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1 Overview
The taxi industry throughout Australia is required by legislation to provide the same standard of service to people with disabilities as it does to the general community from 31 December 2007.

In preparing for this milestone, Queensland Transport (QT) undertook to gain a better understanding of its role in terms of ensuring the delivery of accessible taxi services in Queensland.  In particular, QT has considered:

· the methodology it uses to determine the number of wheelchair accessible taxi (WAT) service licences that are required in a declared Taxi Service Area;

· the terms and conditions that it attaches to taxi service licences;

· the legislative framework in which taxi services in Queensland are provided, in particular focusing on the interaction between the obligations of Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 1992 legislation and the operating environment created by the governing Queensland transport legislation;

· the availability of WAT service licences across Queensland;

· specific driver and owner (or operator) actions that affect the delivery of accessible taxi services; and

· the way that it monitors the performance of Taxi Service Contract holders, taxi owners, operators and drivers.

In developing this action plan, which included consultation with taxi industry stakeholders and input from community and disability group representatives, QT has identified six (6) areas where improvement is necessary if compliance with the Commonwealth Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 (Transport Standards) is to be achieved by Queensland's taxi industry. The six (6) areas are:
1. Improving the regulation framework for the industry;

2. WAT licence availability;
3. Service delivery, including a focus on suitable vehicles;
4. Incentives for provision of WAT services;

5. Provision of accessible taxi services in rural and regional Queensland; and

6. Performance monitoring and compliance

By implementing this action plan QT considers that the Queensland taxi industry will have the necessary support to meet the objectives set out in the Commonwealth Transport Standards.

2 Improve Regulation

To provide greater support to the taxi industry and to assist it in complying with the obligations imposed by the Commonwealth Transport Standards, amendments to Transport Operations (Passenger Transport) Regulation (TOPTR) and the terms and conditions of taxi service licences are proposed. 
2.1 Introduce a Minimum Service Level Number for WATs into Licence Conditions
Current licence conditions require WATs to give priority to wheelchair work; however there are instances when this condition is not complied with. Taxi booking companies have worked hard with owners and drivers to try to overcome this problem but they lack the regulatory support to require the work to be done.

QT considers that there is sufficient WATs available to service demand in heavily populated taxi service areas if all taxis shared the work evenly but a number of drivers tend to avoid wheelchair bookings or give preference to conventional bookings.

A quota option introduced in Western Australia which requires WATs to share the wheelchair jobs and imposes a penalty if the quota is not met is achieving good results. 
ACTION

A monthly minimum service level number will be introduced to require all WATs to undertake a share of the available wheelchair work.  Failure to meet the minimum service level number will draw a financial penalty on the taxi licence operator (primary owner of licence).

This action will require amendment to the Terms and Conditions of taxi service licence holders. This amendment will be carried out under s 55 of the Transport Operations (Passenger Transport) Regulation 2005.
2.2 Require taxis to be logged onto a despatch system

There is evidence that some taxis avoid wheelchair jobs by turning off their booking system and 'hiding' at locations such as the Brisbane Airport where they can not be detected by the taxi booking companies.  The use of mobile phone bookings which are not recorded on the system tends to distort the response time records for wheelchair jobs.
Taxis will be required to be logged onto a despatch system while they are working.  This will ensure that WATs in particular are available to undertake wheelchair work. QT also intends to introduce a requirement for taxi drivers to record mobile phone bookings onto the relevant taxi companies booking system and will act as an incentive to record "mobile phone bookings" on the system.
ACTION

Amend the Transport Operations (Passenger Transport) Regulation 2005 to require taxi drivers to be 'logged on' at all times to a central booking system and to record all mobile phone bookings while they are 'plying for hire'. Also to require drivers to appear for vacant at all times that they are not carrying a passenger when 'plying for hire'.
2.3 Declare a computer despatched job to be a 'reasonable hiring'
Under legislation a taxi driver must not refuse a reasonable hiring.  Taxi Booking companies advise some WAT drivers refuse to take some computer despatched wheelchair jobs for reasons such as distance or difficulty with severely disabled clients.  

