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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On 18 March 2005, the Minister for Urban Services, Mr John Hargreaves MLA, announced that he would form a reference group to provide him with recommendations to improve services provided by wheelchair accessible taxis (WATs). 

The Wheelchair Accessible Taxis Reference Group included representatives of the Department of Urban Services and the Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services, members of the disability community and representatives of carers and the aged. 

The Reference Group received 26 submissions from interested individuals and organisations over a six week public consultation period. In addition, the ACT Disability Advisory Council held a public forum on 18 June 2005 to give wheelchair users an opportunity to voice their concerns with WAT services.


The Reference Group considered these submissions, along with background information from the Reference Group Secretariat within the Department of Urban Services, during seven meetings between May and September 2005. 

The main issues considered by the Reference Group were:

· the timeliness and reliability of WAT services;

· viability of WAT operators and incomes of WAT drivers;

· access to WAT services;

· safety and comfort of WAT passengers; and

· customer service.

The Reference Group concluded that implementing “micro-management” of the WAT fleet was the primary step to improve timeliness and reliability of WAT services, and the viability of WAT operators. 

Micro-management involves pre-booked wheelchair hirings being linked by a dedicated WAT manager within Canberra Cabs to ensure that pick-ups are made on time, and that drivers do not spend excessive amounts of time running empty (or “dead-running”). 

To achieve this, the Reference Group recommends that:

1. micro-management be implemented as an immediate measure to improve WAT services and viability;

2. changes to the service standards for restricted taxi networks, requiring existing networks to implement micro-management within their booking processes, be introduced immediately;

3. the costs of micro-management be partially offset for restricted taxi networks in financial year 2005-06 through direct Government subsidy;

4. the subsidy for micro-management be funded from within existing Urban Services resources until 30 June 2006;

5. the performance of the micro-managed WAT fleet be monitored monthly to determine performance payments and penalties to apply to the network;

6. a focus group be convened after the first three months of operation of the micro-management system to test user sentiment against available data in the monthly reports;

7. micro-management on the model above continue in the medium-term through either Departmental or budgetary resources in 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09;

8. annual reviews of the performance of the micro-managed WAT fleet be undertaken and provided to the Minister;

9. the success of this micro-management model be reviewed in early 2008; and

10. if this review shows micro-management to have been ineffective, the feasibility of other options for the management of wheelchair accessible public passenger services in the long-term be investigated by the Department of Urban Services.

To provide certainty and continuity for WAT operators, the Reference Group recommends that:

11. the present model of independent operators accessing wheelchair accessible taxi hirings through a booking network be retained;

12. WAT licences not be released to taxi networks to operate directly as this could disadvantage WAT operators; 

13. the present system of WAT licences leased from the Government be continued; and

14. WATs continue to access standard hirings through a taxi network, but emphasises that WATs are required to give preference to wheelchair hirings or the current penalties will be applied.

To ensure the efficient micro-management of the WAT fleet, the Reference Group recommends that:

15. WATs should be affiliated with a single micro-managed network; and

16. WAT drivers be required to place all private hirings through the proposed micro-managed network.

Addressing concerns that some WAT drivers do not currently prioritise wheelchair hirings as they are required to do, the Reference Group recommends that:

17. the Government adopt a stricter approach to enforcing existing penalties for not prioritising wheelchair hirings.

To ensure a stable and viable micro-managed fleet, the Reference Group recommends that:

18. vehicles previously operated as WATs would be welcome to be recommissioned if the current holder of the licence to operate that vehicle, or another existing WAT operator, was willing to do so;

19. new WAT operators would only be sought in the event that the operating fleet fell below 12 vehicles; and

20. further judgement on the viability of additional WATs be withheld until micro-management is fully established and operators can reasonably expect to see improvements in viability.

To improve access to WAT services for wheelchair users, and to address the timeliness, reliability and viability, of WAT services, the Reference Group recommends that:

21. changes to the lift fee to become an “on-time” bonus be investigated once micro-management is established and details of all hirings are recorded through the micro-management system; and

22. a budget bid for 2006-07 be put forward to provide a lift fee for all wheelchair hirings put through the micro-management system.

Responding to concerns about incidents of inadequate securing of passengers in WAT vehicles, adversely affecting safety and comfort, the Reference Group recommends that:

23. the Department of Urban Services ensure that WATs meet relevant safety standards, particularly with respect to seat-belts, straps, tie-down points and hoists;

24. passenger safety be addressed immediately through notices in WATs to remind drivers and passengers of the rules applying to the securing of wheelchairs and passengers; and

25. further work be done by the Department of Urban Services to clarify the training requirements for WAT drivers in the medium-term.

Addressing concerns about the appropriate level of support expected of WAT drivers, the Reference Group recommends that:

26. a committee of users, drivers and operators be engaged in the medium-term to clarify reasonable expectations of WAT drivers, and that these expectations be communicated to users, drivers and operators at the end of this process; 

27. clarification from Canberra Cabs be sought on the option of indemnifying WAT drivers against claims that may arise when providing “spontaneous carer services”; and 

28. advice be sought on the option of indemnifying WAT drivers against claims that may arise when providing “spontaneous carer services”.

To improve the level of customer service provided to wheelchair users by the micro-managed WAT fleet, the Reference Group recommends that:

29. a separate booking number for wheelchair hirings be mandated through the taxi network service standards and staffed appropriately;

30. customer choice of driver be maintained through the micro-managed network;

31. customer call-back in the event of a delayed pick-up be mandated through the service standards or regulations; 

32. customer profiling to improve service to wheelchair customers be implemented by the micro-managed network; and

33. the Department of Urban Services upgrade taxi network service standards to include more stringent requirements for complaints handling.


To ensure the Taxi Subsidy Scheme (TSS) provides a high level of access to transport services for wheelchair users, the Reference Group recommends that:

34. further work be done to investigate the costs and benefits of introducing a charge card system for the TSS.

The possibility of undermining the viability of, and services provided by, the WAT fleet through expanding access to the TSS for transport providers led the Reference Group to recommend that:

35. reimbursement through the Taxi Subsidy Scheme be accessible only to taxis in the short and medium-term.

Implementing micro-management is preferred to other options considered during the process, and so the WAT Reference Group recommends that:

36. compensation for dead-running for WATs not be introduced, as micro-management is intended to minimise dead-running; 

37. the high-occupancy taxi tariff continue to be determined by the ICRC;

38. a Government-funded Disability Transport Centre be considered as part of any long-term review of micro-management proposed in Recommendation 10; and

39. a universally accessible taxi fleet be considered as a viable long-term goal.

2. BACKGROUND

On 18 March 2005, the Minister for Urban Services, Mr John Hargreaves MLA, announced that he would form a reference group to provide him with recommendations to improve services provided by wheelchair accessible taxis (WATs). 

The Wheelchair Accessible Taxis Reference Group included representatives of the Department of Urban Services and the Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services, members of the disability community and representatives of carers and the aged.

The Reference Group consisted of a Steering Committee and a Working Group. The Steering Committee determined the key directions of the Reference Group, with the Working Group examining the issues and options in more detail. Two joint meetings of the Steering Committee and Working Group were held. 

The Steering Committee consisted of:

Mr Mike Zissler (Chair)
Chief Executive, Department of Urban Services

Ms Sandra Lambert
Chief Executive, Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services

Mr Craig Wallace


Chair, Disability Advisory Council

The Steering Committee was supported by:

Ms Karen Greenland
General Manager, Road Transport, Department of Urban Services

Ms Rosemary Garrett
Manager, Public Transport Policy, 

(Secretariat)
Department of Urban Services


The Working Group consisted of:

Ms Rosemary Garrett (Chair)
Department of Urban Services

Ms Sally Gibson
Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services

Mr Dennis Stabback
Disability Advisory Council nominee

Ms Maree Wright
Disability Advisory Council nominee

Mr Jonathan Crowley
Disability Advisory Council nominee

Ms Maria Smith
Carers ACT nominee

Ms Margaret O’Beirne
Council on the Ageing nominee

Mr Guy Dundas (Secretariat)
Department of Urban Services

3. TERMS OF REFERENCE 
Objective

To provide recommendations to the Minister for Urban Services to improve, in the short, medium and long term, the levels of taxi service to wheelchair users.  

In developing its recommendations, the Reference Group may consider relevant matters including, but not limited to, the following:

· the existing levels of wheelchair accessible taxi (WAT) service, including private (i.e. off-network) hirings;

· the effectiveness of existing controls, procedures and incentives to address poor service from operators and/or drivers;

· measures required to provide an equivalent level of WAT service to that provided by standard taxis;

· the effectiveness of existing incentives to WAT operators, including the lift fee and leased WAT licences;

· proposals put forward by Canberra Cabs and WAT operators to improve the viability of WAT operators.
Structure and Composition

The WAT Reference Group will consist of a Steering Group and a Working Group.

The Steering Group will be comprised of:

· the Chief Executive of the Department of Urban Services (Chair);

· the Chief Executive of the Department of Disability Housing and Community Services; and

· Mr Craig Wallace (as Chair of the Disability Advisory Council).

