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Unlimited Oxfordshire
Response to the Local Transport and Connective Plan, Oxfordshire County Council
16th March 2022

This response is based on:
a. Lived experience of Disabled people living and working in Oxfordshire
b. Professional experience of committee members who both live in Oxfordshire and work/have worked in other regions of England both in Disability charities and other professional contexts.
c. Views and concerns of Unlimited members canvassed in January-February 2022.

We have read the consultation and the questionnaire. We are responding to some of the questions and providing additional information in the form of mini-case studies as well.

Overall comments on the consultation itself
How were the requirements of Disabled people considered? The sustainability section has a brief overview of the mechanics of an Equality Impact Assessment but in the report(s) itself it feels like there has been no systematic review of issues disabled people face and how these are going to be addressed.
The plan would benefit by having responses to different communities with diverse needs.

Although digital poverty for Disabled people as a community is reducing there are still more Disabled people who face barriers getting online than in the general population  - this is due to a. poverty and b. lack of access technology.
Also many people use a smart phone or tablet as their only form of online access and downloading and accessing documents online can be problematic.
Teams is not as accessible as Zoom.
We were sent a Word version of the questionnaire very promptly on request. We note that the alternative formats offer was made on the front page of the consultation webpages. However we think alternative formats should have been available to download without going through an intermediary. 
How were the needs of BSL users catered for?

We can advise further for future consultations.

How were the needs of ‘lay people’ considered? By this we mean people for whom all the issues in the consultation matter for their daily living, access to work, education and a social life but the language used, length of documents and length of questionnaire makes the consultation off-putting and therefore excluding?
It took several of us several hours to plough through it all. If you are not targeting specific communities to make sure you get their input, then how representative are the responses?

How were the documents designed to be inclusive? We could not find any images of Disabled people in the walking and cycling section for example. Of course people have hidden disabilities which you cannot represent, but some images of wheelchair users, white cane users and assistance animals users would make everybody feel more included.

And finally being a Disabled person is an identity. We are not people with a health problem and object to being lumped in there in some parts in the report. Like everybody in the general population we have health issues, some connected to why we are a Disabled person and some not.  However the physical, attitudinal and discriminatory issues we face are not because we are ‘unwell’ – it is because much of public services and infrastructure are not designed for us. 

(Private companies don’t fare too well either, but this is a response to a consultation about public services, so …!).

1. Vision 
This vision is designed to be a clear long-term ambition for transport in the county and it underpins the policies in the document.

“Our Local Transport Plan Vision is for a zero-carbon Oxfordshire transport system that enables all parts of the county to thrive.

Our transport system will enable the county to be one of the world’s leading innovation economies, whilst supporting clean growth, tackling inequality and protecting our natural and historic environment. It will also be better for health, wellbeing, social inclusivity and education.

Our plan sets out to achieve this by reducing the need to travel and discouraging unnecessary individual private vehicle use through making walking, cycling, public and shared transport the natural first choice.”

Response:
Unlimited support the Council’s ambitions to reduce carbon emissions to zero and enable all parts of the county to thrive.
We think it is important to state all communities as well and explicitly state that different communities experience transport differently. This means different communities are excluded from transport because of affordability, accessibility and gaps in public transport due to geography.

We find the final paragraph problematic as it does not recognise that a. some communities need to travel to find others in their own community and b. many disabled people rely on a car as their only viable means of transport – who is making the judgement call on ‘unnecessary’? Walking (including use of manual and electric wheelchairs and mobility scooters), cycling, public and shared transport is not often the natural first choice of disabled people because pavements, bikes, public and shared transport are not accessible to us.  We too want to keep fit and healthy and avoid car use if possible and we think the vision needs to be reframed so it is inclusive and not excluding.

2. Key Themes
· Environment
· Health
· Place Shaping
· Productivity
· Connectivity

Response: How do you key themes link to your vision? One of the themes should be Inclusion.

3. Headline Targets

By 2030 target is to:
· Replace or remove 1 out of every 4 current car trips in Oxfordshire

By 2040 targets are to:
· Deliver a zero-carbon transport network
· Replace or remove 1 out of every 3 current car trips in Oxfordshire

By 2050 target is to:
· Deliver a transport network that contributes to a climate positive future

Response:
What is the base line you are using for the number of car trips now?
How many of those car journeys are made by disabled people for whom there is no other form of transport?
Is the implication in 2050 that there will no car journeys? This will never be a possibility for a percentage of disabled people.  