ACTION

Require an amendment to the Transport Operations (Passenger Transport) Regulation 2005.
2.4 Review and update taxi service licence terms and conditions to ensure they reflect the Commonwealth Disability Standards for Accessible Public Transport (Commonwealth Transport Standards)
The terms and conditions applying to taxi licences need to be upgraded to reflect requirements in the Commonwealth Transport Standards relating to vehicles, equipment and providing an appropriate service to customers with disabilities.
ACTION

Revise and update licence terms and conditions as necessary.
3 Improve WAT licences availability
3.1 Undertake Taxi Service Area reviews in all major Queensland centres by February 2007 and release accessible taxi licences where a need is identified

Queensland continues to be a leader in the percentage of WAT's in its taxi fleet, when compared with other Australian jurisdictions. QT has prioritised the release of WAT licences to ensure that the level of service provided to the disability community continues to improve. This approach is illustrated by the below table (please note licence numbers are as at August 2007): 
	
	QLD
	NSW
	Victoria
	Tas
	S.A.*
	A.C.T
	W.A.*
	N.T.
	Total

	Total No of taxis
	3 123
	6 404
	4 547
	462
	989
	251
	1606
	172
	17,554

	Total No of WAT's
	476
	631
	368
	36
	69
	14
	84
	27
	1 705

	Percentage of WAT's in fleet
	15.2%
	9.8%
	8.1%
	7.8%
	7%
	5.3%
	5.2%
	15.6%
	9.7%


 *Represents metropolitan taxi fleet only
While the availability of WATs is adequate in major population centres, some regional towns have no accessible taxis or inadequate numbers.  This initiative will ensure that wheelchair accessible licences are introduced wherever such action can be justified.  Where possible, negotiation will occur with taxi licence holders to voluntary convert a conventional taxi to a WAT.

The above process will be complimented by the Accessible Taxis Queensland (ATQ), which is discussed under Action 6.

Legislation requires the government to take into account a number of factors when determining licence numbers. These include;

1. the views of users of taxi services in the area;

2. recent changes in travel patterns in the area;

3. the types of services in the area;

4. the performance of the existing taxi fleet in the area; and

5. the productivity of the fleet.

These processes will ensure that there are sufficient numbers of WATs to provide the required level of service.

ACTION

Complete reviews of all taxi service areas and issue additional WAT licences where a need is identified.
3.2 Develop policy options to encourage the voluntary conversion of conventional taxi service licences to WAT service licences
There are currently a number of conventional taxi service licences that operate using wheelchair accessible vehicles.  These licences are not subject to the terms and conditions of a WAT licence, and as a result do not give preference to wheelchair work, even though they operate using a wheelchair accessible vehicle.

There is also scope for QT to encourage further conversions in other centres.

ACTION

QT will examine policy options to encourage the conversion of conventional vehicle and licences to WATs.

QT also proposes to ensure that conventional licences may revert to a conventional vehicle within the life of the vehicle and are subject to WAT conditions.

4 Improving service delivery

4.1 Research and introduce an appropriate single wheelchair accessible people mover vehicle into the taxi fleet in Queensland
QT has investigated the development of an appropriate standard for a single wheelchair vehicle.  Such a vehicle may also be of benefit in towns where only one or two taxis exist and the concept of a dual WAT is unpopular.

A technical assessment of any vehicle would be conducted prior to its rollout.

ACTION

QT will finalise specifications for a suitable single wheelchair vehicle people mover and introduce into the taxi fleet.  

4.2 Determine appropriate vehicles and vehicle specifications for use as WATs

The Transport Standards specify requirements regarding vehicle specifications for the provision of accessible transport.  QT research will identify vehicles that are consistent with the requirements of the Commonwealth Transport Standards, and that are considered to be appropriate, safe, efficient and comfortable to be introduced into the Queensland taxi fleet.

ACTION

QT to finalise a public vehicle specification and compulsory vehicles for WATs.

5 Examine incentives for the provision of WAT services

5.1 Prepare options for government consideration into incentives for the provision of WAT services
The taxi industry strongly supports the introduction of a 'passenger assistance fee' or a 'journey to pick up fee' to be paid to drivers as an incentive to favour wheelchair work.  These fees exist in other parts of Australia and are generally around $10 per booking.

The fee is paid to the driver in recognition of the extra time and effort that it takes to travel to and/or load a wheelchair passenger as opposed to customers of conventional taxis.

QT has investigated these schemes extensively and is concerned that;

· There is no clear evidence that such incentives actually improve response times,

· The costs of such schemes would accrue to either the users of the system or the government through the Taxi Subsidy Scheme.