The Working Group will consist of the following Government and consumer representatives:

· an officer of the Department of Urban Services (as convenor);

· an officer of the Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services; 

· up to three persons nominated by the Disability Advisory Council, who are persons who regularly use wheelchair accessible taxi services, at least one of whom uses these services through the Canberra Cabs network booking system, and at least one of whom uses these services under private hiring arrangements;

· a representative of Carers ACT; and

· a representative of the Council on the Ageing.

4. SUMMARY OF THE WAT REFERENCE GROUP PROCESS

Pre-consultation phase

On May 24 2005, the Steering Committee met to formally commence the Reference Group and determine its direction. 

At this meeting the Steering Committee determined that public consultation should take place over a period of six weeks, and that the Working Group should meet prior to the close of submissions to discuss issues identified by the Department of Urban Services as impacting on WAT services. 

Consultation Phase
At the request of the Steering Committee, the consultation phase was opened through advertisements in the Canberra Times of Saturday 28 May, and the Chronicle of Tuesday 31 May, inviting written submissions be provided to the WAT Reference Group Secretariat.

Interested persons in the taxi industry and within the disability community were contacted directly to inform them of the opening of public submissions.


Public submissions closed at 5pm on Friday 8 July 2005. 

As was suggested at the first meeting of the Steering Committee, the Disability Advisory Council, under Chair Mr Craig Wallace, organised a public forum on Saturday 18 June 2005 to give wheelchair users an opportunity to voice their concerns with WAT services. This forum was held at the Legislative Assembly building in the ground floor meeting room, and ran for two hours (12-2pm). Approximately 40-50 people attended, including members of the disability community, individuals involved in the taxi industry and government representatives.

This meeting was publicised through an advertisement in the Canberra Times of Saturday 11 June placed by the Department of Urban Services and a media advisory circulated by the Disability Advisory Council. 

Comments were recorded, collated and summarised by the Disability Advisory Council, and provided to the WAT Reference Group as a formal written submission. 

The Working Group met on 20 June 2005 to consider and discuss preliminary advice from the Reference Group Secretariat on WAT issues. 

The preliminary advice provided to the Working Group consisted of three background papers. These three papers discussed:

· the structure of the taxi industry;

· WAT service levels; and

· WAT operator viability.

These papers are summarised in chapters 5, 6 and 7 of this report. 

The opinions received through the public submissions process provided further information and practical options for the Reference Group to consider.

On 23 June 2005, the Steering Committee met with Mr Mark Bramston, CEO of Canberra Cabs, and Mr Les Wassell, a long-standing WAT operator, to hear industry views on the problems with WAT services and the way forward to improving these services, as part of the broader consultation process.

Both Canberra Cabs and Mr Wassell also provided detailed written submissions to support their arguments made in person on this occasion. 

At the close of the public consultation phase, a total of 26 submissions had been received from 23 separate individuals or organisations. These individuals and organisations included four wheelchair users, eight carers for people in wheelchairs, eight individuals involved in the taxi industry, Canberra Cabs, ACTCOSS and the ACT Disability Advisory Council. A full list of contributors to the Reference Group process is provided in Appendix A of this report. 

Developing Recommendations

Following the close of submissions, the Working Group was provided with: 

· a dot point summary of all submissions; 

· a paper summarising the issues raised in the submissions;

· a paper outlining options suggested through the consultation process and discussions with industry; and 

· a paper outlining incentives for WAT services in other Australian states and territories. 

These papers formed the basis of the discussion at the second Working Group meeting, on 28 July 2005, and are summarised in chapters 8, 9 and 10 of this report. 

The Working Group reached a provisional position on most of the options put forward in the options paper, and these considerations were passed on to the Steering Committee in advance of the joint Reference Group meeting on 15 August 2005.

In early August 2005 an audit of TSS vouchers and Canberra Cabs hiring data was completed to determine:

· the percentage of Canberra Cabs network wheelchair hirings that involve a TSS voucher, and therefore the payment of a lift fee; and

· the prevalence of private hirings as a proportion of total wheelchair hirings.

The results of this audit were provided to the Reference Group at the 15 August meeting. 

The joint meeting of the WAT Reference Group on 15 August 2005 was facilitated by Tania Parkes of Tania Parkes Consulting. The meeting was intended to:

· develop short, medium and long-term recommendations for the Minister of Urban Services, and Disability, Housing and Community Services, to consider; and

· allow the Steering Committee to hear the deliberations of the Working Group first-hand, in order to fully understand the issues and options. 

Each option was considered by the Reference Group at this meeting, with comments noted and incorporated to develop a recommendation on each option reflecting the deliberations of the group. 

The deliberations separated into two distinct areas: implementing micro-management, and implementing a range of other options. As a result of these deliberations, 22 recommendations on micro-management and 12 recommendations on other options were provided to the Working Group for its meeting on 2 September 2005.

At this meeting the Working Group modified recommendations to more accurately reflect their considerations. A total of 36 recommendations were provided to the Steering Committee and the Working Group in advance of the joint Reference Group meeting on 14 September 2005. 

The Reference Group jointly agreed to a final set of 39 recommendations at this meeting. The final recommendations are provided in the Executive Summary above, and in Appendix B.  

5. THE ACT TAXI INDUSTRY

Background information on the structure, operation and regulation of the ACT taxi industry assisted Working Group members with their contributions to the work of the group. 

Taxi industry concepts and terminology

The Working Group was provided with explanations of taxi industry terminology that would be used in Reference Group discussions:

· Bailee arrangement: A taxi driver has the use of a taxi under a “bailee/bailor” arrangement with the taxi service operator. The bailee (the driver) pays a percentage of his or her earnings from a shift to the bailor (the taxi operator). In the ACT, the percentage paid is 50%. The driver has the use of the vehicle for the period of bailment. The operator covers all taxi service expenses (e.g. vehicle purchase, fuel, maintenance, repairs), network costs, regulatory costs (e.g. vehicle registration and insurance), and lease fees for the taxi licence.

· Dead-running: Dead-running refers to the running distance and/or time that taxis spend travelling without a paying passenger in order to reach a rank or a hiring. The proportion of the time taxis spend “dead-running” as opposed to “in-service” (i.e. with a paying passenger) greatly affects its profitability, both for drivers and operators. Drivers typically aim to minimise dead-running by linking up hirings.

· Micro-management: Micro-management refers to the method of allocating wheelchair hirings to WATs that was used prior to 1999. Under this method, pre-booked and regular hirings were coordinated amongst the WAT fleet and allocated to achieve the most efficient use of WAT vehicles. The key element in achieving efficiency under micro-management was linking each WAT hiring with a subsequent one so that the drop-off point of the first hiring is near the pick-up point of the subsequent hiring, therefore minimising dead-running (see above).

· Taxi licence: A taxi licence is a licence issued by the Road Transport Authority (RTA), under the regulations, to use a vehicle as a taxi.

· Taxi network: A taxi network is an entity that provides taxi related services to affiliated taxi service operators, including providing a taxi booking service.

· Taxi service: A taxi service is a public passenger service operated using one or more taxis (including restricted taxis).

Regulation of the taxi industry 

Under the Road Transport (Public Passenger Services) Act 2001, to operate a taxi service, a person must:

· hold or lease a taxi licence for each vehicle used in the service; 

· be accredited by the Road Transport Authority as a taxi service operator; and

· be affiliated with an accredited taxi network.

To operate a wheelchair accessible taxi service, a person must:

· hold a restricted taxi licence for each vehicle used in the service; 

· be accredited by the Road Transport Authority as a restricted taxi service operator; and

· be affiliated with an accredited restricted taxi network.

Under the Road Transport (Driver Licensing) Regulation 2000, the driver of a taxi must hold an ACT driver licence that includes a “T” code or, for an interstate resident, an interstate taxi driver authority.

Taxi Licences 

There are currently 217 taxi licences for general taxi work. Taxi licences are perpetual, tradeable licences owned by individuals. Taxi licences have significant market value (currently in the order of $270,000) and more than half are leased to taxi operators by their owners, rather than directly operated by the owners. Leased taxi plates attract a lease fee of approximately $27,000/year on the open market. 

WAT licences are non-transferable, leased licences issued by the Government and have a duration of 6 years. WAT leased licences attract a lease fee of $1000/year. The low cost licence is intended to compensate for the high costs of obtaining and operating special WAT vehicles. 

The WAT licence permits the licensee/operator to carry out standard taxi hirings. Unlike standard taxi licences, WAT licences have conditions attached to them. The conditions include that WATs must give priority to wheelchair hirings under all circumstances, and that WAT vehicles must be capable of carrying two wheelchair passengers simultaneously. The licensee must ensure drivers comply with the licence conditions, and disciplinary action may be taken by the Road Transport Authority (RTA) against the licensee for non-compliance.

Although 26 WAT licences have been issued by the Government, there are currently only 14 WATs in operation. At the commencement of the Reference Group process there were 18 WATs in operation.  

Taxi services

Approximately 180 operators are accredited by the RTA to provide standard taxi services and 13 operators are accredited to provide restricted (WAT) taxi services. Taxi services are small businesses and operators are self-employed.   