4. Walking and Cycling policies

We think it is important that the wording in this section is inclusive and acknowledges that by walking and cycling you mean to include people who use manual and electric wheelchairs, mobility scooters, white canes and assistant animals.
We think it is important that you acknowledge that Disabled people face a barrier to their mobility when pavements are narrow, in poor repair, lack drop kerbs at junctions. That barriers to mobility for pedestrians include measures to prevent vehicle and cycle access such as bollards, ‘chicanes’, kissing gates etc. all of which can stop a wheelchair/scooter getting through.

In green spaces, surfaces need to be firm and paths wide enough for wheelchairs/scooters. Bridges over canals and rivers cannot be too steep. There needs to be provision for guide dogs and assistance animals. There needs to be legible signage in plain English. 

Consideration must be given to the ‘whole route’ –there is no point creating an accessible green space if the pedestrian routes to and from/in and out are not accessible too.

Rural cycle routes are included in the section 'Urban Realm' so clearly not seen as a separate need requiring different approaches.

Websites which promote walking and cycling routes need to be up front about how these places are accessible. Measures such as a video tour from a wheelchair users eyeline are excellent (Cherwell Council did this recently) or an audio description of the route which can be downloaded to a mobile phone.

As ever, measures that improve and ensure access for Disabled people benefit the wider community – parents with babies in buggies, elderly people using mobility aids.

5. Health Place Shaping

Response:
We think it is important to understand that Disabled people want to be healthy too. Some of us have conditions which are adversely affected by poor air quality. Some of us have conditions which benefit from us being fit and active. As listed above, urban environments are often not accessible to Disabled people when they are out and about (i.e. not in cars/taxis).

Why the focus on urban environments? Is the implication that rural communities have accessible green spaces – they don’t! Disabled rural residents and visitors need healthy spaces too.

Alongside health impact assessments of all new schemes, will there be Disability impact assessments?

Do the current standards for residential development fully meet the access requirements of Disabled people (not just wheelchair users, if they do that already)? If not, what plans do you have to improve them and share with District Councils?

Low traffic neighbourhoods – whilst we understand the role of LTNs in restricting car use and making local streets more pleasant for residents they are problematic for Disabled people. Please see this Transport for All report for more detail
 https://www.transportforall.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pave-The-Way-full-report.pdf

Unlimited members in Oxford have reported the following problems:

a. Increased car journey time for essential car users (fuel costs and impact on daily living)
b. Penalties for family carers and paid carers not in area bringing cars in and out. Paid carers are often on very tight schedules so non-car transport is not currently viable.
c. No system for enabling Disabled drivers (or those transporting) them to override bus gates etc in order to avoid long detours.
d. Some means of restricting access not taking account of larger mobility scooters or making access problematic if someone using a mobility device cannot use pavements (narrow, poor repair, no dropped kerbs etc).

20-minute neighbourhoods – Unlimited supports the provision of local goods and services, particularly if this enables Disabled small business owners and entrepreneurs to thrive. However 20-minute neighbourhoods will only work for Disabled residents if those relevant goods and services are accessible to all. Otherwise we will have to continue to use larger, non-local supply chains which need delivery vans etc, or require a car journey to get to.  Large supermarkets and online behemoths are sometimes our only are accessible choices, even if we want to ‘go local’ for ethical reasons.

We are concerned that restricting car users at key school in/out times will impact negatively on Disabled people for whom a car is their only means of transport. This includes Disabled parents, or parents who have Disabled children.

6. Road Safety

Final some mention of Disabled people! If that is who you mean by vulnerable road users.
Great to see equestrians getting a special mention. How about other types of road users – those of us who use wheelchairs and scooters as our means of getting about?

Unlimited welcomes reductions in speed limits to ensure those with mobility issues and sight and hearing impairments feel safer crossing streets.

Of great concern to Disabled people is the proliferation of bike and hire scooter schemes. If these are to be a continued as part of the local transport strategy, consideration must be given to greater awareness and training for users.  It is not possible for Disabled people to get out of the way of fast-moving scooters, particularly for people with hearing and sight impairments. Unmonitored parking of bikes and scooters causes a hazard and blockages on pavements.

