalent in metropolitan areas (including at major taxi ranks), with fewer incidences of refusals in regional and rural areas to our knowledge due to established relationships with local drivers. In South Australia, one taxi company has adopted a requirement for all drivers to sign a log book upon the commencement of their shift, which clearly outlines the obligation of the driver to accept a passenger with an assistance animal. Drivers in South Australia must also hold a conventional driver’s licence for six months prior to applying for a taxi driving licence. 
Recommendation 1: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the initiatives piloted by the Victorian Taxi Directorate continue to be funded and 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.  

We are also aware that there have been some instances where drivers have refused a passenger using a dog guide on the basis that the dog is unkempt. Blind Citizens Australia maintains that it is the responsibility of dog guide handlers to ensure that their dog meets appropriate standards of hygiene, which is stipulated in Section 54A of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth). 
“It is important that guide dog users take responsibility to groom their dogs. Drivers have shared stories with me about dogs which are poorly groomed which impacts on how the rest of us who use dogs are viewed”. Female, Victoria
Changes in legislation recognising the use of assistance animals 

In 2010, the amended Equal Opportunity Act 2010 (Vic) was released which recognises the use of registered and accredited assistance animals by people with disabilities other than sensory impairments. Whilst this change provides legal recognition of a working partnership (user and dog), we are mindful that this change may not be well known by drivers, operators and owners who may refuse to accept or recognise the partnership as lawful. This could potentially lead to indirect discrimination against people who use an assistance animal as a legitimate aid.

Recommendation 2: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that driver awareness training include a component on assistance animals, specifically the obligations of drivers to accept an assistance animal that is verified as accredited and registered. 
Effectiveness of the Multi Purpose Taxi Program (MPTP)
“The multi purpose taxi programme is invaluable to those of us who rely on taxi services and it needs to be maintained, even strengthened if reforms to the industry result in higher charges to passengers.” Male, Victoria

For the most part, people who are legally blind who are eligible for the Multi Purpose Taxi Program (MPTP) have expressed satisfaction with the program. Blind Citizens Australia particularly welcomed the reforms in 2008 which led to significant increases in the trip subsidy cap and the annual limit for people with eligible disabilities. 
There is scope however for improvements within the program to ensure that people who have transport support needs receive the assistance they require. Some of these improvements are listed below:
Income test
In 2004, the Victorian Government introduced reforms to the MPTP which included the introduction of an income test for applicants. Whilst the test was designed to ensure that only the most needy of recipients were in receipt of the MPTP and to ensure the long term sustainability of the scheme, this inadvertently disadvantaged some individuals on low incomes, including those who are employed, with legitimate need. 
Many people who are blind or vision impaired, including individuals who are employed, are reliant on taxis as their predominant mode of transport, even where public transport may be conveniently located to their home. People who are blind or vision impaired require consistent and accessible information (such as audible announcements on board trams and trains and easy to read accessible signage), communities which are uncluttered as well as the orientation and mobility skills to be able to get around safely and independently. Knowing that you have reached the correct building, let alone the correct entrance, can be difficult. This makes the MPTP all the more important for all people who are blind due to the increased reliance on a service which is door to door. 
Blind Citizens Australia has provided advocacy support to many individuals who have been refused access to the MPTP due to their income, which has exceeded VTD thresholds. In 2009, the VTD financial criteria for MPTP eligibility was approximately $31,000 for singles, $52,000 for a couple and just under $57,000 for a family with one child. Comparatively, the average annual income (based on calculations of average weekly earnings, August 2009), suggested that a person working in the private and public sectors could expect to earn just under $65,000
. This presents a difference of 47% in the income threshold for a single person. 

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 Federal Government to improve the workforce participation of people with disabilities who are solely reliant on payments such as the Disability Support Pension. Put simply, 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. 

The combined income assessment also requires review. Whilst an applicant may be partnered with a person on a solid income or with assets, their own use of income may be solely limited to the Disability Support Pension. As an example, a student who is blind who applied for the MPTP was required to provide significant proof of his family’s assets despite receiving limited direct financial support from his family.  
Recommendation 3: Blind Citizens Australia recommends a 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 average wage. 

