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Equality Commission for Northern Ireland

Response to the review of the

Transport Programme for People with Disabilities

Introduction

The Equality Commission welcomes the opportunity to comment on the consultant’s report and Departmental commentary on the recommendations for change to the Transport Programme for People with Disabilities (TPPD).  In due course, the Commission would be grateful for feedback on the following:

· Where the Department decides not to take account of some of the comments made by the Commission, its reasons for not doing so

· The quality of the Commission's response to this consultation exercise.  It is one of our values to strive for excellence in all that we do and, therefore, we would appreciate the Department's views on the quality of our comments on the consultation document.

The Commission's contact for this response is:

Don Leeson, Disability Policy Manager

Equality Commission for Northern Ireland

Equality House, 7-9, Shaftesbury Square

Belfast

BT2 7DP

Direct Line:

028 90 500 615

Fax:

028 90 315 993

Textphone:
028 90 500 589

Email:

dleeson@equalityni.org

Overall comments

Links to the Accessible Transportation Strategy

The Commission has an overriding concern about the timing of change to the Programme.  We appreciate that the consultant’s report is long overdue, and the reasons for this, but we believe that it has now been overtaken by events.  With work about to begin on the development of an Accessible Transportation Strategy to complement the Regional Transportation Strategy, changing the Transport Programme for People with Disabilities at this time could be premature pending the outcome of the development of that Strategy.

Unless there are any particular imperatives, it might be more appropriate to wait on development of the Accessible Transportation Strategy and at that point identify where gaps in funding or resource provision still exist that can then be plugged by the TPPD.  That said, the Commission still has views on the recommendations and the Department’s comments, which are set out below.

Use of statistics

The Commission is concerned by the continued use by the Department of outdated statistics for its policy development.  The consultant's report makes extensive use of PPRU survey results for which the field work was done in the late 1980s.  Whilst the report recognises that "…..the PPRU figures are under‑estimates….." and that should the survey methodology be repeated again "…..it would produce significantly greater estimates of the incidence of disability…..", the consultant still goes on to make extensive use of this data.

Use of language

The Commission urges the Department and its contractors to consider the sensitivities of language and disability.  The consultant's report acknowledges the existence of the 'social model' of disability (ie that it is the way in which society organises itself that 'dis‑ables' people rather than the nature of any impairment or medical condition).  However, the report then goes on to take a medically based approach to disability.  For example, it considers the severity of particular disabilities and the impact this has on transport requirements.  Worse still, the report uses outdated language that is now considered offensive (eg "handicap").

Consultation arrangements

The Commission applauds the fact that the Department has opted for a targeted consultation on the recommendations.  However, we are concerned that the list of consultees contains few organisations of disabled people and appears to include a disproportionate amount organisations representing rural transportation issues, which might skew the feedback.  

Furthermore, it appears that the consultation list comprises mainly those groups affected by the current policy, rather than those who will be targeted by the new one.  Whilst it is right to seek the views of rural transport groups about the change in direction of the policy, it would also seem appropriate to seek the views of those people and groups based in urban areas to ensure that the refocused TPPD will meet their needs.

Response to recommendations

1.
That the Department’s proposed statement of intent for the aims of TPPD is endorsed:  "The Department for Regional Development will support and encourage the development of accessible public transport opportunities for persons with disabilities in Northern Ireland.  It will strive to integrate this policy within the wider strategic transport policy development and complement the work of other agencies involved in the programmes designed to reduce social exclusion."

The Commission believes that the statement of intent could be made more positive and we suggest that the wording is changed to the following:  

"The Department for Regional Development will support and ensure the development of accessible public transport for disabled people in Northern Ireland.  It will integrate this policy within the wider strategic transport policy development and complement the work of other agencies involved in programmes designed to promote social inclusion and disability rights."

2(i).
TPPD should be refocused on urban operations to meet individuals door‑to‑door travel needs.

Clearly there is a need to ensure that the travel needs of disabled people living in urban areas are met and, to this extent, the Commission would support this proposal.  We would, however, have concerns that different funding mechanisms, possibly managed by different parts of DRD, might give rise to anomalies and inequalities.  Therefore, we would ask that the two funding mechanisms are developed and monitored in parallel to ensure that inappropriate disparities do not arise and that resources will meet the needs of urban and rural dwellers.

Also, we would hope that DRD takes a broad and innovative approach to meeting door‑to‑door travel needs and consider the full range of 'demand responsive' modes of transport that are available.  This means considering, where appropriate, travel services beyond conventional 'dial‑a‑ride' schemes, including the use of accessible taxis.