The operator of a taxi service must be affiliated with an accredited taxi network that provides booking services to the operator.

Under the regulations, an operator’s accreditation responsibilities include the maintenance and repair of vehicles, the keeping of records, and the management of drivers. Operators are audited by the Road Transport Authority on a regular basis.

Taxi networks

Aerial Taxis Cooperative, trading as Canberra Cabs, is the only accredited taxi network and the only accredited restricted taxi network in the ACT. A network must comply with service standards, including waiting time performance standards, set by the ACT Government under the regulations. Under the performance standards, equivalent waiting times are required for wheelchair and standard hirings.

Aerial Taxis Cooperative membership comprises the group of people who own perpetual taxi licences for standard taxis. The members elect a board to govern the operation of the network. The network provides booking services to standard taxis and WATs at a fee of approximately $15,000/year. Taxi service operators who are not holders of perpetual taxi licences have very little say in the running of the network.

Canberra Cabs does not control the allocation of hirings to taxis, but rather offers a service to operators, who then make the taxi vehicle and the Canberra Cabs dispatch service available to drivers under a bailee arrangement. Drivers use the information provided by the dispatch service to take hirings and earn income. 

Under the Cooperative’s by-laws, Canberra Cabs may discipline drivers for matters such as overcharging or inappropriate behaviour towards passengers.  Failing to give priority to wheelchair hiring is also a disciplinary matter.  However, such actions can be difficult to prove as drivers can use the network system to indicate they are not available for a hiring rather that actively reject the hiring.  

Canberra Cabs has no direct mechanism to require taxi drivers to take a particular booking at a particular time (i.e. as drivers are not employed by the operator or the network, the ultimate sanction of employment termination is not available). 

Taxi drivers

Taxi drivers are self-employed. There is a shortage of taxi drivers in the ACT and many other areas of Australia. In the ACT, the shortage of WAT drivers has meant that operators will often pay for a new driver's costs (training course, uniform, criminal history check etc) whereas typically these costs rest with the driver. As drivers can earn more driving standard taxis, retention of drivers is also a problem.

The Road Transport legislation requires drivers to use the taximeter for all hirings apart from certain hirings such as those that end outside the ACT taxi region. Drivers of WATs are required to give priority to hirings made by, or for, people with disabilities, and must ensure that wheelchairs are securely tied down in the taxi.

In the ACT and throughout Australia, taxi drivers undertake ‘private’ hirings, i.e. hirings that are not made through or recorded by the network. This practice has increased with the advent of mobile phones. While private hirings provide some advantages to passengers and drivers, there are also risks for both parties due to the lack of records about, and scrutiny over, these hirings.

6. WAT SERVICE LEVELS

This chapter provides information on current WAT service levels, required performance standards for WATs, and possible reasons for the poor WAT service levels experienced in the ACT.

Required Performance Standards

Under the Commonwealth’s Disability Discrimination Act 1992, and the supporting Transport Standards, the level of service provided by taxis to the disability sector, as measured in response times, must become equivalent to that provided to the rest of the community by 31 December 2007. 

This requirement is the responsibility of taxi networks, and is regulated in the ACT through minimum services standards under the Road Transport (Public Passenger Services) Act 2001. 

The minimum performance standards currently specified in the ACT (for both standard and wheelchair accessible taxis) are:

Peak Periods

85% of hirings have a waiting time of less than 18 minutes.

95% of hirings have a waiting time of less than 30 minutes.

Off-peak Periods

85% of hirings have a waiting time of less than 10 minutes.

95% of hirings have a waiting time of less than 20 minutes.

WATs must match the achieved performance of standard taxis in each period. In other words, if standard taxis achieve a response rate of more than 85% within 18 minutes in peak periods, WATs must achieve an equivalent response rate over and above 85%. 

The performance figures used for comparison between standard taxis and WATs are taken from network data and necessarily refer to booked hirings only. Tania Parkes Consulting
 estimated that the lack of access to WATs at taxi ranks imposed an 8 minute penalty on WAT users compared with users of standard taxis. 

Current Service Levels

In 2004-05 standard taxis met three of the four performance standards, failing only to meet the requirement that 85% of off-peak hirings have a waiting time of less than 10 minutes.

In the same period wheelchair accessible taxis met only one performance standard out of four, with over 85% of peak period hirings being completed within 18 minutes. 

The gap between achieved service levels for standard taxis and WATs is significant and WAT service levels need to improve in peak and off-peak times to achieve equivalence. This gap is shown below, using data for 2004-05: 

Percentage:

      Required      Standard taxis
WATs

Gap

<18mins in peak

85%

93.7%

85.6%

-8.1%


<30mins in peak

95%

98.4%

94.5%

-3.9%

<10mins off-peak

85%

83.5%

76.2%

-7.3%

<20mins off-peak

95%

98.4%

89.9%

-8.5%

Excessively Late Hirings

Service levels may also be of concern when wheelchair hirings are, on occasion, excessively late (over 60 minutes), even if 95% of hirings are able to be brought within the required time window. In 2004/05 there were 67 wheelchair hirings, or 0.40% of all wheelchair hirings, that were more than 60 minutes late, in comparison to 0.025% of all standard hirings. The incidence of excessively late pick-ups suggests that, in this respect, WATs are not providing an equivalent level of service to wheelchair users. 

Private Hirings

A major issue when evaluating the real level of service provided by WATs is the high level of wheelchair hirings undertaken privately, i.e. outside of the Canberra Cabs booking system. These private hirings are therefore not recorded by the Canberra Cabs booking system, and are not included in the performance figures to be compared against the required service levels. 

Taxi Subsidy Scheme vouchers and Canberra Cabs network information was compared for May 2005 to check the prevalence of private hirings as a proportion of total wheelchair hirings. This audit suggested that approximately 45% of wheelchair hirings are undertaken privately through direct communication between the wheelchair user and the WAT driver/operator. 

It is expected that a vast majority of private WAT hirings occur on time, and so their exclusion from the performance figures would tend to underestimate the actual level of service currently being provided by WAT operators.  

Explaining ACT WATs’ poor service levels

Tania Parkes Consulting found that the May 2003 WAT fleet of 22 vehicles was “ample” to provide adequate WAT service to the ACT community in peak periods. This report found little evidence of a growth in peak WAT demand from that in existence in 1999 when the WAT fleet consisted of 6 vehicles (in comparison to 14 on the road currently). 

The report also found that on average WATs complete only 2-3 wheelchair trips per weekday (not including private hirings), and one per day on the weekend. Focusing on WAT availability in the peak period of 2-5pm on weekdays, the report estimated that there was only demand for 7-11 wheelchair trips per hour in this period (including private hirings), which could be adequately covered by the then fleet of 22 WATs. 

Tania Parkes Consulting
 noted that a contributing factor to poor WAT response times was the Canberra Cabs booking system, which only allocates pre-booked jobs to a selected taxi 10 minutes before the booked time. The report found that “while this might be adequate for standard taxis with a likely spread throughout the ACT region, it is unlikely to be adequate notice for the fewer number of WATs” given their wider geographic spread across Canberra. Subsequently the booking system was adapted to allow WAT hirings to appear 20 minutes before the booked time. This has not solved the problem.  

Summary

A more accurate picture of WAT service levels would be achieved if the estimated 45% of wheelchair hirings booked privately were recorded through the Canberra Cabs network and so included in the performance figures. 

It is entirely possible that the performance of WATs could be higher than the current figures indicate due to the expected timeliness of private wheelchair hirings. Nevertheless, concerns remain about the unacceptably high rate of excessively late wheelchair hirings, which constitute 0.40% of all wheelchair hirings as noted above. 
7. VIABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY OF WAT OPERATIONS 

The issue of poor viability and sustainability of WAT operations may have contributed to the decline of WAT services. At the start of 2005, 22 WATs were operating. The WAT fleet has since declined to just 14 vehicles. 

This is occurring because some operators have found the businesses not to be viable. 

WAT Operating Costs

Licence cost

WAT operators pay $1000/year to lease a WAT licence from the ACT Government. 

Vehicle cost

Due to a condition of licence requiring WATs to be able to carry two wheelchair users at the same time, WAT operators must purchase larger, more expensive vehicles such as the Ford Transit commonly used in the ACT. 

Tania Parkes Consulting
 estimated that these vehicles cost approximately $35,000 more to purchase and equip than standard taxis, imposing an additional annual cost of $8,000-$10,000 (allowing for interest, depreciation and the regulated maximum 8 year in-service life of the vehicle). 

Running costs

WATs incur higher fuel costs than standard taxis as they run on diesel rather than LPG, and have lower fuel efficiency due to the size and mass of their vehicles. Tania Parkes Consulting estimated in 2003 that WATs spend on average approximately $8000 extra on fuel in comparison to standard taxis. 

Tania Parkes Consulting
 also found that WAT operators budgeted an extra $3000-$4000 annually for repairs and maintenance in comparison to standard taxis. 

