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November 2020


Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand
Submission in response to
Requirement for Urban Buses in New Zealand: For consistent urban bus quality (2020) Draft for consultation
1.	About the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc
Founded in 1945, the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Blind Citizens NZ) is a disabled people’s organisation (DPO), with branches and networks across the country. We are New Zealand's leading blindness consumer organisation and one of the country's largest organisations of disabled consumers. Our members are blind, deafblind, low vision and vision-impaired. 

Blind Citizens NZ exists to give voice to the aspirations and lived experiences of blind, deafblind, low vision and vision-impaired people living in New Zealand. We aim to achieve this by heightening awareness of our rights and to remove the barriers that negate our ability to live in an accessible, equitable and inclusive society.
2.	Submission Summary
2.1	In the context of our submission in response to the Requirements for Urban Buses in New Zealand (RUB), for consistent urban bus quality (2020) Draft for consultation, we advise that hereafter, the word “blind” encompasses all those who are blind, deafblind, low vision or vision-impaired.

2.2	Blind Citizens NZ’s submission identifies areas the RUB 2020 Draft for consultation should in our view be strengthened to recognise (and meet) the diverse needs of users of public transport, which includes blind people. We suggest that oversights may contribute to a breach of human rights, and/or a failure to implement the “gradual realisation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities”, ratified by New Zealand in September 2008. 

2.3	Blind Citizens NZ’s well-established position with respect to accessible public transport is set out in our published brief entitled “Is this the Right Bus”. Excerpts of our brief are included in this submission.

2.4	Blind Citizens NZ seeks an opportunity to speak to our submission should this be available. We confirm there is no confidential information in our submission – it can therefore be made publicly available.

2.5	Should there be a need to elaborate on any feedback provided in our submission, please contact the Chief Executive Rose Wilkinson via either of the following options:
Phone: 021 222 6940
Email: rwilkinson@abcnz.org.nz
3.	Blind Citizens NZ’s Submission
3.1	New Zealand has championed international conventions and played a lead role in the drafting, development and subsequent ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Disability Convention). Blind Citizens NZ along with others, has been heavily involved in the development of Government’s New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016 to 2026, and its Disability Action Plan 2019-2023, launched November 2019. Organisationally we play a lead role in the development and adoption of Government’s Accessibility Charter (refer Appendix 1). Our submission draws upon these tools to demonstrate the rights of blind people to have the same level of independent access to public transport and information as the rest of New Zealand’s population. Compliance with domestic legislation, Government’s Accessibility Charter, and international Conventions in a myriad of ways that benefit everyone is paramount. In our view, Waka Kotahi NZ Transport Agency is missing a prime opportunity to recognise in the RUB, the relevance of several of these key international and domestic documents.

3.2	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 unable to drive, we often find our need to use public transport unavoidable. It is important to note that the use of public transport may also comprise a “walking” component, an aspect that may sometimes act as a deterrent due to dangers we perceive in safely completing this part of the journey. Even so, access and orientation challenges associated with the public transport system itself can make any such experience both frustrating and stressful. 

3.3	Thought must be given to the fact that when public transport and related information is not available to a blind person to meet our mobility / transport and informational needs, that this may constitute discrimination. Blind people are citizens too – we have the same rights as anyone to be able to use public transport and access related information, regardless of our specific circumstances, and/or geographical location. 

3.4	Experiences shared by people from the blind community inform our submission. Where possible, we outline what needs to happen to enable blind people to experience the same rights as non-disabled people to participate fully in society as independent and equal citizens.
4.	Section 1: Introduction
4.1	We recognise the value of statements and explanations set out in section 1.1. Mindful of the wider benefits the RUB contributes, we note reference to increased usage of public transport. Specifically, we refer to people with a sensory impairment. We will touch on audio announcements and the need for these to be mandatory further on in our submission. We emphasise that it is features such as audio announcements that will contribute towards public transport being more accessible to, and useable by blind people.

4.2	With reference to clause 1.1.4 Implementation, Waka Kotahi’s expectation is that “…all Regional Public Transport Plans prepared under the Land Transport Management Act include a policy of using the RUB for vehicle quality standards, and all public transport contracts will incorporate the RUB requirements as they are rolled out”. We recognise that public transport contracts incorporating the RUB must incorporate an inspection regime to verify compliance. Regardless of the latter provision, we urge the statement be strengthened, and that it becomes a mandatory requirement as opposed to an expectation.

