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This submission is made by Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT), a national charity which supports blind and partially sighted (BPS) people with a focus on Education, Employment and Engagement.

Our submission relates to the Department for Transport open consultation on taxi and private hire vehicles.[footnoteRef:1] We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation on behalf of – and in conjunction with – BPS people. Tackling the issues raised by BPS people is of fundamental importance to us. As such we see this consultation as a necessary step in supporting changes which are required to ensure that BPS people are both better served and protected.  [1:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/taxi-and-private-hire-vehicle-best-practice-guidance/taxi-and-private-hire-vehicle-best-practice-guidance-to-assist-local-authorities] 


In our experience taxi and PHV hire is an important aspect of the mobility
framework BPS people construct in order to enable independent living. Some
20% of blind and partially sighted people report issues relating to travel, 
transport and mobility[footnoteRef:2]. When surveyed, BPS people regularly report a  [2:  https://www.rnib.org.uk/knowledge-and-research-hub/research-reports/travel-mobility-and-living-skills-research/travel-transport-mobility] 

significant feeling of loss or lack of independence.[footnoteRef:3] Often unable to drive, the  [3:  Travel, Transport, and Mobility of people who are blind and partially sighted in the UK, University of Birmingam] 

ability of taxis and PHVs to provide assistance and door-to-door services make 
them a highly valued transport solution for BPS people. This is particularly true 
for those blind and partially sighted people who may face barriers when 
accessing public transport. 

In this submission we draw from the well of experience within TPT, and through our network of volunteer BPS campaigners involved in the Sight Loss Councils. The majority of TPT staff are blind and partially sighted, and all Sight Loss Council volunteers are also blind or partially sighted. 

The Thomas Pocklington Trust-supported Sight Loss Councils campaign and influence locally on any issue pertaining to transport, engaging with transport managers and elected representatives to highlights local issues and drive grassroots change.
Our SLCs have campaigned on such issues as pavement parking, street furniture and the unchecked role out of silent E-vehicles and their associated docking.

TPT has supported this work with a programme of public affairs engagement at the national level, influencing change at the very highest levels of government. 

TPT not only form partnerships with other organisations in the sight loss sector to drive forward objectives, but also offer funding to like-minded organisations via our grants programme, enabling other agencies with agendas and projects aligned with our own.

We have set out responses to the consultation questions in an annex to this letter. We have not chosen to respond to all of the questions but have focused on those where we have the most developed perspectives and those which affect the lives of BPS people. 




















Section 4 : accessibility

In your view, should licensing authorities introduce Inclusive Service Plans for taxis and PHVs?
We support the suggestion that all licensing authorities should develop and maintain an Inclusive Service Plan (ISP). We strongly suggest that this be made part of the Local Transport Plans of local authorities, as it is imperative that BPS people are offered a full range of accessible transport solutions. Having the ISP as a standalone document will result in a siloed approach to addressing transport needs, rather than a holistic approach to increase the mobility of BPS people without risking their safety. 
We also welcome the suggestion that ISP be updated every three years, which should allow authorities to make adjustments for new technological developments, such as ride-hailing.
We strongly believe that the ISP should be developed collaboratively with representatives of disabled people and people with other protected characteristics.








Do you agree that licensing authorities should introduce the accessibility measures proposed in the best practice guidance?

[bookmark: _Hlk101538295]We welcome the acknowledgement that there is a discrimination problem against disabled people and a knowledge gap amongst taxi drivers about their specific needs. We also welcome the reminder contained within that this is a breach of law under section 36 of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA).

Whilst we welcome the suggestion that local licencing authorities should work with operators ‘to improve drivers’ awareness of the needs of disabled people, encourage them to overcome any reluctance or bad practice, and to improve their abilities and confidence’ we are disappointed that the best practice guidance makes no suggestion of an enforcement mechanism for this process. Given the prevalence of the problem, this is clearly an issue that requires more serious action.

We acknowledge that of enforcement of the duty to carry guide dogs is the duty of local licensing authorities. However we suggest that the guidance should recommend addressing this through a legal route, given the unacceptable and clear-cut nature of this breach.








In your view, are there any other measures licensing authorities should take to improve accessibility of taxis and PHVs?

We would recommend the implementation of a basic accessibility standard for taxi and PHVs, which licencing authorities must meet as a minimum. Given that services operate across local government boundaries, BPS users can experience a postcode lottery of service quality. This is a significant concern when BPS users rely so heavily on taxi and PHV services to retain independent mobility. 




























Section 6: driver licensing
Do you agree that licensing authorities should not require drivers to obtain a vocational qualification?

We believe that the government must ensure a safe, accessible service whilst acknowledging that overregulation would limit the opportunities of blind and partially sighted people, who would be particularly sensitive to any resultant cost increases. However we believe that requiring drivers to obtain a vocational qualification is entirely necessary to improve services for blind and partially sighted people, which could  deliver significant improvements services at low cost.
 
We believe that the minimum recommended requirements for safeguarding and disability awareness training could be met by requiring drivers to undertake vocational qualifications. Even basic visual impairment awareness training for staff can improve service standards and their adoption will help prevent the postcode lottery of inadequate services resulting from deviating standards between authorities. Awareness around the needs of BPS people – and the wider disabled community - is not as high as it should be, especially when considering the specific challenges they face when engaging with taxi and PHV services. Increasing awareness through increased training offerings, support and communication will result in a much improved service. 

We would support a commitment to ensuring drivers are trained in disability awareness, and overarching efforts to improve disability awareness amongst taxi and PHV operators. Awareness around the needs of BPS people is not as high as it should be, especially when considering the specific challenges they face when engaging with taxi and PHV services. However increasing awareness through increased training offerings, support and communication will result in a much improved service. 



Section 8: vehicle licensing

Do you agree licensing authorities should not permit roof signs
of any kind on PHVs?
Given the challenges that BPS people can face in visual identification of a vehicle, we do not agree. In areas with a high level of on-street parking, such as terraced housing, low-level signage, such as an authority licence plate, disc or door sign, can be obscured. Roof signs would provide a more easily identifiable visual identification marker for those with partial sight. We believe that, given the understanding of local geography of local licencing authorities, this should be a decision taken by them and would represent a needless restriction. 






















Do you agree that licensing authorities should only require the
removal of ‘factory fitted’ tinted windows as part of vehicle
specifications if it can evidence that this is necessary and
proportionate?


Many BPS people have expressed feelings of vulnerability in vehicles with tinted windows; this is because the tint significantly reduces the ability of anyone outside the vehicle to see inside. This reduction in visibility gives rise to significant safeguarding concerns, particularly in low light conditions. 

Whilst the primary use of tinted windows is to reduce the ability to see inside the vehicle, the tint also darkens the view of the inside of the vehicle. This may have significant implications for those with partial sight loss by making it more difficult to keep track of the vehicle’s location and direction, particularly in low-light conditions and at night. 
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