Dead-running impact on costs

WATs are also required to do more “dead-running” (out-of-service) per hiring than standard taxis, due to the smaller number of WATs spread over the area of Canberra, meaning that the nearest available WAT to any WAT booking is usually further away from the job than the nearest standard taxi would be. 

This problem is exacerbated by the practice of some WAT drivers “hiding” from the network in order to take a privately arranged hiring, requiring WATs to be directed to a wheelchair hiring from further away. It also appears to be exacerbated by the Canberra Cabs dispatch system performance in allocating wheelchair hirings. WAT operators have consistently complained about the poor treatment they have received through the Canberra Cabs dispatch system. These problems further increase running costs and impact significantly on the viability of WAT operators. 

Driver training costs

WAT operators have particular difficulty attracting and retaining drivers as drivers can earn significantly more money by driving a standard taxi rather than a WAT. For this reason, WAT operators face high turnover of drivers, increasing the likelihood of their having vehicles off the road and reducing their potential revenue.  

Consequently, some WAT operators sponsor drivers by assisting with the cost of their attending a taxi driver training course, a uniform and the mandatory police character check to qualify them as a taxi driver. These costs are in the order of $500 and can represent a significant cost to WAT operators. 
WAT Earnings

Total Earnings

Canberra Cabs figures and the estimations of Tania Parkes Consulting suggest that WAT revenue is significantly lower than that of standard taxis. 

Canberra Cabs’ figures
 had standard taxis earning approximately $140,000 in 2002, with WATs earning approximately $115,000. Tania Parkes’ figures
 had standard taxis earning approximately $145,000 in 2001, with WATs earning approximately $122,000. In each set of figures the revenue shortfall for WATs compared with standard taxis was around $25,000 annually. 

Introduction of the Lift Fee

WAT revenue is impacted upon by the lift fee of $10 (increased from $8.25 in July 2005), which is paid to the driver by the ACT Government for every wheelchair hiring undertaken through the Taxi Subsidy Scheme. The lift fee acts to increase WAT driver earnings and to provide incentive to drivers to take wheelchair hirings.

WAT revenue is negatively impacted by: 

· the time spent “dead-running” to each WAT job, which tends to be greater than for standard taxis (and which is exacerbated by the Canberra Cabs dispatch system – see above);

· the time spent waiting for wheelchair users at each WAT job, which tends to be longer than for able-bodied passengers; and

· the dislike of the general public for using the large WAT vehicles for standard taxi jobs.

Out of service time

The increased dead-running time and lack of efficiency in the sequencing of trips for WATs impacts not only on operator costs and revenue but also on drivers’ income. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the total take (split 50-50 between driver and operator) for a 12 hour shift in a standard taxi is around $400 before tax, in comparison to $260 for a WAT.

Time spent loading wheelchair passengers

Wheelchair-bound passengers can take extra time to simply reach the taxi to board. Whereas standard taxis are allowed to drive away from a booking after a wait of 5 minutes, WAT drivers are very reluctant to not complete a wheelchair hiring in this manner. 

Customer preference against WAT vehicles

Some able-bodied taxi customers specifically request Canberra Cabs not to send a WAT for standard taxi hirings, as they can be more difficult for some people to get into than a sedan, and may be perceived as being less comfortable or noisier. 

Performance statistics on WATs suggest that around 25% of all hirings undertaken by WATs are wheelchair hirings (including an estimate of private wheelchair hirings). For this reason, WAT operators are reliant for a large part of their income on standard taxi work through bookings and at ranks. The customer preference noted above may have a significant impact on the lower revenues earned by WAT vehicles than by standard taxis. 

Other sustainability issues

The difficulty for WAT operators to find drivers to keep their vehicles on the road is particularly significant. The lower level of driver income, combined with the perception that driving a standard taxi is easier than driving a WAT, makes it very difficult for WAT operators to find drivers to keep their vehicles on the road. Reduced operating hours results in reduced income to cover operators’ significant fixed costs in the form of network fees and vehicle capital costs. 

Summary

The factors outlined above create a situation where WAT operators face total costs that are possibly higher than those for operators of standard taxis, and WAT operator earnings, and the earnings of their drivers, are substantially lower. 

The importance of ensuring the viability of WAT operators is emphasised by the fact that all current WAT licences currently expire between late this year and two years from now. In the absence of an environment in which WATs can operate viably, there may be a significant reduction in the number of WAT operators willing to keep vehicles on the road (below the estimated 12-15 required to meet peak demand), with a corresponding impact on the levels of WAT service available to the wheelchair-using community.

8. ISSUES WITH WAT SERVICES RAISED IN SUBMISSIONS

The Disability Advisory Council forum of 18 June 2005 and the submissions received by the WAT Reference Group identified key areas in which WAT services are deficient and improvement is needed. 

The key areas identified from the submissions are:

· Timeliness and Reliability;

· Viability of WAT operators and incomes of WAT drivers;

· Access to WAT services;

· Safety and Comfort; and

· Customer Service.

A list of individuals and organisations that provided submissions to the WAT Reference Group is provided in Appendix A. 

Timeliness and Reliability 

It was clear from the submissions received, and from Canberra Cabs’ performance reports on WAT waiting times, that the timeliness and reliability of WAT services are inadequate under current arrangements. However, some disagreement as to what is causing these service problems emerged. 

Booking and dispatch system

The Canberra Cabs’ booking and dispatch system was seen as a problem by many WAT operators. One operator saw the problem as being that WAT drivers go outside of the Canberra Cabs network to do private hirings, disrupting Canberra Cabs’ dispatch service. Canberra Cabs indicated that confusion can arise for wheelchair hirings due to the large number (passenger, carer, call centre, driver etc.) of people involved in making the booking. 

WATs not operating due to lack of drivers

WAT operators’ difficulty in getting drivers to keep vehicles on the road is clearly a major issue, as identified by Canberra Cabs and operators. WAT operators’ continuing inability to get drivers to fill shifts impacts on WAT availability, especially at non-peak times such as nights and weekends. 

Canberra Cabs and a WAT driver considered driver earnings to be a major factor in WAT driver shortages, whilst several operators identified the inefficient Canberra Cabs dispatch service as a major frustration for drivers. 

Excessive dead-running

The high amount of dead-running undertaken by WATs due to their wide dispersal across the geographic area of Canberra increases the time taken for a WAT to reach a wheelchair booking and impacts on WAT waiting times and driver earnings. Operators claim that dead-running is exacerbated by the inefficient Canberra Cabs dispatch system, which sends drivers unnecessarily long distances to meet wheelchair bookings.

Reluctance of some drivers to do wheelchair hirings

WAT users identified the time involved in loading and unloading wheelchairs and attitudinal problems with some drivers as key factors in the preference of some WAT drivers to do standard taxi work. This unwillingness of some WAT drivers to undertake wheelchair work in preference to standard taxi work likely increases waiting times for WAT users.

Viability of WAT operators and incomes of WAT drivers

WATs not operating due to lack of drivers

The difficulty of attracting drivers to keep WAT vehicles on the road outlined above has a major impact on WAT operator viability as well as on service levels. Fewer hours on the road results in lower revenue for WAT operators. 

Consumer preference for standard vehicles

Some submissions noted that the public has a clear preference for not using the current WAT vans for standard taxi work, and this impacts on the WAT revenue through standard hirings. 

Higher costs of WATs

The higher capital and operating costs faced by WAT operators were also reported as having a major impact on the viability of WAT businesses. 

Access to WAT services

In terms of meeting customer needs, the Disability Advisory Council (DAC) forum strongly indicated that a significant proportion of WAT users spend a very high percentage of their incomes on travel, and rely heavily or entirely upon WATs to undertake basic social and functional trips (i.e. shopping or medical appointments). Many WAT users do not have the option of using buses as they are physically not able to restrain the wheelchair in a moving vehicle (wheelchairs are not tied down in buses). 

Taxi Subsidy Scheme (TSS)

To access public transport, many wheelchair users rely heavily upon the 75% fare subsidy provided for 126 trips/year through the TSS (additional vouchers are provided to scheme members with special medical or employment needs). Several submissions suggested that the scheme is currently inadequate to meet the travel needs of wheelchair users. This would appear to result in passengers sometimes choosing not to use TSS vouchers to conserve their allocation, which then impacts on driver incomes as the lift fee is only payable when a TSS voucher is presented (although drivers are then entitled to run the meter during loading and unloading to recoup time lost).

Safety and Comfort

Concerns with the safety and comfort of wheelchair passengers in the present WAT vehicles have been raised through the consultation process, and include:

· the failure of some drivers to properly restrain the wheelchair and secure the passenger with a seat belt;

· the failure of some drivers to properly restrain scooters or other mobility devices;

· the absence of neck supports to prevent whiplash;

· the need for better suspension and a more comfortable ride than provided by the current vehicles;

· the Toyota vehicles used currently are too thin for comfort; and

· insufficiently careful driving to ensure the comfort of passengers.

The DAC Forum emphasised the need for a greater variety of vehicles (including smaller vehicles) to meet a variety of needs within the disabled community. Canberra Cabs identified allowing single-wheelchair vehicles to operate as WATs as a key element of improving the flexibility of services. In addition, however, some users expressed support for the retention of two-wheelchair WATs.