4.3	The scope of the RUB (clause 1.2), clearly identifies this applies to Approved Organisations contracted to deliver public transport bus services in urban centres, and that specifications in the RUB apply to buses entering the urban fleet for the first time. Although there are some minimum specifications that will apply to existing buses. Of note, is the RUB is not generally applicable to other forms of bus and coach operations such as school and rural services, tourist, charters, intercity services or school services funded by the Ministry of Education, and either contracted through its agents or directly by schools themselves. Blind Citizens NZ suggests the RUB is a valuable tool that should have a wider reach. While other forms of bus and coach operations such as those identified may fall outside the parameters of public transport, we urge Waka Kotahi to consider the value that would result by extending the RUB to encompass those forms currently excluded. 

4.4	Blind Citizens NZ recognises implications with respect to the RUB, when a new or used bus enters urban service in New Zealand for the first time. We support application of the RUB for any new or used bus entering urban service, as set out in clauses 1.2.2 to 1.2.5 inclusive.

4.5	Regular reviews of the RUB are paramount, especially when considering the rapid advances in technology. Review periods must be both realistic and achievable. If the review panel is able to recommend a review to happen sooner, then we suggest an amendment to clause 1.2.7 to make this abundantly clear. 
5.	Section 2: Design and Performance
5.1	In our view, it is important to recognise implications when a new or used bus enters urban service for the first time. Further, on in our submission, we offer support for Waka Kotahi’s approach with respect to existing buses. 
We also recognise the negative impact for someone, when their aspiration of an “accessible” journey, is negatively impacted because the bus they need, is inaccessible to them. Bearing these points in mind, Blind Citizens NZ asks how long it will actually take before all buses in service meet aspects of, if not all, RUB requirements. 

5.2	Having made the above points, Blind Citizens NZ accepts there will be a period where a mixture of buses are in use. Some will comply with the RUB, and others will not. 

5.3	Maximum vehicle age and fleet average age profile (Clause 2.2): We recognise the maximum permitted vehicle age is 20 years from the date of manufacture. Further, that at the ‘midlife’ of a bus (10 years from first entry into urban service in New Zealand), that it must be refurbished. Bearing these points in mind, Blind Citizens NZ urges Waka Kotahi to require a minimum of 10% of buses in any fleet from the specified date to be modernised. By taking this approach, it will take 10 years to get the service and consistency needed, if only 10% of buses are replaced each year once the RUB takes effect, 
6.	Section 3: Vehicle Entrance and Exit
6.1	Ramp (3.1): Blind Citizens NZ supports that there are provisions for a manually operated flip-over style ramp provided at the front door of the bus, deployed and recovered by the driver on request, where the kneeling facility proves to be insufficient. While ensuring drivers deploy such options when needed is one aspect that falls outside the RUB, there is no doubt that blind people who may have a physical disability / impairment benefit from these provisions. 

6.2	Ticketing / fare collection area (3.2): As stated, it is imperative that all tag-on/tag-off equipment is readily and easily accessible for use by anyone and everyone. These provisions are however, silent on the need for there to be consistency of positioning of all tag-on/tag-off equipment. Currently positioning varies significantly – for blind passengers having a degree of confidence that the equipment is in a set position is paramount. It can be degrading, and impact on a blind person’s confidence and dignity when in the position of floundering around the bus entrance looking for the equipment. Sometimes it is immediately on the right hand side and others it is around the corner of the entrance, aligned with passengers who may be sitting in the front seat. The same positioning logic applies at the rear doors for tag-off equipment.

6.3	Step height / depths: On the one hand, the RUB is right to ensure that “kneeling” is a requirement of all buses, and to set out reasons why “automatic” kneeling is not required. On the other, although there may be a sign or sticker on the outside of the bus stating, “this bus kneels on request”, there must be recognition that a blind passenger with a physical disability or impairment will not see this signage. The blind passenger’s independence is stripped away - we become reliant on the driver (or someone else), to alert us of these aspects. 


Blind Citizens NZ acknowledges that as more and more new buses come into use, this will become the norm, but right now, there are a lot of older buses in service that do not kneel. Hence, a blind traveller cannot take for granted, that the bus they are catching actually does kneel.