ACTION

QT will continue to work with the Taxi Council of Queensland and industry representatives to investigate incentive schemes that may deliver improvements in response times and customer service for wheelchair passengers. 
QT has recently contacted other Australian jurisdictions that have implemented incentives for the provision of WAT services in order to determine their success. Specifically, QT is asking jurisdictions to provide empirical evidence that supports the improvement of response times and service generally as a direct result of a given incentives package.
Options will be developed and submitted to government for consideration including any requirement for funding or resources.

6 Provision of accessible taxi services in rural and regional Queensland (Accessible Taxis Queensland)
6.1 Develop a financial assistance package to improve the accessibility of taxi services in rural and regional Queensland
At the end of 2006 there were approximately 80 taxi service areas in Queensland that did not have a WAT available.  Most of these areas are small country towns or remote communities.  It is likely that in many cases the reason that WATs have not been introduced is because there is no demand.

In such locations financial investment in a WAT is not possible for a viable service.  Many of the existing taxis in these areas are older vehicles.

Under the Commonwealth Transport Standards there is a stronger requirement to have an accessible service available and there may be community members who would use the service if one was available.

As a result the Queensland Government has committed $4.8million for taxi operators in regional Queensland to buy a new or second hand WAT. This funding is being made available for more than 80 communities throughout regional Queensland.

The condition of the funding is that operators must amend their existing conventional taxi service licence to a wheelchair accessible licence.

The Accessible Taxis Queensland (ATQ) program is unique because it is the most comprehensive program dedicated to putting WATs into regional communities ever undertaken in Australia, in terms of funding commitment, number of vehicles and geographic range
ACTION

QT is currently implementing this program and will continue to work with operators to: - 
· Assist  operators to identify opportunities with community groups and other government agencies to provide transport services

· Encourage other agencies to enter into contracts for the purchase of services from taxi service providers;

· identify demand for accessible services through community education.

7 Improve compliance, monitoring and enforcement
QT notes the industry view that non performance of the industry in delivering wheelchair accessible services is largely due to individual drivers and operators. QT recognises the complex nature of relationships within the Queensland taxi industry and compliance, monitoring and enforcement involves working with a number of stakeholders. 
7.1 Enhanced performance reporting to improve services

QT intends to work with the taxi industry to develop a framework of data that would be required to be provided by Taxi Booking Companies.  This data will assist QT in ensuring that services are appropriate to meet community demand.

The information collected will assist the taxi industry to improve services, and will be used to demonstrate to communities how taxi companies are responding to demand.
ACTION

QT to develop performance data reporting framework within 2nd Generation taxi service contracts.

7.2 Performance Monitoring and Compliance

QT will continue to undertake compliance activity and monitoring of the delivery of taxi services across Queensland.  The Queensland Taxi industry has requested that compliance activity be more targeted to ensuring that drivers and operators understand their obligations in relation providing wheelchair accessible services.

By establishing a framework of performance data that is required to be provided by Taxi Booking companies, QT will be able to target compliance activity to non performing drivers and operators.
ACTION

QT to target compliance activity.
8 Summary of Actions

	Area to be addressed
	Actions

	Improve regulation
	1. Introduce a quota for WATs

2. Require taxis to be logged onto a despatch system and record mobile phone bookings
3. Declare a computer despatched job to be considered as a reasonable hiring.  

4. Review and update taxi service licence terms and conditions to ensure they reflect the Commonwealth Transport Standards.

	Improve WAT licence availability
	5. Complete Taxi Service Area reviews in all major Queensland Centres and release accessible taxi licences where a need is identified.

6. Develop policy options to encourage the voluntary conversion of conventional taxi service licences to WAT service licences

	Improve service delivery
	7. Research and introduce an appropriate single wheelchair people mover into the taxi fleet.

8. Determine a list of appropriate vehicles and vehicle specifications for use as WATs

	Examine incentives for the provision of WAT services
	9. Work with taxi industry to examine incentive schemes and propose options to government for consideration

	Improve the provision of accessible taxi services in rural and regional Queensland
	10. Deliver a program of wheelchair taxi vehicles for rural and regional Queensland. 

	Performance monitoring and compliance
	11. Enhance performance data reporting frameworks for the taxi industry

12. Target compliance activity based on performance data
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