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Issues for comment 
Response times: Are response times significantly longer for passengers requiring wheelchair accessible taxis than other passengers making taxi bookings in any part of Australia?

Yes, the response times are significantly longer for passengers requiring wheelchair accessible taxis than other passengers making taxi bookings in any part of Australia!

I have used the regular taxi service in Sydney as a person without a disability prior to acquiring a spinal cord injury resulting in quadriplegia and the need to use an electric wheelchair and rely on the WAT service as my main form of transport.

There are numerous reasons for the poor response times which include:

· The lack of accessible taxis in total

· The lack of accessible taxis during peak times

· WAT's being used to transport children with disabilities to and from school

· WAT drivers who have the lucrative ‘school runs’ not working in the evenings and weekends or having a second or other drivers working those shifts

· WAT drivers not picking up people with disabilities

· WAT drivers not being ‘logged into’ the ‘0200’ system

· WAT's are virtually owned and operated as a small business

· WAT's not quarantined to work in certain areas creating  ‘blackspots’

· The ‘0200’ booking service not having the power to direct WAT drivers to cover the work (even though the GPS system can show all the details of the WAT e.g. where it is, if it is occupied or vacant, it’s passenger capacity (two wheelchairs or one)

When I have booked WAT's through the ‘0200’ booking service, the response times were delayed in approximately 90% of all bookings.  Occasionally, I could not get a WAT at all for the time I needed, even allowing one hours grace and had to cancel the booking.  On some evenings I have had to wait for over two hours for a WAT to arrive (an 11PM booking arriving after 1AM).

Service expectation and acceptance.

Since the inception of the WAT Service in 1981, WAT passengers were advised to make a booking the day before it was needed but also expect a delay of around 1 hour. Many people with disabilities accepted this as it was a new service and there were few WAT’s available. People with disabilities expectations have changed along with various government legislation’s, anti-discrimination acts and access codes based on ‘access for all’ and disability rights.

The WAT Service is a crucial link in services for many people with disabilities.  This is especially so when people with disabilities need to get home to meet their personal care attendants [PCA].  If there is a delay getting a WAT, especially in the evenings, people with disabilities are under a threat of being left to stay in their wheelchairs all night.  It is very distressing and frustrating being stranded and unable to get a WAT for 2 to 3 hours.

I live approximately 10 minutes from Sydney Airport and often travel past it and the surrounding area.  The airport has a high demand for taxis and this is where many of the WAT's are operating from instead of prioritising and providing a service for people with disabilities, which is the intention of the WAT's.

Proportion of taxi fleets accessible: What proportion of existing taxi fleets is wheelchair accessible?

I am not exactly sure of the current proportion of accessible taxis in the Sydney area but I believe it is approximately 5% of the overall taxi fleet. I would not be confident that there would always be accessible taxis on the road and operating to make up 5% of the fleet due to some of the issues I have raised in the ‘Response times’ question above.
Are these proportions sufficient: Is the proportion of taxi fleets which is wheelchair accessible insufficient in any areas of Australia to enable services to be provided to passengers requiring wheelchair accessible taxis, with equivalent reliability and waiting times to those for other passengers booking taxis? If so, what proportion of taxi fleets being accessible would be sufficient?

I believe there should be a minimum threshold of 10% of the taxi fleet that should have a variety of different types of wheelchair accessible vehicles.  There should be a combination of vehicles that have the capacity to carry one or two people using wheelchairs.

Obviously, if all taxis were wheelchair accessible there would not be the inequity that currently exists for people with disabilities, especially wheelchair users, and their families.

Regardless of the number of WAT's in the fleet, there stills need to be rules, regulations and requirements of the drivers and operators to cover the jobs and pick up people with disabilities. 

Measures to ensure sufficient proportion accessible: What measures have transport authorities taken or could they take to ensure that a sufficient proportion of taxi fleets is accessible?

Mr. Carl Scully, NSW Minister for Transport, released 400 licenses for WAT’s in August 1998. These licenses were to be released at 20 licenses per month and the WAT was required to have the capacity to carry two passengers using wheelchairs [M50].  Of these licenses, only about 80 were applied for.   These 400 licenses, plus the existing 150 WAT licenses would have resulted in 10% of the Sydney taxi fleet being WAT's by April 2000.