Customer Service

Canberra Cabs’ complaints handling

A high number of submissions and individuals at the DAC forum expressed concerns with Canberra Cabs’ complaints mechanism. WAT users would appear to appreciate both timely responses for incidents of poor service and an opportunity to provide constructive feedback. 

Need for personalised service

Individuals at the DAC forum and several operators spoke of the need to establish and maintain personal relationships in offering a WAT service to ensure that particular client needs are met. The ability to call customers back when a WAT is going to be late was identified as an important element of a personalised service.

Private hirings, as opposed to Canberra Cabs network hirings, can give customers the personal service they desire, and potentially better timeliness and reliability (although this may be to the detriment of other hirers). 

To ensure drivers better consider the particular needs of clients, the possibility of using customer profiles through the computer system to give more detailed information on needs to drivers was considered desirable.

Level of assistance provided by drivers

The DAC forum identified issues with wheelchair users waiting for a taxi in a location exposed to the elements, and that wheelchair users may require significant assistance in getting to and from the vehicle before and after the hiring is completed.

Other customer services concerns raised include:

· incidents involving the multiple hiring of a WAT without the consent of the passenger;

· the failure to return lost property;

· driving passengers without speech around aimlessly and then returning them to their point of origin; and

· the difficulty of applying for extra TSS vouchers.
9. OPTIONS ADDRESSING ISSUES WITH WAT SERVICES

The submissions received by the WAT Reference Group raised a range of different concerns about a number of elements of WAT services. In some cases the submissions themselves, or previous discussions with industry, identified potential solutions to these issues, or steps that may be implemented to address the various concerns. The options were considered by the Reference Group under the groupings of:

· Timeliness and Reliability;

· Viability of WAT operators and Incomes of WAT drivers;

· Access to WAT services;

· Safety and Comfort; and

· Customer Service.

Timeliness and Reliability 

Micro-management of fleet and dispatch system
A key proposal addressing the timeliness of WAT services is “micro-management” of the WAT fleet and dispatch system. This approach was put forward to the Reference Group by Les Wassell, and was supported in the individual submissions of four current or past WAT operators or drivers and one WAT user. Micro-management is intended to improve the efficiency of WAT operations through linking pre-booked hirings in a way that allows drivers to make on-time pick-ups, and give priority and certainty to customers who book trips well in advance.

Micro-management of WATs was used in Canberra prior to 1999, and allowed a fleet of six vehicles to adequately serve the needs of WAT customers at the time. 

Micro-management would mean that wheelchair bookings would not be made available to drivers through the standard Canberra Cabs dispatch service, but instead would be organised by a dedicated micro-manager and distributed to drivers at the beginning of the day for pre-booked hirings, or by two-way voice-radio for immediate bookings. 

The micro-management proposal put forward by Mr Wassell in his submission to the Reference Group would involve:

· an individual micro-managing pre-booked wheelchair hirings each morning using information from the Canberra Cabs booking system, and distributing wheelchair hirings to operators via a two-way voice-radio communications system;

· WAT operators agreeing to place all of their private hirings on the Canberra Cabs network to facilitate efficient micro-management;

· private hirings remaining with the drivers, and not being re-allocated to different drivers, allowing them to be incorporated in each driver’s daily work-plan, and allowing the Canberra Cabs network performance statistics to incorporate private hirings;

· drivers agreeing to turn on their meters for every job and not “hide” from WAT jobs; and

· notifying customers by phone if their booked WAT was going to be late. 

Micro-management is expected to circumvent issues associated with the current Canberra Cabs booking and dispatch system, as well as using vehicles more efficiently through minimising dead-running, better coordinating private and network hirings, and improving reporting on response times for private hirings (which are estimated to be 45% of all wheelchair hirings). It should also re-establish incentives for users to book WATs as far in advance as possible, allowing better coordination of the fleet.

Previous discussions with Mr Wassell and Canberra Cabs have estimated costs of the micro-management scheme at approximately $100,000 - $120,000 per year, of which $80,000 - $100,000 would be for two people to micro-manage and communicate with the WAT fleet, and approximately $12,000 would be for the rental of a radio frequency.  

Adelaide Access Taxis in South Australia micro-manages its fleet of 70 WATs, with significant similarities in the operation of this scheme and that proposed by Mr Wassell for the ACT. More detail on micro-management in the Adelaide Access Taxis fleet is provided in Chapter 10 “Incentives in other Jurisdictions”. 

Canberra Cabs operate 4 WATs

One proposal that might address some of the service issues raised in submissions was put forward by Canberra Cabs during discussions prior to the formation of the Reference Group. Canberra Cabs suggested that it might take over, operate and directly control four WATs using licences that have been surrendered. This direct control might be achieved either through employing drivers or determining the behaviour of operators through a contractual agreement. 

The intention would be that, through having direct control over four WATs, Canberra Cabs could ensure service levels were met and late hirings were completed by directing WATs to particular jobs at times.

Further detail on this proposal was not provided through the Canberra Cabs submission, and so it could not be fully considered by the Reference Group. 

Release of surrendered WAT licences

Whether to Canberra Cabs directly, or to new or existing WAT operators, Canberra Cabs considered that the re-release of surrendered WAT licences would be an important step to improve WAT services, once elements of the service have been improved in line with other suggestions in the Canberra Cabs submission. 

Restrict WATs to wheelchair hirings only

One submission suggested that the only way to improve the timeliness and reliability of WAT services is to restrict WATs to wheelchair hirings only, either entirely or for certain hours on weekdays (say 8am to 5pm).

Enforce driver compliance with existing requirements

One WAT operator suggested that some drivers simply do not “do the right thing” and choose to chase standard work in preference to wheelchair hirings. This impacts on the remaining fleet’s ability to undertake wheelchair work and meet performance standards, and increases dead-running. In turn, this suggests a compliance approach might be necessary to ensure compliance with existing regulations such as that requiring WAT drivers to give wheelchair hirings priority. However, imposing penalties on WAT drivers and operators under current hiring arrangements is difficult due to the difficulty of apportioning responsibility for particular hirings.

Longer Term Options

Two submissions suggested, in the longer term, universal access to taxis for wheelchair users through converting the entire taxi fleet to accessible vehicles. 

This could be achieved relatively quickly through a vehicle registration requirement that all new taxis must be wheelchair accessible. Given the Road Transport (Vehicle Registration) Regulations require that all standard taxis may only complete six years in-service, the entire fleet is replaced, and could be mandated to be wheelchair accessible, within six years. However, the higher costs of such vehicles would be likely to be passed on to customers in general through higher taxi fares. 

In addition, the rapid expansion of wheelchair accessible taxis that this would involve might have an impact on the confidence and viability of WAT operators in the shorter-term. 

Viability of WAT operators and incomes of WAT drivers

Micro-management of fleet and dispatch system
A key proposal addressing WAT viability is for the WAT fleet to be micro-managed. This approach was advocated by Mr Les Wassell and supported by a number of current and past WAT operators or drivers on the basis that it will minimise dead-running and ensure an efficient allocation of wheelchair hirings. The detail of Mr Wassell’s micro-management proposal is provided above under the heading “Timeliness and Reliability”. 

Micro-management is expected to reduce dead-running between jobs and increase the attractiveness of driving a WAT for non-operator drivers through the coordinated planning of WAT hirings for each vehicle at the start of each day. Dead-running is a significant issue for WATs as a relatively small fleet must cover the entire area of Canberra, meaning that, to meet a booking, a WAT must travel further on average than a standard taxi would. This increases the costs of operating the vehicle, and reduces the time available to drivers to earn money through transporting passengers. Linking hirings in a more efficient way will allow WATs to spend more time in service, increasing both operator revenue and drivers incomes. This in turn will make it easier for WAT operators to attract drivers to take shifts. 

Suggested Changes to the Taxi Subsidy Scheme (TSS)

Canberra Cabs suggested several changes that might be made to the TSS in order to improve WAT driver incomes. The first was to increase the lift fee paid through the TSS for wheelchair hirings. However, a significant increase in the lift fee occurred on 1 July 2005, from $8.25 to $10, and so this option does not appear to be necessary to pursue in the short-term.

Canberra Cabs also suggested making the lift fee payable for all wheelchair hirings regardless of the passengers’ TSS eligibility. In effect, this could involve the TSS providing members with unlimited “lift-fee only” vouchers, to accompany the 126 vouchers to which they are entitled and which provides both the lift fee and a subsidy to the value of 75% of the fare. This option would have budgetary implications for Disability ACT, the administrators of the TSS. 

Increasing High-Occupancy tariffs

Canberra Cabs suggested that increasing High-Occupancy Taxi (HOT) tariff would make up for a declining revenue stream experienced by WAT drivers and operators recently. However, increasing the HOT tariff may have the impact of attracting WAT drivers away from wheelchair hirings and towards standard hirings, thereby compounding existing service problems for people in wheelchairs. Taxi fares are determined by the Independent Competition and Regulatory Commission (ICRC), and an increase in HOT tariffs would need to put to, and assessed by, the ICRC. 

