The MS Society, Queensland, sought feedback from its clients for the HREOC inquiry into equal access to wheelchair accessible taxi services.  We received approximately 40 responses from people scattered throughout Queensland, both through individual comment and discussion groups.  The following is a summary of the feedback we received, along with some recommendations as to how to improve the service.  Generally, the responses from those in the greater metropolitan area were more positive than those in the rural and regional centres.  The discrepancies between these two groups need to be addressed to move towards equity across the whole State.  The vast majority of people responding used electric scooters and wheelchairs while the others used manual wheelchairs or walking aids.  These responses and recommendations reflect the opinions of those who sought to participate in this HREOC inquiry, so may not be representative of all people with Multiple Sclerosis in Queensland.

RESPONSE TIMES

· Seem to be largely a hit and miss affair.  At times the wait time is reasonable, while other times people can be waiting for an hour or more for a pre-booked taxi.  One young woman who works full time, and requires the taxi to get to and from her work said “I’ve had a permanent booking for 2 years and they still can’t get it right.  Sometimes they are running up to 2 hours late.”

· The majority of people receiving a good service make their own private bookings with the individual driver of their choice.  While they know some cab companies discourage this, it appears to be the best way of ensuring a reliable service. 

· Even when customers book a week or so in advance, it appears that the cab drivers in Brisbane only receive notification about 15 minutes before the scheduled pick up time.

· Because there are less accessible taxis in rural areas, the wait time is frequently significantly longer.

· Anxiety waiting after dark in public areas for maxi taxis.

Recommendations

· Review of booking system to ensure regular bookings arrive on time, and pre-booked fares also receive priority dispatch within a designated time period.

· Need a higher percentage of accessible taxis in rural and remote areas than that required in metropolitan areas.

· Taxi dispatchers to prioritise after hours calls to disabled individuals over group bookings.

PERCENTAGE OF TAXI FLEET ACCESSIBLE. IS THIS SUFFICIENT?

· No, especially not in regional and rural areas.

· In Brisbane also, the percentage is insufficient, especially during the school transport periods, during change of shift for the cab drivers, and at the end of the working day.  “Basically, if you ring for a cab between 2.45pm and 6.00pm, you’ve got a long wait ahead of you.”

· We explored alternatives to using taxis, thinking this may reduce dependence on taxis.  Issues raised in this area were:

· Community buses are no good for people needing to get to and from work.

· Community buses running to and from local shopping centres don’t allow sufficient time at the shops before the return trip.

· Passengers need to book 2 days in advance to have a wheelchair accessible council bus on a particular route, but there is no guarantee that this will occur, and no guarantee of an accessible bus on the return trip.

· Buses don’t have tie down points.  Many people in both manual and electric wheelchairs are worried about their personal safety because of this.

· Cross-over kerbs are not available throughout the suburbs, making it impossible for people in wheelchairs to access their own local community shops without using a taxi.  A wheelchair-user friendly policy for local councils may well reduce dependence on taxi services.

· Access to and from train stations is often difficult due to lack of paved footpaths, uneven terrain, and steep pedestrian bridges over the lines.

· Bus stops appear to be few and far between, and the camber of the road can cause real difficulties for loading and unloading of wheelchairs.

Recommendations

· Increase the percentage of wheelchair accessible cabs.

· Look at the entire public transport system, with a view to taxis supplementing a wheelchair user-friendly bus and train system, as opposed to being the sole means of transport for many independent wheelchair users.

· The railways department have a wheelchair pick up service to get people to and from the station.

· Investigate and develop a simple, universal means of securing wheelchairs in public transport (one suggestion being a magnetic male/female style locking system on the floor of the public transport and under the seat frame of the chair).

UNIVERSAL TAXI / DEDICATED SERVICE

· 50% of the metropolitan fleet should be accessible within the next 5 years.

· People with Multiple Sclerosis who have travelled overseas report that in Canada the entire fleet is accessible, making it easy to catch a cab at a rank.

· Dedicated taxis may not be economically viable for the taxi drivers and the company, as group bookings currently attract more income.

· Some cabs are quite uncomfortable, particularly where the person in the wheelchair is placed behind the rear axle.  There needs to be a variety of accessible taxis, including “pope-mobiles”, London style cabs and high-top wagons, in addition to the converted vans currently used.

· The preference bookings for those needing accessible taxis need to be reinforced.

Recommendations

· 50% of all newly purchased metropolitan based taxis should be wheelchair accessible, commencing 2002.