Recommendation 4: Blind Citizens Australia recommends a review of the combined income threshold, including the development of parameters and discretionary assessment of special circumstances.  
Charge to reapply for a card

Some members have noted that a re-application fee of $16.50 applies for the issue of a replacement card. We are aware of some instances where cards have needed to be replaced due to wear and tear, which is to some extent beyond the control of the individual issued with the card. 
Recommendation 5: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the re-application fee be waived where a card needs to be replaced due to wear and tear. 
Reciprocal recognition of the MPTP in other States and Territories

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. 

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

“Invariably, I'm told by drivers in Sydney, where I go most often, that they've never heard of the vouchers and often try to refuse to use them. This is really stressful, having to insist that they're legitimate, that they won't lose money etc. Why don't the taxi companies train their drivers to know about them and how to use them?
“I got into a taxi at Sydney airport and when the driver realised I had a voucher as we began driving he said he wouldn't take me…as we got to the periphery of the airport, he stopped and dragged my bag onto the footpath insisting I could just wait for a taxi to come by. I have RP so am virtually blind at night outside. It was terrifying being left in the dark, hardly knowing where I was, or how I was going to get another taxi in such a place. Luckily for me, another driver stopped to see what was happening and he agreed to take me…This is not the fault of drivers, but those who administer the system.”  Female, Victoria 
Recommendation 6: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Victorian Taxi Directorate, 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 and details of how vouchers can be authenticated. 
Recommendation 7: 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 8: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Victorian Taxi Directorate commence dialogue with other state and territory taxi authorities to stamp out the refusal of interstate taxi vouchers by MPTP users. It is also imperative that all states and territories have a standardised reciprocal agreement regarding MPTP use.   
Consistency between taxi subsidy schemes

Victorians with a disability are fortunate to receive one of the highest per trip caps and annual caps within Australia. As a national organisation, Blind Citizens Australia notes the importance of greater consistency between state and territory taxi subsidy schemes to ensure that people with disabilities are equally supported irrespective of where they live or where they choose to travel. This principle aligns with the Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport (DSAPT) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). 
As an example, Victorians are eligible for a 50% subsidy up to $60, with the member paying the full amount over and above $120 metered fare. In comparison, taxi subsidy recipients in South Australia receive a 50% subsidy up to $20, with the member paying the full amount over and above $40 metered fare. In WA, members are eligible for a 50% subsidy up to $25, with the member paying the full amount over and above $50 metered fare. 
Whilst we acknowledge that this recommendation extends beyond the jurisdiction of this Inquiry, we note that this issue significantly impacts on the quality and cost of living for thousands of people with disabilities who are reliant on taxis as their only form of transport to enable social inclusion. 
Recommendation 9: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Taxi Inquiry make recommendations to the Australia Transport Council to establish a working group focused on the review of state and territory taxi subsidy schemes, with the aim of improving consistency and equitable access between schemes. 
Question: What skills and training do drivers need and how can skills retention and improvement be encouraged?

Driver issues
Drivers questioning the legitimate use of the MPTP by passengers with disability

Unfortunately, the use of an MPTP card is not always without incident, with some drivers questioning, and in some instances challenging, the use of the card by passengers who are blind or vision impaired. This is more likely to be experienced by individuals who are vision impaired who do not appear to have a visible disability. 
In addition, many of our members have reported that drivers are “nosy” about their blindness or vision impairment, asking questions about what the passenger can see, holding up fingers to do their own personal test and so on. This behaviour is inappropriate and would not be accepted in any other setting. Whilst our members recognise that drivers may have an interest in learning more about disability, the way in which this is conducted needs to be respectful. This issue also reinforces the need for better resourced disability awareness training. 

Drivers’ understanding of the needs and abilities of people with disabilities 
“Some taxi drivers are still uneducated about basic blindness and low vision issues. I've travelled with friends with guide dogs recently who have still had to argue strongly for guide dogs to travel.” Female, Victoria
“New drivers should have to have more training than they seem to get. Ie. Local knowledge, map reading, communication skills and customer service as well as a drivers license and first aid. They should have to keep these skills up to date too.” Female, Victoria. 
In 2010, Blind Citizens Australia worked with other disability organisations and the VTD to develop a detailed driver training module focused on improving awareness of a range of disabilities and providing strategies to enable drivers to directly assist people with disabilities. This module has been proposed to replace the current training provided to drivers which has been widely noted as insufficient by people with disability.  

Current training is provided by registered training authorities (RTAs) or network service providers (NSPs). Whilst this is convenient for drivers and operators, our concern is that trainers may have little or no direct knowledge/understanding of disability and may have a conflict of interest if the focus is on quickly getting a driver on the road. 