Protection for WAT drivers

Canberra Cabs suggested that a Government-funded indemnity scheme to cover drivers when undertaking ad hoc caring responsibility before and after hirings would help to attract and retain WAT drivers. Further discussion on this issue would be useful to identify the level of assistance WAT drivers can be reasonably expected to provide. 

Compensation for Dead-Running

Two WAT operators suggested that a direct payment could be made to drivers to compensate for dead-running. However, this scheme appears to be administratively difficult. A similar scheme is used as a last resort by taxi depots in Victoria to get vehicles to take financially unattractive wheelchair hirings. 

A further suggestion was for alternative arrangements where WAT drivers might be given a larger job with a higher return to compensate for excessive dead-running during a shift. However, it is unclear how this outcome could be achieved without some form of micro-management of the fleet. 

Drivers to be paid a wage

One carer suggested an approach which involved drivers being paid a wage, rather than through a bailment arrangement, to ensure that they were able to discharge their caring responsibilities appropriately and without rushing or compromising the needs of the passenger to increase their earnings. However, it was not clear who would pay these wages, and this proposal would involve a radical departure from traditional bailee arrangements between operators and drivers.  

Government-funded Disability Transport Centre

A completely new concept, of a Disability Transport Centre, was put forward to ensure quality services for the disabled as well as a decent income for WAT drivers. Under this concept, the Government would directly fund a Disability Transport Centre to operate and maintain WATs for wheelchair users.

This option would involve drivers being paid a wage to ensure they earn satisfactory incomes and spend sufficient time loading and unloading passengers. Working conditions would be comparable to those offered to ACTION bus drivers. 

Direct funding of this service could involve incorporating the WAT fleet into the ACTION fleet directly, or tendering the service for provision by a private fleet operator. 

It is recognised that managing a Disability Transport Centre in this way would most likely involve some micro-managing of the fleet to ensure reliable hirings and the efficient use of the available vehicles. 

Under this arrangement fares could be charged to reflect costs to passengers currently using taxis under the TSS, with the TSS itself being abolished, or alternatively fares could continue to be charged at a meter rate with passengers being substantially reimbursed through the TSS. 

Access to WAT services

Changes to the Taxi Subsidy Scheme

Some consumers and members of the taxi industry have suggested that the TSS is currently inadequate to meet the travel needs of wheelchair users, with passengers sometimes choosing not to use TSS vouchers to conserve their allocation. As mentioned above, Canberra Cabs have suggested changes to the TSS to improve driver incomes. 

An audit of TSS usage in May 2005 indicated that approximately 41% of network wheelchair hirings were paid for by hirers without a TSS subsidy being paid. Providing more vouchers could certainly improve access to transport services for wheelchair users, but the impact of this change on the TSS budget would need to be costed.

One WAT operator suggested that members might be entitled to a free service two days a week in off-peak day times (i.e. 9:30am-2pm) within a single catchment area (i.e. Belconnen), whereby they can use a single voucher to get a return trip instead of using two as at present. This scheme would need to be costed for its impact on the TSS but could offer the benefits of moving some travel to the period between the peak school transport periods and encouraging the use of TSS vouchers for short, regular trips such as shopping. 

Charge card system for TSS

One submission suggested that a charge card system for the TSS would have benefits both for users, in terms of minimising paperwork and allowing easier allocations of new entitlements, and for Government and industry in terms of increased information with lower administration costs. Such a system would also make it easier for the lift fee to be paid for all wheelchair hirings independently of voucher allocations, as discussed as an option above. 

However, the time and cost involved in establishing a charge card TSS system makes this more likely to be a medium-term consideration. 

A charge card system is currently in operation for Victoria’s Multi Purpose Taxi Program, which subsidises taxi travel in a similar manner to the ACT’s TSS.    

Allowing Bus and/or Hire Car operators access to the TSS

An ACT bus and hire car operator requested that wheelchair hirings filled by its wheelchair accessible vehicles be eligible for payment through the TSS. The company would install taximeters in their accessible vehicles so that a fare equivalent to a taxi fare could be charged and reimbursed. 

This proposal may improve access to services for wheelchair users and reduce waiting times.

However, as buses and taxis are not regulated as taxis (e.g. they may refuse hirings), this could create an inequitable regime and have a negative impact on the confidence of existing WAT operators by creating an uncertain operating environment. 

Safety and Comfort

Driver training on safety requirements 

Concerns were raised in submissions relating to drivers failing to properly secure wheelchairs and wheelchair-bound passengers, as well as scooters or other mobility devices. These concerns may be best addressed through improved driver training and education. Some concerns were also raised about the Taxi Industry Skills Centre (TISC) driver training course. 

Canberra Cabs consider that Government should “provide and fund appropriate training to enable WAT drivers to confidently and safely discharge the role of spontaneous carer”. 

The content of any extra training provided would need to be consistent with any considerations or agreements about the appropriate level of assistance that should be provided to wheelchair users by WAT drivers.

Upgrading WAT vehicles

Changing WAT vehicles to address the comfort concerns of wheelchair users is difficult in the short-term as vehicles are either encumbered by debt, and so the operator is reluctant to sell them and upgrade, or recently paid off, with operators hoping to regain some of the investment in the vehicle over coming years. However, with the eight year in-service age limit imposed through the Road Transport Regulations, there will be turnover of the WAT fleet within a few years and an opportunity to more closely consider customer needs when upgrading the fleet.

Carrying Capacity of WATs

Generally, there was support for a greater variety of vehicles (including smaller vehicles) to meet a variety of needs within the disabled community. However, there was also support expressed for the retention of two-wheelchair WATs. There would appear to be a micro-management task required in managing a fleet with a greater variety of vehicle sizes and types, as well as an equity issue in requiring some operators to have the larger, more costly vehicles. 

In terms of vehicles, the need for access to two wheelchair capacity WATs is very important to users who have two wheelchair-users in their family, or who use larger types of wheelchairs. It is not entirely clear that smaller vehicles, such as the modified people mover, are accessible for people with some larger electronic wheelchairs. However, uniformly requiring vehicles that can carry two wheelchairs does impose costs on WAT operators.

Canberra Cabs requested that the condition of licence requiring a carrying capacity of two wheelchair users be removed, allowing WAT operators to use a range of vehicles modified to carry a single wheelchair user. Though the Department of Urban Services has some concerns with the modifications standards of some of these vehicles (none have been presented for testing as yet), allowing this change would provide WAT operators greater flexibility in their choice of vehicle, potentially reducing costs and increasing revenue from standard taxi work, thereby improving WAT viability. 

WAT operators indicated in earlier discussions with the Department of Urban Services that removing the two wheelchair capacity requirement, on its own, would be inadequate in addressing their viability concerns, which focus more on the operation of the dispatch system for WATs, and the lack of micro-management of the fleet. Further, many WAT operators are still paying off their vehicles, and so would be unlikely to take up smaller vehicles to realise running cost savings in the short term. 

Customer Service

Separate Booking Number for Wheelchair Hirings

A separate booking number was suggested to ensure prompt service for WAT users. This might circumvent problems with Canberra Cabs’ existing telephone system. It may also give WAT users greater confidence that they will be given proper attention to their needs, and may tie in with a micro-management arrangement to allow immediate access to the micro-manager for immediate bookings. 

Personalised Service

Both customers and some operators spoke of the need to establish and maintain personal relationships in offering a WAT service to ensure that particular client needs are met. Private hirings, as opposed to Canberra Cabs network hirings, can give customers the personal service they desire, as well as potentially better timeliness and reliability. 


To ensure drivers better consider the particular needs of clients, the possibility of using customer profiles through the computer system to give more detailed information on needs to drivers was considered desirable. Canberra Cabs advise that its new telephone system will allow for this customer profiling, with training of both call-centre staff and drivers to properly use this system to take some months. 

A further element of a personalised service that has been identified as important is providing passengers with a call-back when their taxi is running late. Mr Wassell has indicated that this could be provided as part of the micro-management scheme. 

Alternatively, Canberra Cabs are looking to provide a call-back function through their new telephone system, which should be operational later in 2005. Whether this automated call-back function provides the service WAT users require is not clear.  

Canberra Cabs’ complaints handling

There appears to be a strong need for improving Canberra Cabs’ complaints handling procedure in general, and for WATs in particular. This need could be addressed through taxi network accreditation and service standards. 

10. INCENTIVES IN OTHER STATES AND TERRITORIES

Government assistance is provided to WAT drivers, operators or networks by every State and Territory in Australia to ensure that WAT services remain viable and of a satisfactory standard. 

All jurisdictions allow WAT vehicles a longer in-service life than for standard taxis, giving operators a longer period over which to pay-off their capital costs. 

Similarly, in all jurisdictions WAT licences either trade on the open market or are leased from the Government at rates significantly lower than for standard taxis, lowering costs for WAT operators. 

Further, several jurisdictions have a high-occupancy taxi (HOT) tariff that applies to bookings involving a certain number of passengers, which allows larger WAT vehicles to attract a higher tariff for certain hirings.  