The NSW Department of Transport [DoT] completed a WAT Usage Survey in early 2000 to gather information on the demand for the service. The WAT service is essential for many people with disabilities, especially M50 passengers, as for many, it is their only form of transport.  The survey showed about 85% of WAT’s M50 fares were carrying only one person using a wheelchair. That reinforced what I have known for many years from asking WAT drivers. This data could have been gathered from data from the '0200' booking service or a survey of the WAT drivers.  In hindsight, a survey should have been taken of the WAT passengers and WAT drivers to establish the demand of the service prior to the release of these 400 licenses.
Universal taxi: If 100% fleet accessibility (the "universal taxi" approach) is necessary or desirable to ensure fully equal access to services (whether to achieve access to hailed services as well as booked services, or to reduce problems regarding priority for wheelchair user passengers, or to increase general public acceptance of wheelchair accessible vehicles, or for other reasons), what measures may be feasible and necessary (currently or within a reasonable period) to make possible the achievement of this level of accessibility?

I would like people with disabilities, especially wheelchair users, and their families to have an equitable taxi service and all taxis to be wheelchair accessible. The NSW DoT and Roads and Traffic Authority should require all existing regular taxis be replaced by WAT’s at the end of their seven year taxi life.  If this could be implemented, allowing for two to three years lead in time, 100% of the taxi fleet would be wheelchair accessible by approximately 2010.

In relation to a Universal design, a committee was set up by the NSW DoT to look into the possibility of a vehicle that could be designed and built in Australia for the taxi industry that would be wheelchair accessible and meet all the other requirements of a taxi.  I believe this committee was disbanded.

I’ve spoken to many stakeholders, and there is debate on the most appropriate type of vehicles for a WAT, and what percentage mix of these vehicles should have the capacity for one or two M50 passengers. Obviously the current requirements of the licenses, amongst other industry issues, are retarding the take up of licenses and policy changes are needed. 

Until all taxis are wheelchair accessible, a range of 'multi-purpose’ vehicle options is needed to meet the current demand of the WAT service. Plus they need to meet the National Accessible Transport Standards.  The current options for WAT’s are restricted by the types of vehicles available in Australia, that are affordable and viable for the drivers and taxi cooperatives, and acceptable to the passengers with or without disabilities.  Passengers and taxi drivers have various reasons for the WAT’s they prefer. 

Currently, the WAT vehicle options being used for two M50 capacities are the Toyota Commuters ‘Maxi Taxi’, Mercedes Sprinters and Vito’s, Ford Transit Van’s and VW Caravelle’s and the single M50 capacity Flashcab. All these vehicles have their benefits and limitations.

I believe the Flashcab, apart from being less expensive, has a lot in its favour as a ‘multi-purpose’ WAT.  The Flashcab is the only Australian designed, owned and manufactured vehicle and it meets the National Accessible Transport Standards. The survey showed that it is accepted and preferred by many M50 passengers. Flashcab passengers have clear sightlines through the windows compared to the vans and Maxi Taxi’s.  More Flashcabs would definitely improve the chances of having 10% of the taxi fleet wheelchair accessible by 2010.

Dedicated services: What experience or issues are there with operation of wheelchair accessible taxis as a dedicated service rather than also being available for mainstream service?

WAT Services must prioritise that people with disabilities bookings are covered.  Obviously, when there aren’t the jobs to cover then the WAT’s should cover the mainstream work.  In NSW, WAT Operators are provided with discounted licences as an incentive to operate their accessible vehicle.  If drivers/operators don’t want to pick up people with disabilities then they should not drive/operate these vehicles.  Currently, the majority of M50 fares are arranged by private bookings made directly with the WAT driver.