· 80% - 100% of all newly purchased rural and regional based taxis should be wheelchair accessible as of 2002.

· A variety of different types of taxis should be available, to ensure adequate comfort for all needing wheelchair accessible taxis.  All accessible taxis must be able to cater for the largest of the standard commercially available electric wheelchairs and scooters.

· Regulations must be implemented to ensure people requiring accessible taxis are given priority when bookings are allocated, regardless of the length of the trip.

ECONOMIC FACTORS

· Drivers appear to give priority to group bookings and longer trips, rather than the short runs often required by people requiring wheelchair access.  There is a financial incentive to take group bookings – apparently $11 per group booking.  “It is natural for maxi-taxi drivers to select groups over wheelchair transport, as it is a more lucrative job for them.”
· There is a financial disincentive to take passengers in wheelchairs– the time to tie down the chair, the distance to travel to reach the job, the length of the paying trip, the time unloading and often time to assist someone from the cab into the building of their destination.  “A five minute fare can take the driver about 20 minutes all up, when loading and unloading is added in.  Time is money for them.”

· Many drivers who are organised on a private booking basis don’t turn on the meter when loading the chair, so they are cheaper than those booked through the cab company.

· There is a huge disparity among drivers in speed and skill when loading and tying down a wheelchair, and it appears that the less competent and less honest drivers are cashing in on this part of the job.  “It took one driver 13 minutes to tie down my chair, and the meter was running the whole time.”  “Depending on the driver, it can cost me anywhere between $1 and $7 for being loaded and my chair tied down”.  “Some drivers start the meter as soon as they arrive at my place – I then end up paying for the time it takes for them to fold seats out of the way, and to find the right tie down straps which are scattered around the cab.  I shouldn’t have to pay for that time, only the loading time of me in my chair.”

· The majority of people with Multiple Sclerosis who use taxis are on the Disability Support Pension.  They cannot use public transport because of their disability, yet have to pay much more money than an able bodied person to get from A-B.  This discrepancy in income versus costs is inequitable.  “It costs me $400 per month ($200 with vouchers) to get to and from work on a daily basis – my work is only 3km from my home.” “Even with half price vouchers, taxis are too expensive.  I stay home and am becoming housebound, as I can’t afford to go out any more.”

· Many people with Multiple Sclerosis are prepared to catch public transport as an economical alternative, if only they could get to the train station.  However, catching a taxi to and from the local station is not a viable option, as the drivers appear to give short runs a low priority.

· Zoning of maxi-taxis appears to make the economics and timely service provision of taxis inefficient.  If a cab does a long trip to another zone, for example taking a person to a medical appointment, the driver must then return to the boundary of his own zone, empty, before picking up another fare, even if he knows his original passenger will be ready for the return trip in 15 minutes.  

· Many drivers do not have the meter on display to passengers in the rear of the cab.  “We have to trust them that they’re telling us the correct fare.”  

· Often the driver doesn’t fill in the voucher until after the passenger has been unloaded, so there are numerous doubts about the honesty of these drivers.  However, there is also a fear that if the client asks to see the amount being filled in, they will be victimised in the future.  “We are totally dependent on the drivers for getting out into our communities – it isn’t worth making waves.”

· There is a small but additional cost for maxi-taxi users, as they have to ring to book a cab, rather than getting one at a rank.  “Because we always have to book cabs, we always have to pay a booking fee, as we usually can’t get an accessible cab from the local taxi rank.”

Recommendations

· A tamper-proof system needs to be introduced for monitoring the voucher system, such as a swipe card, where the full fare and voucher amount are displayed on a docket for the passenger, and these amounts are recorded as data for the taxi companies and the transport department.  Quarterly account statements should be provided to voucher holders.

· The meter reading should be obviously visible from the rear of the cab.

· There must be a set fee for loading/unloading, to overcome the problems so many people with Multiple Sclerosis complain of, namely the variation between drivers.  

· The government, in addition to the existing 50% vouchers, should pay the pre-determined loading fee in full.

· Financial incentives for group bookings need to be discontinued.

· Financial incentives for short wheelchair accessible trips need to be put in place.

· The system of zoning for wheelchair accessible taxis needs immediate review.

· Availability of accessible public transport needs reviewing in conjunction with this inquiries outcome.