A summary of common incentives can be seen in the table on page 37. Detail is provided below on various programs of interest that provide Government support for WATs in Australian States and Territories. 

ACT

The ACT Government (Disability ACT) pays a $10 lift fee to WAT drivers for wheelchair hirings undertaken through the Taxi Subsidy Scheme. The lift fee was increased from $8.25 on July 1 2005.  

New South Wales

The New South Wales Government provides assistance to WAT operators and networks through a loan scheme that provides interest free loans for up to 50% of the cost of a vehicle, to an upper limit of $30,000. However, this scheme applies only in country areas. 

Victoria

The Victorian Government pays a $10 lift fee for WAT hirings, of which the WAT driver is entitled to retain at least $6.70. 

WAT networks typically do not offer standard hirings to WAT drivers when WAT hirings are unfilled in the local area, to ensure WAT hirings are filled preferentially. In extreme cases, networks are empowered to make an incentive payment to WAT drivers of $1/km in a straight line for “dead running” over a certain distance to fill a distant WAT hiring.

The option of compensation for dead-running, if adopted in the ACT, would be administratively complex if applied by Government, and limited by the Government’s ability to mandate that such payments be made by Canberra Cabs. 

South Australia
The South Australian Government pays WAT drivers a $5 on-time bonus for wheelchair hirings arranged through a network and picked up within 31 minutes of the booked time. 

In addition, an on-time bonus of $1 is paid to WAT networks for hirings within 12 minutes of the booked time, and $0.50 for pick ups 13-31 minutes after the booked time. 

The SA Government also pays WAT networks a lump sum figure per WAT per year to compensate for the higher level of intervention required for allocating WAT bookings. 

The Adelaide Access Taxis micro-management scheme has many significant similarities to the micro-management scheme proposed by Les Wassell in his submission to the WAT Reference Group. These similarities are:

· All WAT vehicles have a two-way radio unit to communicate with the WAT dispatchers;

· Hirings where the passenger requests a particular driver will be allocated to that driver whenever possible;

· No private hirings occur outside of the booking system;

· A dedicated WAT micro-manager intervenes using the radio to allocate wheelchair hirings when necessary;

· The micro-manager will attempt to link hirings where possible to minimise dead-running; and

· The call-centre will call back customers if their vehicle is running late, and inform passengers when their booked time is unavailable due to fleet constraints, allowing them to consider a revised booking time.

The main difference between the Adelaide Access Taxis scheme and Mr Wassell’s proposal is that in Adelaide pre-booked wheelchair hirings are made available for drivers to bid for several hours in advance, rather than allocated by the micro-manager at the beginning of the day. This allows drivers to choose hirings that link together efficiently, rather than requiring this linking be done by the micro-manager. The difference here may simply reflect the increased complexity of micro-managing a fleet of 70 Adelaide Access Taxis, as compared with a much lower number of WATs in the ACT. 

The South Australian WAT fleet has improved its performance noticeably since micro-management was phased in from April 2003. The Government subsidy appears to have been important in bringing about micro-management by Adelaide Access Taxis, but a great deal of effort and planning by the network itself was required to bring about the improvements witnessed. 

Tasmania

The Tasmanian Government pays a lift fee to WAT operators for each ride given to a wheelchair-bound passenger. The lift fee varies between $10 and $16 depending on location, and is redeemable upon receipt of a Taxi Access Scheme voucher. 

Western Australia

The WA Government pays for the training of up to 10 WAT drivers per year. 

Summary

In comparison to other jurisdictions, the ACT offers a standard range of incentives to WAT operators to improve their viability, namely a concessional lease to operate a WAT, the payment of lift fees for wheelchair hirings, concessions on the maximum in-service age of WAT vehicles and the ability to charge a higher tariff for high-occupancy taxi work. 

The ACT lift fee of $10 is at the higher end of the range of lift fees in other jurisdictions, with $5 in South Australia (contingent upon being within 31 minutes of the booked time) and $10 for Victoria and Hobart. 

The Victorian incentive to compensate drivers for dead-running is not considered to be an effective or efficient incentive to adopt in the ACT.

The South Australian direct subsidy to WAT networks reflects the higher costs involved in micro-managing a WAT fleet. The SA experience suggests that Government funding may be necessary to facilitate micro-management.

Summary of WAT Incentives in Australian Jurisdictions

	Jurisdiction
	Lift Fee
	Maximum age of 

vehicle
	Discounted WAT leases
	Price of perpetual WAT licences
	High-Occupancy tariff may be applied
	Other Incentives

	ACT
	$10
	10 years (WATs), 8 years (standard)
	$1000/yr.
	-
	Higher tariff when carrying 6+ passengers
	-

	New South Wales
	-
	10 years (WATs), 8 years (standard country), 6 years (standard metro).
	$1000/yr (metro), free in country areas.
	-
	-
	Loan scheme to purchase country taxis. Funding for additional training for WAT drivers.

	Victoria
	$10, of which at least $6.70 must go to driver
	10.5 years (WATs), 6.5 years (standard metro taxis)
	Country WATs leased at 50% discount to standard country taxis
	Metro WAT licences trade at a discount on the open market
	Higher tariff when carrying 6+ passengers
	Networks may offer a $1/km dead-running payment for WAT jobs

	South Australia
	On-time bonus of $5 to drivers for bookings within 31 mins.
	8 or 10 years for WATs, as opposed to 6.5 years for standard taxis
	-
	WAT licences trade at a discount on the open market
	-
	Direct payment to WAT networks. On-time bonus ($0.50 to $1) paid to networks

	Tasmania
	$10-16 depending on region
	10 years (WATs), 8 years (standard)
	Free 10 year non-assignable, transferable licences
	-
	Higher tariff when carrying 5+ passengers
	Higher WAT tariff for wheelchair bookings

	Western Australia
	-
	10 years (WATs), 8 years (standard)
	$100/wk (WATs), $250/wk (standard)
	-
	-
	Pays the training costs of up to 10 WAT drivers

	Northern Territory
	-
	8 years (WATs), 6 years (standard)
	50% concession on WAT lease fee to standard lease fee
	-
	-
	-

	Queensland
	-
	8 years (WATs), 6 years (standard)
	-
	WAT licences trade at a discount on the open market
	Surcharge may be applied when pre-booked
	-


11. IMPLEMENTING MICRO-MANAGEMENT

The WAT Reference Group considers that micro-management should be implemented in the short-term as an urgent measure to improve the timeliness and reliability of WAT services, the viability of WAT operators and the incomes of WAT drivers.

In addition, the Reference Group considers that a range of the other issues raised in the consultation phase can be addressed within the context of implementing micro-management, including the:

· possible re-release of surrendered WAT licences;

· restriction of WATs to undertake wheelchair hirings only;

· enforcement of driver compliance with existing requirements;

· possible provision of compensation for dead-running incurred by WATs;

· Government directly funding or providing WAT services;

· possible access to the Taxi Subsidy Scheme for bus and hire car operators;

· requirement for a separate booking number for wheelchair hirings;

· introduction of customer profiling; and

· implementation of customer call-back for late hirings. 

Implementing Micro-management in the short-term

The Reference Group considers that micro-management must be implemented urgently in order to provide a substantially improved level of WAT service as well as continuity and certainty for service providers.  

Implementing micro-management before 30 June 2006, could involve using two policy levers available to Government to bring about the desired outcome. 

These levers are:
· Departmental funding; and

· the service standards for accredited restricted (wheelchair accessible) taxi networks. 

Option (a)
Direct funding through tender process

The Government could directly fund micro-management to establish substantial control over the detailed implementation of the scheme. Through an open tender process culminating in a contractual relationship with the preferred tenderer, the Government could require a chosen micro-manager to provide the desired service. This control and the clearly open, accountable process involved in tendering for the service are the key advantages of using this approach. 

Apart from the lack of budgetary funding available, meaning that funding would need to be found from within existing departmental resources for 2005-06, the direct funding of micro-management has several significant disadvantages. 

Urgency

The urgency of implementing micro-management means that a time-consuming tender process would be a significant disadvantage for this approach. A significant period of time (an estimated 6 months) would need to be spent in preparing tender and contract documentation, allowing time for responses, and negotiating with the preferred respondent. Further WATs may be withdrawn from service during this time, and the goal of establishing a viable micro-management scheme may itself be compromised. 

Lack of realistic tenderers

To provide a micro-management service, a tenderer must accept taxi bookings from the public, link these bookings, and dispatch the hirings to a fleet of WATs. Under the Road Transport (Public Passenger Services) Act 2001, an entity that provides taxi related services to taxi service operators, including providing a booking service, is a taxi network. A taxi network must be accredited by the Road Transport Authority.

Accordingly, the successful tenderer would have to be capable of becoming accredited as a taxi network and providing a comprehensive “24/7” taxi service. The taxi drivers affiliated with the network would not be allowed to refuse a taxi hiring, and must comply with a substantial number of other requirements under the Regulations including using a taxi meter. 

The South Australian and Western Australian governments, which tendered for WAT booking services in the manner described, had multiple taxi networks operating within their jurisdictions to compete for the issued tender.  

