Robert Altamore
6 Taroona Place

LYONS ACT 2606

17 December 2001

Mr Graeme Innes

Deputy Disability Discrimination Commissioner

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

By e-mail: disabdis@hreoc.gov.au

Dear Mr Innes

QUEENSLAND RAIL TEMPORARY EXEMPTION APPLICATION

I write to record my opposition to the application by Queensland Rail under s.55 of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 for a temporary exemption from s.23 and s.24 of the Act, and Parts 18.1, 18.2 and 18.4 of the draft Disability Discrimination Act Standards for Accessible Public Transport, in relation to the installation of tactile ground surface indicators (TGSIs) on railway station platforms and in railway stations.
My experience, as a blind person is that TGSIs greatly enhance the safety and dignity with which I can travel and independently and use public transport.

I believe that the granting of this exemption application would be contrary to the objective of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, "to eliminate, as far as possible, Discrimination against persons on the ground of disability … and to promote recognition and acceptance within the community of the principle that persons with disabilities have the same fundamental rights as the rest of the community".  I also believe that the granting of this application would be inconsistent with the proposed Disability Discrimination Act Standard for Accessible Public Transport 'to eliminate discrimination, as far as possible, from public transport services'.  The provision of TGSIs within public transport premises and infrastructure is an essential component of the Standard's protection of the rights of people who are blind or vision impaired to independently travel on public transport.

I find when I am travelling that wherever I come across TGSIs, they are of great assistance to me in navigating safely and confidently in the area.  I use TGSIs, in combination with other environment cues, to avoid dangers, to orientate myself and to feel confident that I know where I am and where I am going.  I find TGSIs particularly valuable in public transport environments such as train stations and bus interchanges.  TGSIs are important in enabling me to locate and negotiate platform edges, stairs and curbs.  Where there are no TGSIs, in order to safely move down a platform, I have to tentatively extend my white cane to locate the edge of the platform and hold it over the edge so as to maintain a safe distance from the edge.  This is dangerous and risky as I have no coverage with my cane on the non-platform side.  I am very aware, as other people have told me, that when I have to resort to this practice, I look helpless and less than competent.  It is very important for the acceptance of blind people in the community that when we are seen travelling in public, we present as confident and competent people.  Where TGSIs are installed, I can safely and confidently walk to the waiting position.
I also find that when I am in environments such as railway stations, directional TGSIs to independently access services and facilities and entrances and exits.  TGSIs help me find the right path of travel and reassure me that I have not lost my way and will find the counter or entrance/exit I am looking for.  TGSIs are particularly useful in environments such as railway stations as the alternative of using the detectable edges of buildings, walls and pathways are not available.  Using a platform edge as a guide is both unsafe and undesirable.  Railway platforms often have seats and other obstructions  and platform exits convey pedestrians to open foyers or lead directly on to stairs or ramps or on to streets.  TGSIs are particularly important in busy railway stations.  In peak hours, it is essential to be able to quickly identify the path to the appropriate platform or exit before being swept off course by the tide of people.  Where there are no TGSIs, particularly at large busy stations, I have to either make a guess of where I need to go or ask for help.  TGSIs are particularly important in indicating areas of danger such as a railway station car park.  In areas where there are no TGSIs, I have had the experience of unknowingly walking on to roads.  This is both dangerous and frightening.
TGSIs are an effective way of providing orientation assistance to the majority of people who loose their sight as adults because they can be used without training as they have a high recognition/awareness rate within the Community.  TGSIs have been used in Australia for more than a decade and are well understood in the community.  TGSIs are also extensively used in many other countries with substantial benefit to blind people and a high degree of recognition and acceptance by the broader community.
One of the grounds on which Queensland Rail relies to support its application for this exemption is the alleged adverse effect of TGSIs on people with other disabilities, particularly people in wheelchairs.  I have personal contact with wheelchair users and I have had no wheelchair user complain about TGSIs or point out any problems which TGSIs cause for them.  I note the number of postings by people who use wheelchairs to discussion lists, to which I subscribe, indicating no difficulties with TGSIs and opposing this exemption application.  I believe that there is no evidence that correctly installed TGSIs present a safety hazard for people with physical or ambulatory disabilities.  I am aware that the Physical Disability Council of Australia has advised that TGSIs in use in conveyances, on platforms and in Queensland Rail buildings and facilities do not present a safety hazard for people with physical disabilities.
Queensland Rail also seeks this exemption on the basis that it is concerned regarding issues of value for money in proceeding with TGSI installation pending clarification of how TGSIs are to be applied.  I am aware that this issue has recently been dealt with through amendments to AS1428.4.  The redrafted AS1428.4 contains principles which if implemented would address the concerns expressed by Queensland Rail.

I oppose Queensland Rail's application for an exemption from Disability Discrimination Act requirements in relation to TGSIs because I believe that:-

*  TGSIs installed in the situations outlined in Part 18.1 of the Standard are essential to ensure the safety of blind people;

*  no evidence has been provided that TGSIs installed in accordance with section 18.1 and 18.2 of the Standard present a safety problem for people with other disabilities;  on the contrary, all comment on this matter from people with physical disabilities, of which I am aware, including that of the Physical Disability Council of Australia, is opposed to this application;

*  it is the responsibility of public transport providers to invest in good design and effective way-finding systems to minimise the cost and any over-use of TGSIs  Blind people should not be asked to compromise their safety dignity and equality of access because transport facilities and infrastructure have been poorly designed.
I have had the advantage of reading the submission on this matter prepared by Blind Citizens Australia.  I endorse the content of that submission and believe that it sets out persuasively the case for HREOC refusing to grant this exemption application.
