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Dear Neil
Thank you for your letter regarding the Secretary of State’s report on Disability Equality in the Transport sector.  I am replying as Minister responsible for Equalities issues.

We welcome the feedback from the Equalities and Human Rights Commission and the roundtable attendees.  Since the publication of the report the Department has made a good deal of progress in fulfilling the commitments it sets out and I would like to take this opportunity to update you on some of the specific issues that your letter raises.  

We are committed to increasing disabled passengers’ ability and confidence to use public transport.  For example, we have circulated the recent cross-Government Action Plan to tackle Hate Crime to key transport stakeholders to raise their awareness of the issues being faced by disabled passengers and what action can be taken to reduce the incidence of hate crime and harassment that they face.  The transport industry, central and local government and others will continue to undertake measures to improve the personal security of passengers across the whole journey, e.g. increasing the numbers of buses and trains with CCTV, and increasing the numbers of rail stations which are accredited under the Secure Stations Scheme.    

It is recognised that the training of transport staff, particularly those on the front line, has a vital part to play in improving the travel experience of disabled passengers.  The Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee (DPTAC) has recommended that transport staff should develop a comprehensive and shared understanding of the issues faced by disabled passengers at all stages of their journey, and of what can be done to avoid, or alleviate, potential barriers to travel.   DPTAC commissioned work to develop a training framework for disability equality and awareness training.  This is intended to help transport providers identify the requirements of disabled passengers, and the training that staff will need to help assist them properly. The framework focuses on good customer care for disabled people.  

The Department has yet to carry out a full assessment of the equalities implications of shared surface areas but in order to develop the evidence base we are conducting a comprehensive research programme to ascertain the likely impacts of these areas.  We will develop guidance on the design of new shared space and shared surface schemes once this research has been completed.   We will also develop guidance on travel training for disabled people using shared space and conventional streets.  

The roundtable participants noted that the Transport report did not give a figure for the proportion of accessible trains.  Since the introduction of the Rail Vehicle Accessibility Regulations 1998 (RVAR), over 5,000 new accessible rail vehicles have been introduced into service – almost a third of the national fleet.  Many older rail vehicles which were introduced into service prior to RVAR have also been made more accessible during refurbishment.  All trains must be accessible by no later than 1 January 2020 and we are working with the industry to ensure that the benefits of this end date are realised significantly in advance of that date.
You asked how the Department promotes equality through procurement.  The Department gives due regard to disability equality throughout the procurement process, by not only ensuring that suppliers conform to the requirements of legislation through the terms and conditions of contract, but also ensuring that disability equality is assessed at all appropriate stages of the procurement process – while the specification is being developed, through the pre-qualification and tender process, and when we let and manage the contracts.  

With regards to community transport (CT), as your feedback noted, this provides much valued essential services.  CT contributes both to the DfT’s aim of promoting equality of opportunity through transport and to the Government’s wider policy to support the development of the ‘third sector’.  With this in mind, the Department part-funds the Community Transport Association (CTA), a rapidly growing national charity representing and promoting CT operators.  The CTA provides its members with advice and support to develop and deliver services with the aim of affecting social change in their communities.  

In an attempt to improve the awareness of existing CT provisions the A2B website, a joint DfT/CTA venture, allows visitors to search for, and obtain, extensive information on community transport providers throughout England and Wales.  

We also work closely with the CTA when formulating Departmental policy.  For example as a result of actively seeking views from the CT sector and others, we implemented changes in the Local Transport Act which enable a wider range of vehicles to be used to provide CT services, benefitting rural and isolated communities, and drivers who previously received no remuneration can now be paid.  Feedback from the CT sector on these measures has been extremely positive and indications are that the changes should help the sector to expand.  

We are aware that door-to-door services (often termed ‘dial-a-ride’) are the most commonly used by individuals with reduced mobility and that they are not only used to connect people with essential medical services, but also to provide a link to community groups allowing individuals to extend their social network and thus improve their quality of life.  It is important that local provisions are decided upon and managed locally.  Local Transport Planning Guidance highlights the opportunity for local transport authorities to involve community transport in the development and delivery of their transport plans and policies. 

The provision of rural transport is a problem in some areas, and we agree that the impact of this will be intensified for disabled people.  The provision of subsidy to local authorities and bus operators certainly helps to maintain many marginal rural bus services, and the increasing use of low floor buses, even in rural areas, means that an increasing number of these services will be of use to disabled passengers.  

The Department is currently considering what further work is required to improve rural transport services and we will take account of the particular needs of disabled passengers as we take this forward.  Given that the high level of subsidy often associated with providing rural services is the main barrier to the provision and sustainability of rural transport, the aim is to focus this work on how to provide a sustainable rural transport service for relatively low subsidy.   One way of reducing the level of subsidy required is to improve the integration of the various transport services provided by a local authority.
Some progress has already been made in this area and the work we take forward will look at this again. The Department will continue to work with colleagues in DEFRA and other departments as we develop this work.

The Department has worked with local authorities to develop good practice in setting up Integrated Transport Units where the provision and procurement of local authority transport services is brought under one organisation that can cover public, community, social services, health and education transport.  This not only brings efficiencies in the use of vehicles etc. for the authority, but can help to provide an easier to use and improved one-stop shop service for disabled passengers.  In addition, a separate report has been produced on better joining up of services between local authorities and health care providers, again with particular relevance to disabled passengers.

We will provide a further update on progress on additional issues raised in your letter when we publish the DfT Single Equality Scheme in December.
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