6.4	Step and plinth edges (3.5): Blind Citizens NZ is pleased to see the emphasis given to:
nosing on steps fitted with distinctive high visibility yellow colour; and
slip-resistant, solid-band non-slip style nosing that contrasts with the immediately adjacent flooring material.
7.	Section 4: Vehicle Interior
7.1	Priority seating area (4.3): Blind Citizens NZ applauds Waka Kotahi recognising in this section, the requirements for blind people accompanied by a Guide Dog. In all the content that then appears in conjunction with “location” and “measurements”, there appears to be an oversight with respect to identifying that priority-seating areas are also for blind people accompanied by a Guide Dog. Blind Citizens NZ appreciated the time taken following the workshop in September, to measure our space and review seating requirements in this regard. We encourage Waka Kotahi to make it clear in the RUB at this point that the provisions also include a blind traveller with their Guide Dog.

7.2	The placement of contrasting signage has been a discussion point during time taken to consider the specific needs of a blind passenger with their Guide Dog. Often the signage is affixed low on a window, which means it can be obscured by people sitting in the immediate vicinity. While it is true that placing this signage higher up could block a sighted person’s view looking out the window, it would also be more obvious to passengers. Given there are provisions for priority seating, and bearing in mind there do not appear to be guidelines for affixing such signage, we suggest it would be useful to review this aspect for action please.

7.3	Stanchion / handrails / grab handles on seat backs (4.8 / 4.9): Blind Citizens NZ reinforces the need / use for high-visibility contrasting (yellow) colour for stanchions, handrails and grab handles. In particular where these are required such as entry and exit areas, fare-paying areas, seat backs etc. Height placement of handrails is equally as important.

7.4	Internal Lighting (4.10): this clause sets out lighting at respective levels in specific areas of the bus (saloon). Blind Citizens NZ recommends that Waka Kotahi review the minimum level of lighting for the “general saloon”. 
Noting the fare-paying area is set at ≥ 65 lux and the general saloon from a minimum of 20 lux to 100 lux, the experience of blind passengers with residual vision is that all too often the lights are set too low. This is particularly noticeable in the priority seating area. Once dusk falls, passengers of all ages and mobility often struggle with the >20 lux. Faulty lighting compounds these situations.

7.5	Security and safety (4.11): There is provision for both visual and audio recordings. The Privacy Commissioner’s guidelines for such use must be followed for CCTV systems (which includes audio recordings connected to these systems). Our comment once again identifies the visual elements of this technology, but which is not obvious to blind passengers. We make this point because recordings of conversations without the person’s knowledge could be deemed a breach of privacy, and human rights. We urge therefore, the requirement for an audio announcement from time to time, to alert all passengers of the presence of such technologies.

7.6	USB power ports (4.14): Consistent placement of power ports is critical for passengers to easily access these. Avoidance of contact with other passengers when utilised must be paramount. Blind Citizens NZ urges Waka Kotahi to also state, the need for the power ports to use high-visibility contrasting (yellow) colour.
8.	Section 5: Communications
8.1	Requirements (5.1): It is pleasing to note the requirement for a public address system, capable of broadcasting driver announcements to passengers. This is understandable. Given therefore, the oversight (lack of provision) to not “require” for example, power and cabling for audible announcements that would benefit blind passengers, and many others, perhaps the public address system can be utilised for a dual purpose.

8.2	Bus Stopping electronic signs and buttons (5.2): specifications for dual-indicator bus stopping signalling and acknowledgement display devices, easily seen and heard by the driver and passengers throughout the bus is paramount. There is evidence already of improvements in this regard including that for someone seated in the priority-seating area, when the “stop” button is utilised, this signals to the driver (visually and audibly), the passenger potentially may need longer to disembark. We also recognise the emphasis given to design and installation of bus stopping request devices, using high visibility contrast colours. The RUB appears to be silent on the range of tones utilised by busses such as when indicating, stopping, doors are opening or closing. Blind Citizens NZ urges that consideration is given to standardising the types of tones used.

8.3	External destination display: Attention to detail, giving emphasis to prominence and use of letters is consistent with presentation and accessibility of information. Ideally, having audible announcements, as the bus pulls into a stop will benefit blind passengers and many, many others. For example, the announcement would come from outside the bus – the speaker might be positioned by the front left wheel casing, or in the proximity of the front left headlight etc. While it may not be possible to include a requirement such as this for this RUB review, we urge Waka Kotahi to recognise the benefits of this approach, and to plan for this as a requirement in the next review of the RUB. 

