ASSOCIATION FOR THE BLIND OF WA (INC)

Response to Queensland Rail’s 

Temporary Exemption Application

Organisational Background

The Association for the Blind of WA is the principal provider of services to people with vision impairment in Western Australia. The Association provides to its consumers, a broad range of services aimed at maximising their independence in the community.  It is estimated that there are 24 900 people in Western Australia who, due to a loss of sight and inability to see normally when wearing glasses or contact lenses, are blind or vision impaired.  This is approximately 1.36% of the Western Australian population.  The majority of these people are 65 years old or over (63%), almost 32% are between 18 and 64 years old, and 5% are children, that is 17 years old or younger.

The majority of the Association’s clients are older adults aged 65 or over (67%), with just over half of these clients being 85 years old or over.  It is estimated that between 1998 and 2016 the number of blind and vision impaired people in Western Australia will increase by 57%.  The biggest growth in the blind and vision-impaired population is expected to be among people 65 years old and over (77%).

For more than 85 years the Association has been providing a wide range of services aimed at maximising the quality of life for people who are blind or vision impaired.  Independence is a significant issue for most people with a vision impairment.  It is important to be able to do the things you want to do, in your own time, without being dependent upon the help or support of others.

Improving access to public transport services and facilities is essential so that people with vision impairment can independently access all areas of community life.

Response to Queensland Rail Application

TGSI’s on edges of railway platforms

The Association strongly rejects the application for exemption from fitting TGSI’s on the edges of platforms. In 1991 Alec Peck
 conducted a study to evaluate the possible environmental impact of tactile indicators on people in wheelchairs.  The results showed that ‘there were no observable difficulties in turning on any of the tiles, starting or stopping on any of the tiles, or crossing any of the tiles, and once again, there were no subjective reports of difficulties from any of the participants.’  The study did find that it might take longer to travel a given distance on tactile tiles.  However, as Peck notes, it is difficult to envision a setting in which more than a one-metre length of warning tiles would be installed, the one exception being along the edge of a train platform.

The Standards relating to the installation of tactile ground surface indicators (TGSIs) have been in the public arena since 1992.  The Association is not aware of any hazards that these wayfinding cues have had on other pedestrians.  On the contrary, we are aware of serious injuries having been caused to people with vision impairment due to the absence of TGSIs on platforms.  

Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998)
 report that 5,400 people with vision impairment used the public transport system in Western Australia, however a large number (10,600) of people with vision impairment did not use any form of public transport because of problems with access.  The main difficulties experienced included accessing stations or stops, and getting into or out of vehicles or carriages due to steps or doors.  A recent survey
 of people with vision impairment in Western Australia revealed that many experienced anxieties with travelling on the rail system.  The main source of this anxiety was the potential to fall off platforms onto railway tracks.

In 1998 the Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness
 reported several deaths associated with commuters falling between rail cars on the Washington DC’s public transit system.   The American Council of the Blind has since urged the Transit Authority to install safety features such as barriers between the cars and detectable surfaces at the edges of the platforms.  The Washington Transit Authority
 has also planned orientation training that enables blind people to explore subway tracks and learn what to do if they fall off the platforms.
The research indicates that we as a community should be proactive in providing accessible services and facilities to enhance the mobility and safety of people with vision impairment in the community.

TGSI’s within conveyances

The Association rejects the application for an exemption from applying TGSIs within conveyances such as buses, trams, ferries, light rail and trains.

The Association would strongly support the trialing of TGSIs in conveyances to enhance knowledge of application in this area.  However, in the absence of research, the principles of installing TGSI’s as outlined in the new draft AS1428.4 should apply. Particular reference should be made to the forward of this draft document because it provides guidance for the placement of TGSI’s so as to avoid unnecessary application. 

Ferries, double decker trains and buses need special attention when it comes to creating accessible transport as these modes of transport use stairs to move passengers between levels.  Accordingly, TGSI’s should be applied consistent with the principles and standards outlined in AS1428.4.

To lessen the usage of TGSI’s to warn people of overhanging obstacles and hazards within or adjacent to a path of travel, we suggest that manufacturers and designers of conveyances refrain from placing obstacles where they can cause injury for people with disabilities and adopt a more inclusive approach to design. 

Designers of inclusive environments adopt the principle that an environment that is easy for people with disabilities will be easier for everyone to use.  To achieve an inclusive environment means considering the needs of all users at the design stage.

Luminance/Colour Contrast

The use of suitable colours can provide a luminance contrast that allows a person with a vision impairment to more easily locate structural features including doorways, steps, and corners of buildings and street furniture.  Railings and poles at bus, train and ferry terminals, as well as within buses and trains should make use of colour contrasting techniques to improve the safety of transport users.  The use of well contrasted TGSIs also assist people with low vision to navigate the environment. 

Survey results in Western Australia highlight the importance of yellow contrast lines to guide people with vision impairment on pathways and for locating train doors and the edges of platforms.  

Given the importance of luminance contrast to people with low vision and the substantial resources available to Queensland Railways to research and identify ways of measuring luminance contrast, the Association does not support its application for exemption.
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