EFFECTIVE USE OF ACCESSIBLE FLEETS & DRIVER ATTITUDES

· Language is an issue – many drivers’ command of English is poor, and many have an impatient attitude to people with speech difficulties.  “They have no compassion, no patience and no milk of human kindness.”

· Some drivers, particularly those who get private bookings, are very helpful and reliable, and go the extra distance to make taxi travel pleasant, comfortable, and not too expensive.
· Some drivers are VERY unpleasant, others are rude, others don’t seem to realise that people travelling in wheelchairs may have problems with their balance, so corners need to be taken carefully.  Some also seem to treat male passengers with more respect and consideration than female passengers.  Some drivers only honk their horns, and won’t come to the door to help passengers out to the cab.  “Some drivers seem to be there only for the money – I don’t want special treatment but I do deserve to be treated as a human being, not a blight on Society.  I went to the shopping centre the other day with my elderly husband – I use an electric scooter and he walks with a stick.  The driver said ‘Aarr..hh!  Another bloody wheelchair!  They didn’t tell me what the job was.  If I’d known it was a wheelchair I wouldn’t have taken the job’.  The driver grumbled all the way through the trip, saying there is no money in wheelchair jobs and that most other drivers feel the same way and try to avoid wheelchair trips.  He said the booking girl had lied to him, by telling him it was a group booking.  I tried to explain that I was the meat in the sandwich, but he didn’t want to hear from me.  I ended up feeling like a pariah, a real blot on the landscape.”

· Using taxis for school runs in the morning and afternoon denies others from accessing taxis at these times.  It results in people being unable to make appointments until late morning or early afternoon.  “In Calgary in Canada, they use a handi-bus to do the school runs, leaving maxi-taxis for others who require them.”

· It appears that many drivers have insufficient training in the way to secure wheelchairs and scooters in their cabs.  “The drivers sometimes try to tie down my scooter using the tiller or the arm rests rather than the axle.  I’ve tried to suggest they use the axle, but then I got a really rough ride, so I don’t correct them any more.”

· Some large scooters and wheelchairs have difficulty fitting onto the hoist platforms of certain taxis.  “I always have to ask for a taxi with an external rear hoist, as my scooter won’t fit onto the internal platforms.”

· There appears to be a discrepancy between the dimensions of large scooters and wheelchairs, and the footprint size of the hoist platform.  This creates potentially dangerous situations.  Manufacturers of both the hoist platforms and wheelchairs and scooters seem to have different ideas of which measurements are important.  The Independent Living Centre also may not be fully aware of the mechanisms of the hoist platforms, with the flaps preventing forward and backward movement sometimes being obstructed by cowlings, anti-tip bars etc on the chairs and scooters.  “My scooter, with me in it, fell off the back of a hoist platform on one occasion, because my scooter is large, so my rear wheels were sitting on top of the rear flap of the ramp.  I couldn’t see the precise position of the wheels, and was following the drivers instructions – next thing I was upside down on the ground with my scooter.”  “I have trouble with the size of the hoist platform – I won’t reverse my scooter onto the hoist in some taxis (when getting out of the taxi), as many of the platforms are just too small for me to make any errors.  Lots of the drivers don’t understand my anxiety.”

Recommendations

· All drivers of accessible taxis (including casual drivers of these taxis) must have adequate command of the English language.

· All drivers of accessible taxis (including casual drivers of these taxis) must complete and pass a certified training course in the rights of the disabled, and tie down procedures for manual and electric wheelchairs and for electric scooters.  Proof of adequate completion should be carried at all times when driving the accessible taxi.  

· An enforceable code of conduct for drivers, stating their rights and responsibilities to people requiring accessible taxis must be developed as an urgent priority.  This code of conduct must also include the rights and responsibilities for disabled passengers, and details on a complaints mechanism.  These codes should be circulated widely amongst customers requiring accessible vehicles, through organizations assisting people applying for taxi vouchers, from the Department of Transport etc.  A summary of the code should be clearly displayed in the rear section of each accessible taxi.

· The Education Department and the Department of Transport need to engage in high-level consultation to overcome the difficulties experienced by people requiring accessible cabs during the school run period.

· A review of legislation regarding standards for the sizing of hoist platforms on taxis is required.  

· Designers and manufacturers of wheelchairs and scooters should consult with those setting the standards for the hoist platforms to ensure their equipment falls within the footprint size, when cowlings, anti-tip bars etc are included.  Wheelchairs and scooters should be certified as being able to meet the standards for access to all/some maxi-taxis.  
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