
SUBMISSION FROM THE NORTHCOTT SOCIETY TO THE HREOC INQUIRY INTO WHEELCHAIR ACCESSIBLE TAXI SERVICES

The Northcott Society provides a wide range of services for people with physical disabilities.  These services include accommodation, independent living programs, employment, pre-vocational programs, recreation, respite, family support, equipment and technology services.  It is our objective to support children and adults with disabilities to participate fully in all aspects of community life.

People who cannot use other forms of transport rely on accessible taxi services to make that participation possible.  As service providers we receive reports about the difficulties of many of our consumers in accessing taxis and we have direct experience of these problems as they can affect our ability to deliver services.

Occasions when pre-booked taxis do not arrive at the time requested are numerous.  Pre-booking days or weeks ahead of time does not seem to make any difference and, as many people have pointed out, it is not really a booking system in that it does not mean that you will receive a service.  The taxi fleet network is only notified a short time before the time of the booking and then, if no accessible taxis are available, the potential customer is just left waiting.  Inquiries almost invariably confirm that the booking has been made, occasionally elicit some estimate of how much longer the person will have to wait but more often people are told that no taxis are available and there is nothing that can be done about the situation.  The general consensus seems to be that booking directly with a known driver is more satisfactory than through taxi companies or the “0200” booking system.  However this does not always result in a reliable service.

Reliance on one or two known taxi drivers can mean that taxis are not available when needed and the person has to adapt their timetables to fit in with the taxi driver.  Some people have a long list of numbers of individual drivers and many make 7 or 8 calls before a booking is accepted – even a day in advance.  However this is still regarded as preferable to taking ‘pot luck’ and booking through taxi companies or the “0200” number.  At some times of 
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the day, for instance when many accessible taxis are booked by the Education Department to transport children to or from school, it is virtually impossible to get any service from a wheelchair accessible taxi.  Workers who rely on accessible taxi transport are severely disadvantaged and often find that taxis cannot be relied on to get them to their place of work on time.

The following scenarios illustrate problems experienced with the booking system in the last few months – real names have not been used.

Scenario 1

Molly’s pre-booked taxi picked her up at her home in Campbelltown at 9.15am as arranged.  The taxi was to take her to Northcott’s Head Office in Parramatta for special assessment of her needs for computer technology assistance.  Molly did not arrive in Parramatta until 11.45 – two and a half hours from the time of pick up and 45 minutes late for her appointment.  The delay was caused by multiple hiring – other people were picked up and dropped off en route.  This was arranged by the taxi company without consulting Molly.

Scenario 2

Jack arranged to travel from Liverpool to Blacktown.  He booked the taxi for 9.30am hoping he would be early for his 11.00am meeting.  Again multiple hires were arranged without consulting Jack including pick up and drop off of equipment.  He arrived in Blacktown at 12.30pm – one and a half hours late for his 11.00am appointment.

Scenario 3

Patrons of an RSL club in Western Sydney have described several occasions when booked taxis have not turned up to take them home.  At closing time, club staff called the Police to assist rather than leave people alone in the carpark.  Fortunately they were manual wheelchair users and thus able to travel in police vehicles.

The above scenarios illustrate that in terms of standards of reliability and waiting times, the wheelchair accessible taxi service is not able to deliver a service equivalent to taxi services for non-disabled patrons.  The booking system may be similar to that used by non-disabled cab users but in practice it means a much less reliable service for someone booking a wheelchair accessible taxi.

Other scenarios suggest that beyond the problems of supply and demand, there are more active forms of discrimination.

Scenario 4

Jim booked a known driver for a night out at a restaurant.  The driver arrived punctually to take him to the restaurant but at the end of the night the person was left waiting on the street as the driver had forgotten to pick him up and gone off duty.  Jim tried to get another cab from 9.30pm onwards.  He was told no cabs were available but saw at least four empty wheelchair accessible cabs drive past.  Finally at 3.00am a taxi arrived to take him home.

Scenario 5

Janet has experience of bookings for hospital appointments made through her doctor using special arrangements for war veterans.  She says that this results in a reliable, punctual service unlike ordinary bookings for a wheelchair accessible taxi.  Her impression is that veterans get a better service.

Scenario 6

Tom, a 14 year old school student waited for more than an hour after school finished for the wheelchair accessible taxi booked by is parents to take him to one of Northcott’s respite houses for the weekend.  Phone calls confirmed the booking but no wheelchair accessible taxis were available.  As Tom has problems walking but does not require a wheelchair accessible taxi, a regular taxi was called.  The driver looked at Tom and his luggage for the weekend (2 bags) and refused to take him.  Eventually his teacher drove him to our respite house in her own time.  He arrived 2 hours late and a planned evening out with 5 other young people to a concert had to be cancelled.

There are other instances of rudeness or intimidation.

Scenario 7

Jenny asked the driver (ordinary taxi) to take her along her drive as her house is on a battle-axe block.  He complained angrily and also complained about having to accept vouchers for half the fare.  He kept complaining saying “Jesus Christ” until Jenny felt she couldn’t  take it any more and burst into tears.

Scenario 8

A taxi was booked to meet Beth at the airport but the driver went to the wrong terminal.  Another taxi was booked and arrived after a two hour wait.  When Beth arrived home she found the original taxi driver on her doorstep demanding payment for a service he had not provided.

Taxi drivers challenged about lateness are often said to respond with anger rather than apologies.  There seems to be little recognition that people with disabilities have appointments to keep, jobs to go to, lives to lead.  There are also concerns about intimidation with taxi drivers threatening refusal of future service if taxi vouchers are not handed over blank (so any journey could be filled in).  Taxi users say that fares for some journeys can vary significantly and that some drivers do not start their meters and just ‘estimate’ fares.  Additional charges are reportedly made by drivers who say they had to come from a long distance.

An official complaint has only been made about one of the scenarios reported in this submission.  Passengers say they are afraid that if they complain about drivers they will be ‘blacklisted’ and so they are not willing to risk the loss of their only means of transport.

There is a positive side to the industry with many individual drivers giving a good service.  However the shortcomings listed not only affect the transport service received by people with a disability, they also give clear signals that people with disabilities are second class citizens.  Their requests for service are not treated seriously,  their custom is not valued and they are not treated as respected members of the community.

People with disabilities are not hopeful that there will be major improvements while there is a separate wheelchair accessible (“disabled”) taxi system.  Many have commented they would like to be able to call a cab like anybody else and that this would work if all cabs were wheelchair accessible.  They realise that this is a long term goal.

In the meantime they want an effective booking system, priority access to accessible taxis for people with disabilities, drivers with some knowledge of disability issues who can respect their rights, an end to ‘rorts’ over fares and vouchers.  They would also like to feel that they can safely make complaints without fear of retribution. 
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