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Issue 1: Nationally Consistent Total Mobility Scheme

ARE WE BEING TAKEN FOR A RIDE?
Founded in 1945, the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Association) is New Zealand's leading blindness consumer organisation and one of the country's largest organisations of disabled consumers. The Association's aim is to heighten awareness of the rights of blind and vision impaired people and to remove the barriers that impact upon our ability to live in an accessible, equitable and inclusive society.

In the context of this document, the word "blind" encompasses all those with a vision impairment who can identify with some or all of the issues described below.

Introduction
Blindness imposes limitations on our ability to travel independently and safely and to exercise freedom of choice as to the preferred mode of travel. Being ourselves unable to drive, we often find our need to use taxis unavoidable.

Most people who have their own transport can be forgiven for taking it for granted. Yet, transport is fundamental for full socialisation in today's widespread urban communities. People form social groups in a variety of ways including work, clubs and family groups. People are often joined in such groups from all over their region. Access to transport is critical for someone to be able to function fully and effectively in their social groups. Activities such as shopping, going to movies, clubs, pubs, cafes, parks, sport etc. all require adequate access to transport, and such transport needs to cover the region as a whole, and be accessible through all hours of the day and night.

Total Mobility is a subsidised regional taxi scheme for people who, because of a serious mobility constraint, are unable to regularly use public transport such as trains, buses, ferries etc. Generally speaking, eligible people can travel around the region in taxis, as they need to, and receive a subsidy on the taxi fare from the Total Mobility Scheme. Eligible people using the Scheme typically pay half the normal taxi fare, though the amount of subsidy is not consistent across all regions. The Scheme is funded in partnership by local and central government. Local government (usually regional councils) manage and operate the Scheme in most regions around the country. Central Government funds up to 60% of the cost of the Scheme while local government funding covers the rest.

Some local agencies provide limited subsidised transport for specific activities such as for shopping and medical appointments, targeting particular disadvantaged groups. Total Mobility however is based on the fundamental philosophy that is widely accepted today: people with disabilities have a right to live and be fully active in today's communities. Its roots go back to the time when people with disabilities were moving out of institutions and into the community, and it was recognised then that equitable access to transport for a wide range of activities would be essential if we were to fully integrate.

Inadequate funding of the Scheme however has led to inequities around the country. It is the very nature of modern urban environments that creates the transport barriers we face. It is after all the national and local authorities that shape the urban environment we live in, and so we believe it is a public responsibility of those authorities to see that the environment they have created is at least made reasonably accessible.

But these authorities work in a national framework of legislation set by Central Government. We believe it is the responsibility of Central Government ultimately to enforce the nationally consistent approach we want.

What We Need

A nationwide, regionally equitable Total Mobility Scheme that:

· is available to all those eligible to use it wherever they may reside;

· has clear eligibility criteria aimed at people who are genuinely transport disadvantaged due to disability;

· allows for unlimited usage within broad local boundaries;

· provides for a minimum subsidy of 50% on taxi travel;

· provides for a maximum subsidy per trip sufficient to allow someone to travel between any two points in the region;

· does not judge the purpose of a given trip and the many and varied places people travel to in the course of their lives;

· incorporates portability so that Scheme users visiting other parts of the country retain their entitlement.

Eligibility

It is generally established that people eligible to use Total Mobility are, because of disability, unable to complete the five components of a journey, unaccompanied, on normal public transport in a safe and dignified manner: getting to the place from where the transport departs; getting on to the transport; riding securely; getting off the transport; getting to the destination.

The primary purpose of Total Mobility is to recognise that people with disabilities who are genuinely transport disadvantaged are excluded from interacting normally in urban communities that generally take transport for granted. It is not intended that the Scheme be available for people with short term injuries or conditions that temporarily prevent them from driving or using public transport.

What We Need

Eligibility criteria that:

· are clear and nationally consistent;

· identify genuine long-term disabilities that prevent people from completing a journey by public transport.

Easy to Use, Nationally Available and Consistent
Generally, eligible people can visit another region and use the Total Mobility Scheme in that region. Administration of the Scheme varies from region to region. Some regions have switched to using an electronic card similar to an EFTPOS card that works with equipment in the taxi to apply the subsidy to the metered fare. Other regions still use vouchers that must be filled in by hand and processed. Cards that work in one region generally do not work anywhere else. A person visiting another region must use a voucher, but drivers do not always know to accept them. Some passengers need assistance to fill in vouchers and some passengers, such as people who are blind, are unable to verify the written details. A well designed card system is much preferred over vouchers, and has the extra benefit of providing greater protection against fraudulent use.

Some of the more rural areas of the country do not have Total Mobility. An anomaly exists that means when people with disabilities from these areas visit another more urban region, they are barred from using Total Mobility because they are not in the Scheme. This is an important issue for these people because when they find they have to visit one of our larger cities, they still face the same transport difficulties and have the same right to interact and socialise with people throughout the urban environment. They should not be disadvantaged simply because of where they live.

What We Need

We need a Scheme that:

· is administered in such a way that any eligible person can join regardless of where they live, even if the Scheme is not actually provided for in their area;

· encourages the use of an electronic card rather than vouchers;

· allows for one single card to work in all card based schemes;

· ensures drivers are aware of the needs of people with disabilities;

· ensures taxi companies make critical information such as fare schedules and penalty rates readily available to disabled people in accessible formats.

Rules That Are Fair, Equitable and Responsible
We recognise that every trip covered by the Scheme results in the spending of public money. We accept that rules must exist that regulate usage. Yet we must reiterate that the problem addressed by the Scheme stems largely from the way our urban environments have developed on the presumption that people have cars. The rules in each region must recognise that people with disabilities have the same need as everyone else to interact socially in the urban environment.

We are opposed to a subsidy limit that does not adequately recognise the real cost of taxi fares and the trips that must sometimes be taken relative to the size of the region. It is not uncommon for taxi companies to charge increased fares in the evening and on weekends, times when people are most likely to travel for social reasons. In a large region, the maximum subsidy per trip is often insufficient to cover trips that people need to take. For example, in Dunedin the cost of travelling by taxi from the airport to the city far exceeds the maximum, and in Auckland, particularly on a Saturday, you cannot travel from a suburb like Papakura to the central city, perhaps to attend a concert or go to a movie, without significantly exceeding the maximum. It is not uncommon nowadays to have to travel long distances to visit facilities such as hospitals, or even to visit elderly parents in a rest home.

We are opposed to rules that limit the number of trips that can be taken in a given period, and to rules that give priority to certain trips such as trips to the doctor. People travel for a variety of reasons and we should not be judgmental about people's reasons for travel.

It must be remembered that even with the available subsidies, every trip covered by the Scheme also costs the passenger personally. People are unlikely to take trips, particularly long trips that are frivolous or unnecessary in that person's situation.

What We Need

The rules of the Scheme in each region should:

· provide for at least a 50% subsidy on the metered fare;

· provide for a maximum subsidy per trip sufficient to allow someone to travel between any two points in the region;

· allow for an unlimited number of trips;

· be reviewed at least every two years to ensure subsidies are adjusted in response to changes in taxi fares and other changing needs;

· not judge the purpose of a given trip and the many and varied places people travel to in the course of their lives.
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