Consideration must be given to the increased use of shared spaces – although there is evidence that they reduce collisions, and (alongside the recent changes to the highway code which prioritise pedestrians) should be safer for pedestrians.  People with hearing and sight impairments do not find these environments to be welcoming as the standard systems for indicating changes in use (pedestrian and zebra crossings, marked pavements, kerbs etc) are not present. 

7. Public Transport

Unlimited supports the improvement of public transport for all – this means accessible, affordable, and an increase in public transport to areas not currently served. 

We recommend looking at subsidised taxi schemes and ‘pick me up’ small buses as a way of reaching rural communities, and other areas for which train and bus infrastructure is not a possibility due to cost. We refer you to the successful London taxi card scheme as a way of supporting people on low incomes including Disabled people. Also taxi schemes, and local bus schemes, provide a way of controlling carbon emissions through regulation and reducing private car use but enabling access.

Could funding for be available to disabled people as an alternative to the old  Dial-a-Ride scheme, giving more flexibility in support of independent living, for example, for hybrid taxis, or funding to acquire greener self-propelled transport such as adapted electric tricycles. 

We urge better public consultation about public transport solutions and changes. The cuts to the number 16 bus service in Oxford city is a example of how not to cut/change a popular existing service. We have several member case studies of how removal of this one bus service alone, at the same time as introducing car travel restrictions in the same part of the city, has had a major impact on Disabled people’s lives and increased their reliance on either taxis or the private cars of friends and relatives.

The vision of the LTCP Is compromised unless the Council has more control of its buses through a franchise scheme (similar to public ownership). Otherwise, with reduced central funding and buses being run on a private model, we will get more bus cuts (especially on routes with high concessionary rates) which will leave disabled people and others in the community isolated.

Unlimited welcomes the improvement and extension of the rail network as train travel is largely accessible using larger stations and provides routes to commute/travel to London, Birmingham and other key destinations for work/leisure from several access points across the county. However, note that rail companies have to work harder to make smaller stations usable by some Disabled passengers without the need for long-term planning and passenger administration, which other rail users do not have to do.  It is not possible to ‘just hop on a train’ for many Disabled passengers. New stations in market towns other than Bicester, Banbury and Didcot would improve the connectivity for Disabled people to travel across the county, decreasing both car use and isolation. 

Mobility hubs are an excellent idea – involve Disabled people in planning them from the outset and they could be truly accessible for all.

8. Digital Connectivity

Disabled people both benefit and are excluded from using digital technology. The barriers to use are noted above. Additionally, for some people, technology is not available without a. the use of access technology (e.g. read aloud, speech to text and in some cases the support of another human being) and b. training of professionals in public services to understand what the barriers are and the investments they need, to make all online meetings and services accessible.

It is important that advances in digital technology do not leave some communities behind. The lockdown demonstrated this when, for example, the County had to introduce home working and suddenly phone services disappeared (this included minicom systems for Deaf people). 

Employment - the lockdown demonstrated what many Disabled people having been campaigning for – that flexible working, including home working, is perfectly possible to manage providing everyone has reliable fast broadband. Disabled people are more likely to be able to secure employment if employers are flexible and allow home working where the Disabled person can provide their own accessible and safe workspace. This must be put in the context that there is an employment gap between non-Disabled and Disabled people with the latter being more likely to be not in work and therefore experiencing greater poverty. Ensuring everyone is online who could be is a good start to addressing this serious issue of discrimination. 

However it is really important for all Disabled people, perhaps particularly young Disabled people, to have opportunities to meet and socialise. Digital connectivity does not replace that.

Also, for medical appointments, it can be harder to maintain confidentiality for online appointments in shared home spaces, particularly if a carer or family member is needed to support access. There should always be an in-person alternative. 

9. Networking, parking and congestion management

Disabled drivers - please be aware that not all Disabled people are eligible for a Blue Badge. Many of us do not qualify under the current stringent regulations. Yet we will be penalised if plans for traffic restrictions, bus gates etc go ahead.

Blue Badge exemptions – how will these work with bus gates etc?

Car parks – please consider allowing Disabled people to have double the time in a car park for the same fee (if parking not free). It often takes us longer to do errands. We know this is a district council issue but is an example of how all car parking in the County could be uniform.

Asset management – please consider how Disabled people are additionally disadvantaged by poor pavements and highways (see case studies below).