It is also our understanding that agreement has been reached between state and territory taxi regulatory bodies to adopt a national curriculum for the training of drivers based on the current Victorian module. Whilst Blind Citizens Australia welcomes the increased consistency that this will provide, complaints from Blind Citizens Australia members suggest the current module delivered in Victoria does not equip new taxi drivers with sufficient knowledge to support passengers with a vision impairment.   

Recommendation 10: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that 
· the improved driver training module is implemented in Victoria as of 1 July 2012 to ensure a better consumer experience by people with disabilities

· that the Victorian Government hold discussions with other state and territory taxi regulatory bodies to promote the adoption and use of the new Victorian module
· that modules focusing on disability are delivered by an independent body and that this delivery involves a person or people with disability 
Other considerations

Improving the accessibility of vehicles
The use of taxis by people who are blind or vision impaired is inherently built on trust with the driver. Passengers who are blind or vision impaired may not have the sight to verify their exact location during the journey, may be unable to read standard print, are often unable to just simply leave the taxi if they feel uncomfortable and may not be able to visually verify the final amount on the taxi meter and must trust what is verbalised. 
Introduction of audible taxi meters

“In an unfamiliar town or city area, I find that it is harder to know if you are being taken the long more expensive way or not. I find that most of the time I just have to trust, because of my level of vision.” Female, Victoria. 
“Unfortunately, taxi meters are not accessible to passengers who are blind. All I can say is that I viewed some of the charges with suspicion; I'd rather not make any stronger claim than that. Since starting to work with a [private] taxi group approximately three or four years ago, this and other problems are no longer common occurrences for me.” Male, Victoria
The introduction of audible or ‘talking’ taxi meters has been a recommendation which has been raised by Blind Citizens Australia members and flagged to the VTD as a modification which could greatly increase information access within the vehicle. The introduction of talking taxi meters could include the following advantages: 
· Providing audible information including but not limited to identifying the vehicle number, driver ID and the total fare including tolls, fees and surcharges 

· Provide a secondary reassurance to passengers with some sight of the fare displayed on the visual meter

· Ensure that drivers are not required to justify the final fare as this will be verbalised and displayed automatically. 

This recommendation has been supported in principle in discussions with the VTD, subject to investment to purchase new meters for use in taxis. It is our understanding that the current meters used in taxis can vary between models, may be significantly old and have limited data capacity which compromises their retrofit. Meters currently used in taxis do not display tolls, fees and surcharges which can lead to disputes between drivers and passengers. 
It is our understanding that taxis in Hong Kong are fitted with audible meters that verbalise information such as the total fare. This Inquiry presents a unique opportunity to invest in technology that would not only benefit passengers with vision impairments or print disabilities, but also drivers, owners and operators. This initiative could promote Melbourne as a progressive and equitable city to travel in.  

Recommendation 11: Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the Taxi Industry Inquiry support and promote an investigation and investment of audible taxi meters to be fitted in all Victorian taxis commencing 1 January 2014. 
Raised tactile and Braille taxi signage

The Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 (Cth) stipulate that 

17.7 Raised taxi registration numbers are to be placed on the exterior of passenger doors forward of the handle
 

Prior to the 2007 timeline for implementation, Blind Citizens Australia lobbied the VTD for the installation of raised tactile and Braille taxi signage on both the exterior and interior of vehicles. Unfortunately, these recommendations were not accepted. The additional cost of providing Braille on external signage was noted as a barrier. In regards to internal signage, the limited requirements of DSAPT were cited, as there is no explicit mandate to implement anything beyond raised tactile signage on the outside of the vehicle. Concerns about vandalism and the perceived ongoing cost of replacing internal signage were also raised as concerns by the Victorian Taxi Association when this issue was raised by Blind Citizens Australia. 
Whilst the installation of raised tactile signage does meet the minimum requirements of DSAPT, this application does not take into account Braille users who have little or no familiarity with raised numbers. The lack of compulsory accessible signage within the vehicle also impacts on the level of information and potential safety of passengers who are unable to obtain the vehicle or driver’s number. 
Although Hong Kong has no equivalent of the Disability Discrimination Act, it is compulsory for each taxi to have a raised tactile/Braille number on the outside and inside of each door. These signs are donated by Toyota, which manufactures the taxi fleet for Hong Kong. Closer to home, taxis in Western Australia include both raised tactile and Braille numbering. 
From a national point of view, it is also imperative that there is consistency in the availability and accessibility of signage so that a person who is blind or vision impaired can expect the same level of information irrespective of where they travel. 
Recommendation 12: Blind Citizens Australia recommends the evaluation of internal large print raised tactile and Braille signage in consultation with key stakeholders including Blind Citizens Australia. Blind Citizens Australia recommends the inclusion of signage, such as the vehicle number in a location which is consistent and easily accessible by a passenger.  
Phone and technology based applications

