Investigation into the accessibility of London’s transport network

Thank you for the invitation to participate in the London Assembly Transport Committee’s investigation into the accessibility of London’s transport network. 

Geraldine O’Halloran will attend the meeting from Inclusion London, and is copied into this mail.

Please find attached a copy of Inclusion London’s submission to the consultation on the Mayor’s Transport Strategy. A number of the points in the submission concerned access. Many of the changes and steps we proposed have not found their way into the final strategy. Therefore they remain outstanding and hopefully the points raised will assist with the Committee’s investigation.

We have circulated your call for evidence to borough-based and other organisations across London and hope that organisations will contact you directly with evidence and/or may attend the Committee session. Some organisations commented to us that the timescale was challenging, particularly for organisations with very limited staff resources. We have advised them that they can submit evidence beyond the 16th June date given, but even this may represent a challenge. We raise this so it could perhaps be taken into account in the next phase of the committee’s work.

We draw attention in particular to the following issues. 

Firstly, Inclusion London’s submission to the consultation on the Mayor’s Transport Strategy raised a number of particular issues on access. These included the following:

· A proposal to amend proposal 25 (of the draft MTS) on the ‘New Bus for London’. Inclusion London argued that the Routemaster was correctly discontinued among other reasons because of its inaccessibility and that as London has a perfectly good fleet of accessible buses, money and time should not be squandered on resurrecting it. Our view was not accepted and the Routemaster project remains in the final strategy. Since our submission was made we have learned that the designs for the bus have been drawn up without discussion with disabled people. We believe this is a mistake. The Mayor has a duty to pay due regard to equality for disabled people and we do not see how this can be done if disabled people are not involved in discussion on something as controversial as the replacement Routemaster from the outset.

· Opposition to the decision to delay existing plans for step-free access to the Tube as set out in TfL’s Business Plan and indicated by the MTS’ focus on accessibility at ‘strategic interfaces’ only. We proposed amendment to Proposal 40. This did not find its way into the final Strategy and is a major outstanding issue. The inaccessibility of the underground system, which is central to travel in London, has been a focus of concern by disabled people’s organisations for many years. It is of great concern that plans to move forward in addressing tube access have been postponed.

· Blue Badge: we wanted to see more effort by the Mayor and via the Transport Strategy to encourage the central London boroughs to recognise the Blue Badge and to standardise their policies. We also raised the concerns raised with us that disabled drivers perceived that Blue Badge and/or disabled parking bays appeared to be becoming fewer in number.

· Information: we welcomed Proposal 41’s goal of improving information but wanted to see a commitment to closer working with Disabled People’s Organisations to ensure this goal was actually realised.

· Better streets or shared space street design: we expressed our concerns about the potential of particular shared street designs to discriminate and end up excluding certain groups of disabled people. We were also concerned at the lack of an agreed definition of what ‘better streets’ or ‘shared space’ streets were and what standards would apply, and how these standards were measured against the needs of disabled people. We expressed our concern at proposals that may be involved, such as shorter pedestrian crossing times. We drew attention to and supported concerns by other organisations, such as Guide Dogs, to the Exhibition Road shared-space plans, being partly funded by the Mayor of London. Given the Committee is taking a ‘whole journey’ approach to access, we draw this area of accessibility to your attention. The final strategy makes reference to the needs of disabled people on this point, saying that ‘those with reduced mobility, visual impairment and deaf people should be taken into account’. We would like to see a much stronger wording which asserts and upholds the rights of disabled people and the need for public bodies and service providers not to discriminate. We welcome the agreement (announced on 18 June) by Kensington and Chelsea now to work with Guide Dogs and disabled people to trial shared surface street plans and to amend the plans if trials reveal barriers to disabled people.

· We made a number of comments on the proposals around cycling, which we draw the committee’s attention to, including the need for cycle training schemes to be much more accessible to disabled people, to have staff trained in disability awareness and equality and to avoid stereotyping disabled people, our concerns about cycling superhighways, and two way cycling on one way streets.

· We raised a number of other issues related to access in varying ways including concern at the scale of fare increases, the future of concessionary fares, the variable quality and unreliability of door-to-door transport and the retaining accountable Mayoral influence on  the Freedom Pass.

Secondly, in addition to these points and in relation to the Committee’s specific questions:

· In terms of staff assistance, we have had mixed feedback. Reports of assistance by Underground staff have been generally positive, whereas it has been more mixed in regard to bus drivers (and taxi drivers). However, feedback about bus staff is complicated by the general demand on the bus system, the difficulty in getting on a bus in the first place (due to demand and competition for accessible spaces) and the difficulty in communicating with the driver, especially when the bus is crowded. 

· With regard to design, we have had calls for intercom systems on buses and for improvements in the design of ramps in some cases, with users saying that sometimes ramps were very steep. 

· Ongoing feedback about the problems created by inaccessibility of much of the tube system is considerable. Issues raised include the level of planning needed to undertake routes that would be simpler for non-disabled users, the total exclusion of disabled people from many routes, the disproportionate impact that station closures and other system faults have on disabled users and other issues that will be familiar to the committee. Improving the timetable for making more tube stations step free and fully accessible remains a top priority.

· The exclusion of many disabled people from much of the tube system means that additional reliance on other forms of transport is likely to continue. With regard to the bus system access is often difficult in reality, above and beyond the physical characteristics of buses. Real access may be subject to significant delays because of demand on wheelchair spaces and seating. This points to the need for a joined up approach – involving ensuring that individual buses are physically accessible, maintaining and improving frequency of the bus service and relieving demand by improving accessibility of the tube and other transport means.

· With regard to other issues of physical accessibility and what more needs to be done, Inclusion London assisted TfL in its review (in 2009) of the organisation’s Disability Equality Scheme. Many issues about the physical environment, accessibility and the whole journey were raised by the Citizen’s Jury. Rather than repeat them, we would point the Committee to the issues raised in by the Citizens Jury in the DES Consultation document, September 2009. The views expressed therein remain valid, such as the need to move forward with plans for step-free access to the tube and to ensure continuing communication with and involvement of disabled people’s organisations in transport planning and monitoring. 

Thirdly, in our submission to the MTS consultation we raised some general matters of policy and involvement that we would draw to your attention as they affect all work. 

· We argued that there needed to be explicit reference in the Mayor’s equality framework to the Social Model of Disability and that the way in which this is being implemented should be made clear in all strategies. We wait to see if this has been taken on board in the equality framework. 

· On involvement, we were concerned at the inadequacy of steps to involve disabled people in discussion on the transport strategy. Our concerns on this point have grown since we made our submission to the transport strategy consultation as we now understand that review of the GLA’s Disability Equality Strategy is significantly overdue and had the review taken place when it should have, it would have fitted in with the timing of the consultation on the Transport Strategy and, if properly conducted, informed that strategy. We have raised our concerns about this failure to review the DES in a timely and appropriate manner with the GLA. 

· We drew attention to the principles enshrined not only in national legislation but in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006), including Article 9 which refers to transport. 