Unlimited welcomes tackling pavement parking. We think you need a public fun campaign to explain to the driving population what a pain it is, how it does more than inconvenience people, and just how stressful it is to set off on a journey only to have to turn back and take a longer route because someone couldn’t take the time to park properly.

10. Innovation
Passenger micromobility – the list is somewhat incomplete! See below for why one member finds this phrase bemusing and objectionable!

Unlimited welcomes innovation to meet access requirements – we look forward to learning from all over the world about new tech being brought to Oxford.

11. Data
Please can you ensure that monitoring and evaluation going forward includes Disabled people as a separate category of people making journeys. You will need to work questions so that all people who experience barriers to transport are encouraged to answer. Some people do not class themselves as disabled yet would be able to describe all the challenges they experience. 
Using Fix My Street you could collect data on how a problem had impacted on the person reporting and monitor those that caused an issue for Disabled people.

Connectivity 
Unlimited welcomes plans for closer working between local authorities and joined up thinking about schemes. However, what will this mean in practice when the two-tier authority structures will continue to give responsibilities for closely related matters to two different authorities, with negative impacts on Disabled people?

We had recent experience of this in relationship to road closures for pavement cafes in St Michael's Street and North Parade, and cluttered pavements in Little Clarendon Street. We had to deal with two different authorities to hear our complaints and take action. 

Another example of this is how passenger licencing is a district council responsibility. And taxis are a key part of the transport infrastructure of an individual disabled person. Drivers need awareness training and there needs to better enforcement of how vehicles meet the needs of disabled passengers. However, how will that be managed in this plan which is County led?

In conclusion
Disabled people living, working and studying in Oxfordshire already experience challenges with the local transport and digital connectivity. These challenges disadvantage Disabled people more than the general population. There are simple solutions available now to address many of these challenges. We do appreciate this is a challenging financial climate to implement costly infrastructure changes, and that some of the funding is in the hands of national Government and private franchises. However, if the needs of Disabled people (and other communities) are taken into account from the outset in routine maintenance and minor scheme improvements, then this would be a more efficient and effective i.e. economic way of proceeding. 

Disabled people have made both district and the County council aware of issues but lack the resources as a community to make consistent and meaningful representation across all the areas that the LTCP plan addresses. This has led to frustration on the part of Disabled people about not being heard despite being experts in our own lives and suggesting practical solutions to tackle barriers. It is also exhausting and demoralising to say the same things over, and over again. We are responding to this consultation as volunteers in our own time, travelling hopefully, but with not much confidence of change by the end of the journey.

The social model of disability is an important framework, nationally recognised. The onus should not be on Disabled people to keep pointing out challenges and barriers.

How will you ensure Disabled people are constantly and consistently thought about in implementing the Local Transport and Connectivity Plan? How will you ensure best practice in the built environment, not just compliance with the Equalities Act and Building Regulations?

Our recommendations

1. The Council employs an access officer at a senior level whose role is to champion access for all and to train colleagues to consider and implement accessible design in all projects from the outset, not as an expensive add on.

2. A group of Disabled people are recruited as part of the strategic implementation of the LTCP. Their role would be alongside the LTCP implementation officers. They would: 
a. review the results of this consultation
b. help shape plans
c. ensure Disabled people in Oxfordshire are consulted at key stages.
d. monitor and evaluate progress to ensure inclusion for all.

Such involvement should have a financial recompense. For models of this please see the County Council Co-production Board.

Case Studies
Examples provided by Unlimited members about how good and bad transport solutions impact on their lives.

Flexible Solutions
For people who can walk a little, and want to retain the mobility they have, are stranded by local bus cancellations.  Bus stops too far to walk, bad connectivity between stops etc . Personally because of my bus cut I am having to look at buying a mobility scooter which costs over £2000 , but as I can walk a little am not entitled for it to be paid through to Motability and also therefore can’t afford to run a car, electric or otherwise.