A frequent problem cited by people who are blind or vision impaired is the booking of a taxi by phone from an unfamiliar location (for example the front of a restaurant). NSPs often require specific details of the location of the passenger, such as street names, numbers or landmarks, which may not be known or easily accessible to a person who is blind. 
Even when a booking has been successfully made, individuals have noted that it can be difficult to know when the booked taxi has arrived, as drivers often require the passenger to approach the vehicle. Individuals who use dog guides have noted that some drivers have lodged bookings as a “no-show” due to their reluctance to pick up the passenger. This has occurred even when the person was standing on the street and was most likely to be the only person with a dog guide in that location. 

Blind Citizens Australia believes that there may be scope for the Taxi Inquiry to encourage NSPs to investigate smart technology which allow passengers to make bookings in a no cost and accessible manner.  

In Western Australia, Swan Taxis (http://www.swantaxis.com.au/services.php) has launched an IPhone application that allows passengers to book a taxi, advise their use of a dog guide (if they use one) and check the estimated arrival of the booked taxi. Once the vehicle is within 250 metres of the passenger, the application will “toot” like a car horn to alert the passenger of the taxi’s arrival, minimising the need to “guess” when the taxi is arriving. The passenger is also told by phone the number of the vehicle that will pick them up, in the instance that a complaint needs to be made.  

Whilst this application is only suited to those who have an Iphone, Blind Citizens Australia sees merit in encouraging NSPs to investigate applications which make it easier to book a taxi. Many people who are blind or vision impaired are choosing to use Iphones due to built in accessibility features, including zoom and screen reading software. 
Recommendation 13: Blind Citizens Australia encourages the availability of booking applications which are compatible with a number of different phone models. Blind Citizens Australia also recommends the continued availability of phone based bookings, ideally at the cost of a local call, to take into account people who may not have access to mobile phone technology. 
“I often have to follow up on a booking I have made as the car has not arrived. As these phone numbers are’13’ numbers, they are not covered by my mobile phone plan and they are extremely expensive to make. If there was a land line number for me to call it would be part of my phone cap” Female, Victoria
We are aware that Silvertop and 13 CABS have investigated SMS booking systems. We support any efforts to make bookings more accessible to people with disabilities and welcome their continued efforts.  
Changes to the taxi fleet – introduction and use of hybrid vehicles
The increase in hybrid and silent vehicles (such as electric cars) on our roads has impacted on pedestrian safety; this is particularly the case for people who are blind or vision impaired who use environmental noise as a cue to get around safely and independently. 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. This provides critical information to a person who is blind or vision impaired on when it is safe to cross a road, or even a driveway. 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 may be one option to help alleviate this danger. Blind Citizens Australia developed a Silent Vehicles Policy in 2008 which has been attached as Appendix A. We recommend that the Taxi Inquiry consider the recommendations made within the Policy and reference these in the final report to Government.   
We are aware that a number of states in Australia, including Victoria, have included hybrid vehicles within their taxi fleets. Whilst Blind Citizens Australia acknowledges that the use of hybrid vehicles can present environmental benefits of reduced emissions, we are concerned that vehicles with reduced engine noise compromise the safety of people who are blind or vision impaired. As an example, a member of Blind Citizens Australia who was met by a hybrid taxi noted that she had not heard its arrival until the driver greeted her. 
Recommendation 14: Blind Citizens Australia recommends a review of hybrid taxi fleet purchasing by the Victorian Government, including consultation with Blind Citizens Australia to determine strategies to improve the safety of passengers and road users who are blind or vision impaired. 
Conclusion

Blind Citizens Australia welcomes further input into this Inquiry and looks forward to the recommendations put forth. For further information or clarification of the points included this submission, please contact us on (03) 9654 1400.
Appendix A: Blind Citizens Australia Silent Vehicles Policy

Appendix B: Blind Citizens Australia Recommendations to the Taxi Industry Inquiry (collated)
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