8.4	Internal Information (5.5): Blind Citizens NZ is disappointed to see there is no change to the status of cabling and power that would make it mandatory for “audible” announcements. In our view, it is no longer acceptable for the RUB to simply state that, “…buses must be equipped with provision for power and cabling to allow for LCD screens to enable visual and audible automated progressive route and journey-related information and announcements.” In our view, this should be a “requirement”. Then the comment that follows would have some meaning i.e. “…This information provides confidence to the user and helps to ensure they do not find themselves getting off at the wrong stop which also may present safety issues, particularly at night”. At present, it appears as a token statement that part way recognises the needs of blind passengers.

8.5	Some Councils are leading by example, whereas others are perceived to be dragging the chain. Already, there are great examples of real-time scheduling (GPS) technology with audible announcements, installed by some Councils and bus operators. This means there is less need for intervention on the part of bus drivers to provide information at the boarding bus stop about bus movements and on the bus itself about its current location.

8.7	On board (and external) audible announcements will make a positive and meaningful difference to blind passengers. Audible announcements will inform and assist blind passengers to identify the right bus to catch, know when the desired destination stop is being approached, and/or been reached.
9.	Section 6: Existing Buses
9.1	Blind Citizens NZ supports Waka Kotahi’s approach towards encouraging operators to speed up the replacement of older, less user or environmentally friendly buses / vehicles i.e. where buses cannot be quickly replaced, to retrofit as many of the features as set out in this edition of the RUB.
10.	Section 7: Appendix
10.1	Items not included (7.1): Waka Kotahi rightfully in our view, signals other issues that are as important as vehicle design and construction. The quality of the infrastructure that enables use of a public transport system, and driver training being two key aspects. Early in our submission, we signalled aspects that contribute to an accessible journey. We therefore signal our appreciation for the RUB identifying those issues that fall outside vehicle design and construction.

10.2	Visual Contrast (7.2): Blind Citizens NZ applauds Waka Kotahi for the consistent reference, and emphasis given to the importance of, and need for, high visual contrast. We also appreciate the references and recognition made to Blind Low Vision NZ and our organisation for our contributions in this regard.

10.3	Process for seeking a variation to RUB Requirements (7.5): We congratulate Waka Kotahi for the mandatory approach taken with the RUB, and the emphasis given to this through the Procurement Manual. 
While we have identified aspects of the RUB, we hope to positively influence before it is finalised, enforcement of the RUB through procurement aligns with the Accessibility Charter, and most importantly, sets the scene for a more consistent, national approach, thus experience for public transport passengers.
11.	Conclusion
11.1	We reinforce we are pleased to have this opportunity to comment on the Draft for consultation. We welcome an opportunity to discuss our feedback and to understand perhaps why some areas, in our view, are not being progressed as expediently for blind passengers. 

11.2	We have commented about access to signage such as where information about kneeling buses is located. In our view, people make decisions about whether to use a bus service based on the weakest part of that service. For example, knowing which bus to catch is not just about the specific route or time. It is also about ensuring that when that bus arrives, that it does in fact meet the person’s needs. 

11.3	Blind Citizens NZ reinforces earlier comments in our submission, about the need for audible on-board route announcements to be mandatory. Mindful Blind Citizens NZ made similar comments in response to RUB reviews previously, and given ratification of the Disability Convention in 2008, the requirement for gradual realisation of accessibility when referring to accessibility features including audible announcements, is well overdue. When transport operators can include provisions such as power outlets, and wife for passengers, neither of which appear to be mandated by the RUB, (each of which are nice to have), it is somewhat disappointing to find that fundamental needs of blind passengers, continues to be overlooked. 

11.4	Please note the emphasis given to comments offered in clauses 11.2 and 11.3 respectively are for blind passengers, crucial components of an “accessible” journey.

11.5	In our submission, we refer to the Disability Convention. We identify from Article 9 Accessibility, text that reinforces specifically, our support for common standards, and which epitomise our aspirations for blind travellers…

Article 9 Accessibility

1. [bookmark: _GoBack]“To enable persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life, States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, to the physical environment, to transportation, to information and communications, including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or provided to the public, both in urban and in rural areas. 
These measures, which shall include the identification and elimination of obstacles and barriers to accessibility, shall apply to, inter alia: 
(a)	Buildings, roads, transportation and other indoor and outdoor facilities, including schools, housing, medical facilities and workplaces; 
(b)	Information, communications and other services, including electronic services and emergency services.

2 (h)	Promote the design, development, production and distribution of accessible information and communications technologies and systems at an early stage, so that these technologies and systems become accessible at minimum cost.
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