Economic factors: Are there any economic disincentives to provision of wheelchair accessible taxi services (either in provision of accessible vehicles or in their use to serve passengers using wheelchairs) which could be addressed by taxi regulatory authorities, by other relevant government agencies or by industry? In particular: 

· Issues affecting capital or running costs of accessible vehicles 

· Any other distinctive costs in providing wheelchair accessible services 

· Fare structure and fares income received for wheelchair accessible taxis in comparison to other taxi services.

Obviously, there are extra costs in the modification and set up of WAT's.  Depending on the type of vehicle the costs will very.  Currently, the cheapest vehicle to set up as a WAT is the Flashcab.  To try to offset the extra costs of modification and running costs, WAT drivers/operators are provided with discounted licences and the vehicle has an extended life from 7 to 10 years.

Unfortunately, I understand that WAT's have to pay a fee for a second radio for the ‘0200’ network.

In relation to the fare structure, there should be no difference in charges.  Regulations allow the WAT driver to start the meter at the booking time, or on arrival after contact with the passenger, and be paid for the time while loading the passenger.  On arrival to the destination the meter should be stopped before unloading the passenger, but this is rarely done.

Depending on the type of WAT, the vehicle may need to the set up e.g. moving the seats, getting the wheelchair restraints from the storage box and installing them, moving the baby capsule and other paraphernalia from where the passenger in the wheelchair is to sit.  Some WAT drivers start the metre before they start to set up a vehicle and expect the passenger to pay for this.  One recent experience I had was a driver in a van who took five minutes to set up the van. When I started to be loaded into it there was $8.50 on the meter and he expected me to pay it which I refused to and asked him to restart the meter which he did.

Effective use of accessible fleets: Are there any regulatory or technical measures being taken or which could be taken which would ensure that any given level of accessible taxi fleet meets demand for wheelchair accessible taxis more effectively? In particular: 

· Possibilities for more effective implementation or enforcement of priority systems including issues affecting use of GPS and other new technologies, and barriers to effectiveness of priority systems 

As I mentioned before, the WAT license and regulations should enable the ‘0200’ operator to direct the WAT driver to pick up people in wheelchairs.  The GPS enables the operator to know where the taxis are, if they are vacant and what the capacity of the vehicle is.

· Relevant performance standards and licence conditions

There should be a minimum M50 job requirement, either per shift, per week or per month.  All WAT's should be logged into the ‘0200’ booking system. If they are offered M50 jobs and refuse to pick up the person on more than a certain number of times, say 3, then they should be suspended from driving and/or fined and asked to explain why they did not accept the jobs

· Clarification of responsibilities of booking services, taxi operators, regulators and any other relevant industry participants 

In Sydney there are committees meeting on a regular basis dealing with the taxi industry and wheelchair accessible taxis.  I believe there should be a number of forums where larger groups could meet to discuss relevant issues for all stakeholders.  This would include passengers with all types of disabilities, taxi industry representatives, vehicle manufacturers and suppliers, radio booking operators, government representatives, disability organisations and any other group interested in the issues such as nursing homes, schools and the department of education etc.
· Issues regarding competition or co-ordination of services 

· Measures to ensure accessible taxis are complete with necessary equipment and driver skills to ensure accessible service with an equivalent degree of safety to other passengers is available in practice 

Although drivers are being trained and accredited as operators of WAT's, they are being trained by other WAT drivers but there are no people with disabilities who are wheelchair users involved with the training.  I believe people with disabilities should be involved in the training as they can portray a real situation of loading, unloading and explain what assistance they need.  At least new drivers will have had some experience dealing with people with disabilities who use wheelchairs prior to going out on the road

· Issues regarding compatibility of different types or sizes of wheelchairs or other mobility aids with accessible cabs and possibilities for certification or consumer information regarding public transport compatibility of these aids 

Manufacturers and suppliers of wheelchairs and mobility aids should be made aware and given the size requirements of the T90 footprint [1300mm x 80mm] of the Draft Accessible Transport Standards.  People with disabilities who are going to purchase new equipment need to be made aware of the size of the equipment they are going to purchase and if it is to be compatible with the Draft Accessible Transport Standards.

· Issues regarding co-ordination with or substitution for other modes of accessible public transport (generally or for specific purposes such as school transport), including relationship to "community transport" services.

