Friday, 29 June 2001

Dr Sev Ozdowski OAM

Disability Discrimination Commissioner

HREOC

Subject: Wheelchair Taxi Inquiry.

As representatives of The Newcastle Branch of the Paraplegic and Quadriplegic Association of NSW (Newcastle ParaQuad), The Australian Quadriplegic Association (AQA) and the Disability Advocacy Service Hunter (DASH), the HREOC inquiry into wheelchair accessible taxis is of great interest to us and the people we represent.  The quality of service provided by WATs in the Newcastle region has long been a concern of ours, as we are constantly hearing incidents of dissatisfaction from our respective clients.  

As the vast majority of public transport in the Newcastle area is still inaccessible, WATs are the only form of transport for many people with a disability.  If this service does not meet the requirements of the people who rely on it, their lifestyles can be greatly restricted.  

According to Australian Bureau of Statistics figures, 24% of people in the Hunter region have some form of disability.  This figure, which is higher than the national average, would be similar, if not higher, for the Newcastle area.  In contrast, a recent statewide survey by AQA (see below) showed that the Newcastle Taxi Service has the worst ratio of wheelchair accessible taxis compared to the total number of cars they have in their fleet.  This results in many people not getting a taxi at their preferred time, or missing out altogether.  

The WAT situation in Newcastle is particularly bad of a weekend when only 1-2 of the 5 available taxis are on the road.  To make sure they get a booking when they require it, a person needs to ring the taxi service 2-3 weeks in advance.  How many people regularly miss out on family functions, social activities or sporting events of a weekend because of this ridiculous situation is anyone's guess.

Other issues that are regularly brought to our attention include;


taxis turning up later than the time they've been booked for, 


the lack of reliable drivers, 


the small amount of training that new drivers receive, and

drivers being given unrealistic schedules to meet.

With these thoughts in mind, we are requesting that a 'Focus Group' we are forming meet with a representative of HREOC in the near future to put our case forward and discuss ways of improving the current WAT situation in Newcastle.  This focus group will consist of no more than 8-10 people, and would include a balance of people from relevant disability services and regular WAT users.

Hoping this proposal meets with a positive response.

Regards,

Grant Nickel


Maryanne Ireland 

Ross Webeck

Community Support Officer
Community Support Officer 
Information Officer

AQA



Newcastle ParaQuad 

DASH

4925 3592


4969 6388


4927 0111

hunter@aqa.org.au

paraquad@tpgi.com.au
dashinc@fastlink.com.au
AQA Survey Results

	Town/Region
	Population
	No of Taxis
	No of  WATs
	No of People per WAT

	Albury
	41 491
	28
	3
	13 800

	Armidale
	21 330
	16
	3
	7 000

	Ballina
	16 056
	8
	4
	4 000

	Bathurst
	26 029
	27
	1
	26 000

	Broken Hill
	20 963
	21
	1
	21 000

	Central Coast
	227 657
	73
	13
	17 400

	Cessnock
	17 540
	14
	2
	8 500

	Coffs Harbour & Sawtell
	35 417
	18
	4
	9 000

	Dubbo
	30 102
	20
	2
	15 000

	Foster-Tuncurry
	15 943
	7
	4
	4 000

	Goulburn
	21 293
	28
	1
	21 000

	Grafton
	16 562
	14
	1
	16 500

	Griffith
	14 209
	11
	2
	7 100

	Katoomba
	17 700
	22
	1
	17 700

	Kiama
	11 711
	5
	1
	11 700

	Kurri-Kurri
	12 555
	6
	1
	12 555

	Lismore
	28 380
	27
	3
	9 500

	Maitland
	50 108
	31
	2
	25 000

	Newcastle
	270 324
	157
	5
	52 000

	Nowra
	23 823
	13
	4
	6 000

	Orange
	30 705
	31
	1
	30 700

	Port Macquarie
	33 709
	15
	7
	4 700

	Queanbeyan
	25 689
	16
	1
	26 000

	Richmond-Windsor
	21 317
	8
	2
	10 600

	Singleton
	12 519
	6
	2
	6 250

	Tamworth
	31 865
	22
	3
	10 600

	Taree
	16 702
	14
	1
	16 700

	Tweed
	37 775
	20
	3
	12 500

	Wagga Wagga
	42 848
	29
	5
	8 000

	Wollongong
	219 761
	127
	5
	44 000


PS.  Also following are three examples of customer dissatisfaction with the Newcastle WAT service.

Example 1

I rang the taxi service on Tuesday April 3 to make a booking for the following Saturday - April 7.  I was told there wasn’t a chance of getting a booking as all available spots were taken.  When I asked the operator how many WAT’s were going to be out that day she said she wasn’t allowed to tell me.  She then told me I should have booked in advance.  I said I thought I was booking in advance, but she told me I should have booked 3 weeks in advance.  She then took my name and phone number and said she would see what she could do.  When I hadn’t heard from her after 2 days, I rang the taxi service to check.  Thankfully my bookings were in.

Example 2

On Wednesday evening, 2.5.01 I tried to book an M50 for Monday, 7.5.01. at 12 noon to go to Stockton and return at 4.30 p.m. The operator was trying to make me go at 11 and come home at 5.30 saying there was no other times available. I kept persisting for the times I wanted, but she would not tell me how many taxis would be on the road. In the end I told her to forget it. I rang back the next morning to make a different M50 booking and got on to a different operator.  Before I hung up I asked if I could make a booking for Monday, 7.5.01 at 12 noon to go to Stockton and return at 4.30 p.m.  She said no problem, so I got my booking after all. 

Example 3

I recently rang the Newcastle taxi service to book a WAT to take me to the train station on July 6 - I am catching a train home to Coffs Harbour where I use WATs regularly.  My train is leaving at 9.34am so I asked for a cab at 8am.  I was told there wasn’t any at that time because of the school runs and I would have to have either 7.30am or 9am.  I had to take the 7.30 time even though it meant getting to the station an hour and a half before my train left.  I think it’s stupid that WATs are used for school transportation when there isn’t enough for private travel.

