The Manager

Disability Rights Unit

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

GPO Box 5218

SYDNEY NSW 1042

EQUAL ACCESS TO WHEELCHAIR ACCESSIBLE TAXI SERVICES

Dear Sir/Madam

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Inquiry.  The ACT Government is committed to the provision of accessible transport options for people with a disability and recognises the role of transport in ensuring that people with disabilities are able to achieve a better quality of life through increased independence and integration into the community.

The ACT is working to ensure greater access to taxi services through the publication of an Action Plan for Accessible Public Transport;  the release of additional wheelchair accessible taxi licences;  and additional taxi driver training focussed on meeting the needs of people with disabilities. 

The attached submission addresses the issues on which comments were sought.

Yours sincerely

Colin Adrian

A/g Chief Executive

ACT DEPARTMENT OF URBAN SERVICES

SUBMISSION 

HUMAN RIGHTS AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY COMMISSION

INQUIRY INTO EQUAL ACCESS TO WHEELCHAIR ACCESSIBLE TAXI SERVICES

Introduction

In May 2000, the ACT Government released the Action Plan for Accessible Public Transport in the ACT.  One of the barriers identified in the Plan was that people requiring a Wheelchair Accessible Taxi (WAT) had to wait longer than for a standard taxi.  The Action Plan requires that the response times for accessible vehicles are to be the same as for standard taxis within 5 years.

To improve waiting times in accordance with this goal, the ACT Government released 
10 new WAT licences in December 1999 with a further 10 licences released in December 2000.  This brings the number of WATs to 26 out of a current fleet of 243 taxis.

Further actions to promote an efficient taxi service for people utilising WATs include the re-introduction of micro-management of the WAT fleet for pre-booked journeys and the establishment of a second taxi network.

The following comments are provided against the specific issues raised in the Notice of Inquiry.

Response times
Current arrangements with network operators in the ACT require the following performance standard to be met:

3.00pm to 6.00pm Monday to Fridays

· Standard and wheelchair accessible taxi services 

· 85% of hirers experience a maximum waiting time of no more than 18 minutes; and 

· 95% of hirers experience a maximum waiting time of no more than 30 minutes.

All other times

· Standard and wheelchair accessible vehicles 

· 85% of hirers experience a maximum waiting time of no more than 10 minutes; and 

· 95% of hirers experience a maximum waiting time of no more than 20 minutes.

To date the standard for wheelchair accessible taxi services is not being met.  For example, the percentage during peak period for the quarter ending December 2000 was 65.5%.  

These figures are based on an operational fleet of 16 WAT vehicles and do not reflect the impact of the recent release of a further 10 WAT licences.

The statistics for the December quarter indicate that 18% of people booking a WAT waited more that 30 minutes for a taxi whereas only 1.6% of people booking a standard vehicle waited more than 30 minutes.

Proportion of fleet
There are currently 26 wheelchair accessible taxis operating in the ACT.  This represents 10.7% of the fleet.  The ballot of WAT licences occurred in December 2000 with the majority of vehicles commencing operation over the past few months and the balance entering service shortly. 

Data is not yet available to assess the impact of these additional vehicles.  

Are these proportions sufficient
At present, it is not possible to confirm the efficiency of a WAT fleet based on 10% of the total operating fleet.  

Other influences which may improve the waiting time for people booking a WAT in the ACT, are the re-introduction of “micro-managing” for pre booked services and the introduction of a second taxi network in the ACT.  It is anticipated that the new network will commence operations in September 2001.

Measures to ensure sufficient proportion of fleet accessible
The ACT Government will continue to monitor waiting times against the standards for people booking WAT vehicles.  Sufficient time is required to provide comparable data measuring the achievement of a WAT fleet of 26 vehicles.  

The second taxi network is likely to manage the majority if not all WATs.  The new network proposes to introduce a system of micro management that will ensure operators give priority to people in wheelchairs in accordance with their conditions of licence.

The new booking arrangements to be introduced by the second network will also be analysed.  It is hoped that the measures mentioned above will enable the ACT to achieve the goal of equal waiting times in advance of the agreed timetables.

The Government has made a commitment to review current licence numbers prior to June 2002.  This review will examine, among other things, the need for additional WATs.

Universal taxi
The ACT Government has participated in the work undertaken by the Australian Transport Council and the NSW chaired working party on the development of a “universal taxi”.  While it is acknowledged that the modification of existing vehicles is not the most effective method, the range of difficulties encountered in the development of and agreement to a common vehicle would indicate that a “universal taxi” if viable would not be available for some time.  

At present WAT services are provided by a range of modified vehicles such as Ford Transit Vans , Toyota Hiace Commuters and the Mercedes 312D.

Dedicated services
In the ACT, the WAT fleet operates as part of the mainstream service.  The level of demand for wheelchair services is 20-25% of taxis’ operating hours each day.  The current booking operation uses a separate allocation process for pre-booked services (micro-managing).  Immediate bookings are placed on the radio network and dealt with through the normal allocation system.  

All WAT vehicles operate under a restricted licence agreement.  One of the main conditions of the licence is the requirement to give priority to people using a wheelchair.  Where it has been found that an operator is not providing an adequate level of service to people using a wheelchair fines have been imposed.