In its response to the recommendations, DRD accepts the need to extend door‑to‑door services to all population centres of over 10,000 people and recognises that a significant increase in funding will be required.  The Commission would like to see this acknowledgement of the need for greater resources backed‑up by a commitment to make the additional funding available for this aspect of the TPPD.

2(ii).
Funding of the following aspects should be phased out:

· Group travel needs for which alternative sources will need to be identified; in Great Britain, these may be jointly funded by health and local authorities.

The Commission shares the Department's reservations about this recommendation ‑ we can see no compelling reasons why Health and Social Services Trusts would wish to take‑on the responsibility for supporting group travel.  

Whilst, on the face of it, the Department's proposal to tender group travel services alongside door‑to‑door schemes would appear sensible, the Commission is concerned about the lack of appropriate accessible vehicles in Northern Ireland for group hire purposes and, therefore, whether sufficient organisations would be in a position to meet group travel needs and make a tendering process worthwhile.  

Therefore, we endorse the Department's proposal to consider group travel needs in the context of the development of the Accessible Transport Strategy, which should look at the availability and distribution of accessible vehicles across Northern Ireland.

· Easibus services which should be included in the consideration of a new mechanism to support uneconomic Translink services, equivalent to the local bus revenue support system in Great Britain.

It is difficult to give informed comment on this recommendation as full details of the subsidy arrangements for 'uneconomic' services referred to in the consultation document 'A New Start for Public Transport in Northern Ireland' have not, to our knowledge, been disclosed.  However, the Commission would offer the following comments.

It would be helpful if more positive and rights based approach and language could be used when considering transport issues ‑ rather than 'uneconomic', DRD might use the term 'socially necessary' routes (depending on the criteria used, few routes could be deemed 'economic').  

Also, whilst Easibus is not strictly a door‑to‑door service, and is used by non‑disabled people, could it not be funded in the same way as such services.  As discussed above, we envisage the door‑to‑door services taking different forms depending on the needs of local communities.  We have seen with the Easibus service that it works well in some locations, and is less effective elsewhere.  In this respect, it could be seen as a bespoke service, in the same way as other urban community transport initiatives might develop.  And, where the service is effective it has become particularly important for its users and there are fears that it could be removed unless its funding is protected in some way.

· The Accessible Services Officer in Translink.

Whilst the Commission accepts that DRD should not fund a specific post within Translink to deal with access issues, we think that, under the new regulatory regime envisaged in 'A New Start…', all transport providers should be required to identify a post(s) that has specific responsibility for ensuring that access issues are addressed as part of the licensing requirements.

Furthermore, rather than absorb the funding for the Accessible Services Officer post within the general DRD budget, and given the amount of work still to be done on developing and implementing an Accessible Transport Strategy, it might be appropriate to divert the resources and fund an additional post, possibly within DRD or the Transport Advisory Committee, to help take this work forward.

3.
TPPD must be directly related to the Regional Transportation Strategy (RTS), in policy, funding and implementation.  The scale of the programme needs to be expanded greatly (to £4.9m per annum) to provide a minimal level of service across Northern Ireland.

As discussed above, the Commission believes that the Accessible Transportation Strategy should determine the nature and funding of the TPPD.  Whilst it is clear that additional funding will be needed, and the Commission welcomes the acknowledgement of the need for increased resources set out in the Regional Transportation Strategy, it would be premature to determine the precise level of funding at this time.  The level of resourcing should be linked to identified needs and/or benchmarked against a region that is already at an advanced stage in implementing its Accessible Transportation Strategy (eg Merseyside).

4.
Shopmobility should receive only pump priming funding from TPPD (following Belfast’s good example of movement to self sustainability), over a maximum of three years, but two new schemes should be supported each year from 2004/05.

The Commission strongly disagrees with this recommendation.  Shopmobility provides an important link in the transport chain by facilitating access of disabled people in and around shops once they have undertaken their journey to retail areas.  The key issue is about providing sustainability.  Whilst we would agree that Shopmobility schemes should aim to be self‑funding over time, it would be wrong to set arbitrary cut‑off dates when all funding would be withdrawn completely regardless of need.  Each scheme should be reviewed on a case‑by‑case basis and, where self‑funding streams level off, a long term programme of support should be agreed between DRD and the scheme, so that they can continue.

The recommendation also raises other issues.  There are a finite number of population centres that could support Shopmobility schemes.  Therefore, the recommended approach would ultimately mean that no Government support is given to Shopmobility.  Furthermore, schemes will vary in size and require more or less funding.  This means that, depending on how much budget is available, it might be possible to support more or fewer schemes than the two per annum recommended.  