Making all buses compliant
One major step to aid bus access is to remove from service all Non-compliant buses pre 2015 from service in Oxford.  After 20 months of inaccessible buses on the No 15 route, that only go to Speedwell Street, nowhere useful, the worst service ever. These were buses pre 2015 registrations, mostly 2011 2012 - they had no manoeuvring space to access the one spot a chair user could use. These buses were and remain illegal to be in service. They are now on the Rose Hill route along Iffley Road. All buses with registration R(number) OXF and the buses painted with adverts those are the non-compliant buses too PSVAR 2015. It’s not just me, my friend who has a carer to drive her powered wheelchair was not able to access the space on one of these non-compliant buses. That was a Number 2 service going up Banbury Road, there is no other means of transport for her from Oxford city centre to Summertown. Please can we have assurances that these buses will be removed from service? I heard we will be receiving new compliant accessible buses soon, dependant on a grant from government.
And having buses with more than wheelchair space so I can travel with my disabled friend!

Barriers to getting around in a powered wheelchair
There are few options to get about in a powered wheelchair, there’s parking on the pavement, no drops curbs on Stone Street into Divinity Road. Morrell Avenue pavement not safe for chair users, as tree roots everywhere. Some say just use your powered wheelchair on the road, but with a highly trained ADUK registered assistance dog, we can’t use the road, it’s been a very stressful year. There are areas of Oxford City that are not accessible. We have cyclists on the pavements e.g. London Road they cycle at 15 mph while powered wheelchairs are only permitted by law to do 4 mph, cyclists and the scooters are silent and frankly terrifying, a menace at times, so getting about is very problematic, incredibly frustrating. 

We now have LTNs that already restrict traffic to main roads, so I can’t use those due to the congestion all traffic going around The Plain roundabout, that causes queues of buses along High street towards The Plain roundabout.

Joined up transport solutions
Getting to Oxford rail station from home used to be easy, as Number 15 bus went along Botley Road. We have the Yellow accessible compliant buses on the route at last, that was a worrisome 20 months without accessible buses. Does anyone know if the connecting buses on the route from Speedwell Street along Botley Road is also a compliant legal bus, as that was an issue before as they weren’t?


Taxis 
Would it be possible to insist all licenced taxi drivers of either black cabs and Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles have drivers that provide seat belts, and have training in the use of ramps, tie-down restraints for wheelchairs trained in the use of seat belts? Taxi insurance companies might fund these courses. The pricing for journeys should not include loading time, I know it can vary. 

Then there’s the subject of drivers of accessible vehicles WAV accepting ADUK assistance dogs on board. I’ve only had good experiences with Kit Mobility, they have rescued me, got me my chair and assistance dog home twice, generally prior booking as few vehicles, and wheelchair users have to fit around school run times morning and afternoon. Hill Top Road to ReCARe Ltd Long Hanborough was £80 return. And to get to Bicester Avenue from Hill Top Road and return was £60.

Impact of cuts and lack of joined up thinking
The consultation says that public transport is very important so why has the Number 16 bus been cut, leaving us stranded, unable to get to Donnington Health centre, The Templar Square dentist, optician, paediatrician, banks and shops?
The CTN (controlled transport neighbourhood) scheme has caused extra traffic on Church Cowley Road. Sends cars on long diversions causing more emissions, extra cost and more time on the roads. How many residents were consulted? How many residents agreed to it? Has anyone from OCC spoken to the residents since it was put in place?
The CTN gives priority to buses and taxis, so what use is it in Cornwallis Road? The Number 16 bus used to run half hourly via Cornwallis Road, but the bus has been cut. So, the CTN is a waste of money and a big inconvenience just for the Number 20 bus, which only does 5 journeys a day through Cornwallis Road.
When will the Number 16 bus be reinstated?

Making sure everywhere accessible, not just one part of the system
Highway asset management is acknowledged to be a challenge but there is no acceptance that this affects the needs of people with disabilities disproportionately. You can have as many accessible buses and trains as you like but if citizens have to use roads and pavements in poor condition, that negate the improvements. People with disabilities are already disproportionately affected by poor quality highway infrastructure.

In the consultation more space is given to autonomous vehicles unmanned aerial vehicles than to wheelchairs and scooters!



What IS micro mobility?
Very odd description of micro mobility in the innovation section which is offensive as wheelchair uses have fitted this description all along

“Micromobility refers to a range of small, lightweight vehicles operating at speeds typically below 15 mph and driven by users personally. Micromobility can be thought of as forms of transport that can occupy space alongside bicycles. Practically, in most areas today, micromobility means shared scooters and bicycles. It can also include private e-scooters, rollerblades and ‘hoverboards’. “

End of Response.