Economic factors
Entry into Taxi Industry: In recognition of the increased establishment cost for an operator to modify a vehicle for wheelchair access the ACT Government has released restricted licences for the operation of WAT vehicles.  These non-transferable licences have been made available through a ballot system, are valid for six years and cost  $1,000 per year.  Ballots for WAT licences are oversubscribed by a factor of 10 times the number of licences available.

The Independent Competition and Regulatory Commission determine taxi fares in the ACT.  The Commission sets the charge for booking fee, flagfall, waiting times and kilometre rate for standard, multi hire and high occupancy hire.

The ACT Taxi Subsidy Scheme:  Present subsidy paid under the scheme is 40% of the taxi fare.  It is paid by way of $2 vouchers.  Members are given 125 vouchers per year and can use a set number of vouchers per trip, depending on the metered fare.  The maximum number of vouchers used per fare is six, for metered fare of $30 or more.  Members can request up to an additional 35 vouchers per week for employment, training and medical reasons.

The 1999 Reform of Special Transport in the ACT: Taxi Subsidy Scheme, prepared for the ACT Department of Health and Community Care, made recommendations relating to eligibility, assessment and subsidy levels. The Department is actioning the following recommendations:

1. Eligibility criteria and assessment

2. Subsidy levels

3. System development planning framework

4. Implementation

Consultation is taking place between the Department of Health and Community Care, the ACT Aged Care Advisory Council, the ACT Disability Advisory Council and the Department of Urban Services.  

Additional funds were allocated in the 2001/2002 budget to the Taxi Subsidy Scheme to specifically target those members who are wheelchair dependent and ensure they are not placed at risk of poverty through lack of transport.  The Departmen of Health and Community Care is calculating a two-tiered system of subsidies to bring it more into line with other jurisdictional taxi subsidy schemes. 

Effective use:  

Regulatory framework:  The ACT is currently finalising Standards for taxi network accreditation.  The Road Transport (General) Act 1999 allows the ACT Road Transport Authority to issue a taxi network accreditation where a network can comply with the Standards under the Road Transport (Taxi Services) Regulations 2000.

The draft accreditation standards are presently out for industry consultation.  It is anticipated that the introduction of accreditation will strengthen network performance and service delivery. 

Restricted licences:  As mentioned above all WAT vehicles operate under restricted licences.  The main conditions applying to these licences include:

· The licence is valid for a period of six years at a cost of $1,000 per year;

· The licence is not transferable;

· The operator of a WAT must always give preference to a hiring by a person in a wheelchair, irrespective of how the offer to hire may be made;  

· The operator must ensure that the vehicle is used so as to maintain regular and continuous service in this regard;

· At times where there is no demand for services by people with disabilities, the vehicle may by agreement with the booking service be deployed in general taxi work.  This work may be obtained through attachment to the booking service or through rank or hail methods;

· The vehicle must have capacity to allow access to, and carry two passengers, each in a wheelchair.  The vehicle and all modifications to the vehicle must be approved by the Authority before the vehicle is used to provide a public passenger transport service;

· The operator and driver, must comply with ACT Taxi Operator Accreditation and Driver Authorisation Standards.  In addition, the licensee/operator will be required to engage drivers who have sufficient responsibility, skills and aptitude to drive a wheelchair accessible vehicle and to provide related services to people with disabilities.  The operator and driver will be required to undertake and complete any course of training required by the Authority for this purpose, at their own expense; and 

· The Authority may suspend or cancel this licence if any of the licence conditions are not complied with or if the licence is operated in such a way that results in a contravention of any of the provisions of the Act or any regulation under that Act.

Driver training:  In recognition of the skills required to meet the conditions of the restricted licence, the ACT provided funds for the development of an additional training module focussed on the transport of people in wheelchairs.  This module is now available and drivers of WAT vehicles are required to complete this additional training.  The module has been incorporated into the standard taxi driver training course.

Compatibility of other mobility aids with accessible cabs:  The ACT Government has recently examined the complexities associated with the transport of other mobility aids, in particular motorised scooters.  Several issues were raised as part of the consultation process.  Some of the pertinent issues are:

· The National Road Rules definition of a wheelchair would seem to also include motorised scooters.  Under this definition, scooters do not meet the standards required for carriage in other vehicles.

· National Road Rules require passengers to use seatbelts where the vehicle is so fitted.

· Scooters in use vary between 180 and 300 kilograms making securing a non-standard process.  If inadequately secured, an object of this mass can easily become a fatal missile in an accident.

· Scooters often have other attachments (baskets, luggage etc) that require separate stowage/restraint to reduce the risk of them becoming missiles in an emergency situation.

· Scooters generally lack adequate back and head support for the passenger.  This is an important consideration in any accident situation.

· Scooters are not designed to withstand impacts at speeds greater than their own powered speed (less than 10klm per hour).  There is a significant danger of the seat column and seat shearing off in an accident.

· The placement of the control column on scooters generally allows insufficient space between a passenger and the column in an accident.  Significant risk of impalement or other concussive injury is present for any person riding a scooter in an accident.

· Significant insurance problems exist. For example, the taxi is essentially carrying a device that does not meet any approved design standards.  Equally, the passenger, if they choose to remain seated on the scooter, are actively placing themselves, the driver and other road users at risk.  The attribution of insurance and legal liability in the case of an accident is unclear.

The present policy in the ACT with regard to the transport of motorised scooters in taxis is subject to:

· the driver satisfying him/herself that the device could be adequately and safely secured; and

· the passenger transferring to a permanent vehicle seat fitted with a seatbelt.