Lastly, it is not clear from the report who will set‑up the schemes:  does DRD intend to initiate new schemes, or will the Department wait on organisations making requests for funding?  In either case, consideration needs to be given as to how decisions are made on which schemes will get support, with due regard to openness, transparency and other public policy considerations (eg New TSN), and, if potential schemes have to approach the Department, how the availability of funding is publicised?

5.
Transparent criteria should be established for TPPD to allow for applications from urban community groups set up in similar fashion to rural community transport partnerships.

Whilst the Department has reservations about this approach, the Commission would be concerned about adopting different approaches to the provision of urban transport partnerships from those used in rural areas.  The Department's response to the recommendation does not give a reason why a different approach is appropriate and even suggests that the current arrangements for Rural Community Transport Partnerships do not offer value for money.

Whilst tendering arrangements are important for securing best value and on equality grounds, given the nature of the provision we would be interested to know the types of organisations that the Department believes will be interested in competing for this work.  Our concern is that the 'market' is extremely limited and, therefore, any benefits that might accrue from tendering may not arise.  Therefore, the Commission would ask that the Department reviews its response to the recommendation to consider whether a partnership approach that enables local solutions to be developed is the most appropriate way forward.

6.
Public information provision, but not research, should continue to be eligible for TPPD support.

Financial support for public information provision is important and the Department's continued support for this is welcomed.  However, information provision is a dynamic activity and the Department should ensure that such are projects are funded on the basis that information made available will be regularly reviewed and updated to reflect changes.

Research does indeed need to be supported, whether it is funded from the TPPD or some other source.

Furthermore, if the TPPD is to exclude research, then the Department needs to define 'research'.  If the Programme is strictly for service delivery the Department would need to make it clear whether funding covers feasibility studies and evaluation, both of which could be considered as research activities.

7.
Consideration should be given to transferring the Transport Advisory Committee (TAC) to the remit and funding of the General Consumer Council (GCC) as a logical extension of its wider role in representing public transport passengers.

This recommendation raises a number of issues and is likely to be problematic.  The Commission's main interest is that an effective statutory and adequately resourced body is established, which has the technical expertise and user involvement to promote the rights of disabled people in respect of transport, and which Government and service providers are obliged to consult prior to drawing‑up plans and policies.  Only in this way will the rights and needs of disabled people be properly 'mainstreamed' into transport provision.  If this outcome is achieved, the host organisation is, to a large extent, immaterial.

However, we have major concerns about whether the proposed transfer of the TAC to the GCC will achieve this.  These concerns are:

· The volume of disability access issues to be addressed over the next few years requires a separate body in place to ensure that they are progressed effectively.  Integration within a larger organisation risks losing this focus, and disability may have to compete for the resources and attention of Council members with other priorities.

· The GCC has very limited expertise in the field of disability access and rights.  Whilst current TAC members and staff could transfer, they may not wish to do so and their experience would be lost.

· There are potential conflicts of interest between disabled and non‑disabled passengers.  For example, disabled people may require more frequent stops on bus routes to minimise walking distances; non‑disabled people may want fewer stops to reduce journey times.

· GCC is funded and overseen by the Department for Enterprise, Trade and Investment.  This would introduce a third Government Department into disability and transport issues at a time when there are concerns about the respective roles of the two other Departments and the lack of engagement by the Department of the Environment with the TAC.

· The transfer risks distancing TAC from DRD at a time when the two organisations need to work even closer together as the Accessible Transportation Strategy is developed.

· Parity ‑ England and Wales and, more recently, Scotland have their own statutory advisory bodies to oversee disability and transport issues.  Disabled people in Northern Ireland should also be afforded the same attention to their rights and needs.

Nevertheless, for economies of scale, a host organisation for the newly reconstituted TAC needs to be found.  The Commission agrees that, for the reasons identified in the report, Disability Action should not host the TAC.  We think that consideration might be given to housing the TAC within DRD (as with DPTAC in England) or the new Regulatory Body for transport envisaged in 'A New Start…'.

Other Issues

There are several other issues that are not dealt with by the report and/or recommendations:

· As mentioned above, the Accessible Transportation Strategy, and its links with the TPPD, is not discussed.  This should be the key driver of the future direction of the TPPD

· The report, rightly in our view, discusses the merits of a taxicard scheme and also points out the difficulties that the introduction of such an approach may face with the current regulatory regime.  However, there is no recommendation as to how this matter should be taken forward.

· Concessionary fares are also discussed in the context of the TPPD.  The report states that the TPPD should not be the funding mechanism for concessionary fares.  Whilst the Government has now committed itself to concessionary fares for some disabled people in Northern Ireland, the report or the Department's response makes no mention of this, nor from which source the funding will eventually come.

Don Leeson

Disability Policy Manager

Equality Commission

June 2003
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