As Canberra Cabs is the only accredited restricted taxi network in the ACT, a tender process would suffer from the lack of realistic bidders and there would be considerable risk that Canberra Cabs would bid at a higher than expected cost, or not bid at all. 

Cost to Government

As discussed above, the lack of realistic competitors to Canberra Cabs means that it is quite possible that Government would pay more than the initially estimated cost of implementing micro-management through this approach. 

Access to standard hirings

If the chosen tenderer is not also accredited to provide standard taxi hirings, existing WAT operators will not have access to this work and the income it provides. 

Option (b)
Using the service standards

The Government has available to it the policy lever of mandating micro-management through service standards for taxi networks, which are established under the requirement for taxi network accreditation. 

This approach could see the key elements of micro-management (i.e. linked pre-booked hirings, a dedicated WAT operator, two-way radio in all WAT vehicles, customer choice of driver where possible) included in new service standards for all restricted (wheelchair accessible) taxi networks in the ACT. Canberra Cabs, the only such network presently operating, would be required to meet these standards, with the possible imposition of monetary penalties assisting to ensure compliance with them. 

This approach has several key advantages:

Urgency

Unlike a full tender process, changes to the service standards could be introduced quickly, through a disallowable instrument to be signed by the Minister for Urban Services and tabled in the Legislative Assembly. Implementing the requirements of the new service standards on the ground would take some time, but establishing the legislative mandate for micro-management could happen very quickly. 

Control over key elements of service

The service standards would give the Government an adequate level of control over the way in which micro-management is implemented. For example, the approved minimum service standards could require that: 

· all pre-booked wheelchair hirings are allocated by 7am each day;

· a dedicated WAT operator is available between 7am and 7pm to handle immediate wheelchair hirings;

· a dedicated booking number be made available for wheelchair hirings;

· all WATs have two-way voice radio installed; and

· all wheelchair customers be notified by phone through a call-back if their hiring will be, or is, 30 minutes or more late.

The legislation allows for significant monetary penalties to be applied in the event that the service standards are not met.

A requirement for ‘private’ hirings to be recorded with the micro-manager could be imposed as a condition on WAT licences.

Integration with Canberra Cabs’ standard hirings

The WAT Reference Group has agreed that WATs must have access to standard hirings to supplement their income from wheelchair hirings in order to remain viable. Requiring Canberra Cabs to implement micro-management would ensure that WATs remain a part of the existing network, and retain access to standard hirings through the existing dispatch system. 

Cost to Government

The Government can introduce changes to the service standards without occurring any financial cost, if it so desires. The Government may wish to address the financial costs incurred by taxi networks in meeting the more onerous service standards imposed for micro-managing WATs through direct subsidy, but there is no obligation on the part of Government for this to occur.

Implementing micro-management through the service standards has some disadvantages also. Many WAT operators and drivers indicate that they would prefer a micro-manager to be independent from Canberra Cabs. However, the need for access to standard hirings means that the micro-manager needs to work within the Canberra Cabs booking system. In the service standards, it would be possible to require that a restricted taxi network, i.e. Canberra Cabs, contracts an individual or entity to undertake micro-management, rather than employ the micro-manager from within the organisation to give the micro-manager a degree of independence in operation. 

Preferred short-term model

The recommended model for implementing micro-management in the short-term involves a combination of the policy levers available to Government, namely funding and the taxi network accreditation service standards. 

For the reasons identified above, the approach of changing the service standards is favoured as the primary policy lever – it allows a timely response that addresses the key aspects of implementing micro-management.  

In combination, it is recommended that the only existing restricted taxi network, Canberra Cabs, be offered some subsidy to partially offset the costs of implementing micro-management. 

In line with the South Australian model of directly subsidising WAT networks on a per-vehicle basis for the extra costs of managing a WAT fleet, the Department of Urban Services could pay Canberra Cabs on a per-vehicle per-month basis for the remainder of 2005-06. In addition, an incentive payment is proposed for WAT networks that meet all four performance standards for response times in a given month. 

Further, as the performance standards are part of the minimum approved service standards, penalties can be applied if they are not met. It is proposed that a schedule of penalties be established and that will be applied (after an interim period of 6 months to allow time for the changes to take effect) if Canberra Cabs fail to meet the performance standards for WATs.

The model also allows existing WAT operators to continue under existing licence and accreditation arrangements. However, depending on any decisions for the medium-term (see below), operators may be reluctant to continue to operate after their licences expire. 

Implementing Micro-management in the medium-term

The two policy levers indicated above for implementing micro-management in the short-term (direct funding and the use of service standards) remain available to Government to bring about the desired outcome in the medium term, i.e. financial years 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09.  

However, in the medium-term, the Government could also consider legislative changes to open up the market for providing wheelchair accessible public passenger services (WAPPS). 
Possible legislative changes to open up WAPPS market

As mentioned above, under existing legislation a successful tenderer in a tender process for micro-management services would have to be capable of becoming accredited as a taxi network and providing a comprehensive “24/7” taxi service. The full range of regulations applying to taxi drivers, taxi service operators, and taxi hirings would also apply. The taxi legislation reflects the unique structure of the (mainstream) taxi industry with its four groups of participants (taxi licence owners, taxi service operators, taxi networks and taxi drivers) each of which is made up of individual businesses or investors.

It may be possible to amend legislation to provide a regulatory framework for wheelchair accessible public passenger services that would allow entities that are not necessarily taxi networks (as currently defined) to micro-manage wheelchair bookings, facilitating a competitive tender process and encouraging a range of businesses to enter the market. 

However, opening up the WAPPS market in this way may create uncertainty for operators and taxi networks that lessen the viability and performance of the existing fleet, causing further reductions of WAT services during a transition to a new WAPPS model.  

For this reason it is recommended that the preferred short-term model outlined above be continued in the medium-term, (i.e. financial years 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09). 

In the medium-term, budgetary funding can be sought to finance the costs of micro-management in line with the preferred short-term option outlined above.

Ongoing Review

This model should involve an annual report to the Minister to outline the effectiveness of the scheme. The review would incorporate the results of the annual taxi satisfaction survey’s section on WAT satisfaction levels, as well as the performance statistics for WATs from the previous financial year, and would be delivered in August each year after the receipt of the annual taxi satisfaction survey report. 

Implementing Micro-management in the long-term

The preferred micro-management model of upgraded service standards in combination with subsidy to taxi networks should be reviewed for its effectiveness over the medium-term, to consider its suitability for application in the long-term, i.e. beyond the 2008-09 financial year. 

A period of two full years, incorporating the calendar years 2006 and 2007, is considered suitable to allow for the operation of the scheme to become fully established. A two year period will allow a meaningful analysis of the effectiveness of the scheme in meeting the performance standards for WATs. 

It is proposed that a review of the effectiveness of micro-management be undertaken in early 2008, allowing the scheme to continue beyond 2008-09 if it shown to be effective, or fundamentally reviewing the operation of the WAT/WAPPS market if micro-management has not been successful. 

This fundamental review, if required, would involve looking at tendering within an opened WAPPS market, a Government-funded Disability Transport Centre, and other options put forward at that time. This review should also look at the impact of any changes on existing WAT licence holders, which is an issue that was not able to be fully addressed by the Reference Group. 

Other Elements of the Micro-management Proposal

Micro-management offers a comprehensive solution to WAT services issues, and as such it incorporates or subsumes a number of other proposals considered by the Reference Group. 

These proposals include:

· the possible re-release of surrendered WAT licences;

· the restriction of WATs to undertake wheelchair hirings only;

· the enforcement of driver compliance with existing requirements;

· the provision of compensation for dead-running incurred by WATs;

· Government directly funding or providing WAT services;

· access to the Taxi Subsidy Scheme for bus and/or hire car operators;

· a requirement for a separate booking number for wheelchair hirings;

· the introduction of customer profiling; and

· the implementation of customer call-back for late hirings.

Canberra Cabs operate 4 WATs

Micro-management is based on the existing taxi industry structure of independent operators utilising drivers through a bailment arrangement, and accessing hirings through a taxi network. Issuing WAT licences to Canberra Cabs to operate directly would radically alter this existing industry structure, create conflicting interests for the micro-manager, and generally undermine the operation of the proposed micro-management scheme. 

Release of surrendered WAT licences

The present WAT fleet of 14 vehicles should be sufficient to meet demand when properly micro-managed. An approach that emphasises improving the dispatch model is recommended. 

Expanding the fleet substantially in the short-term may unnecessarily complicate the micro-management task and adversely affect each vehicle’s viability. Operators would be welcome to re-commission WATs where they indicate their willingness to do so, but new operators would not be sought in at least the short-term. Further, existing WAT operators would be welcome to take over another WAT if the licence was going to be surrendered by its current operator. There are five vehicles identified that may be recommissioned under favourable circumstances, suggesting an absolute upper limit on the size of the WAT fleet of 19. 

In addition, in order to cope with the peak demand of Department of Education WAT hirings, a minimum WAT fleet of 12 is recommended for the present time. The Department of Urban Services will actively seek new operators, or the recommissioning of vehicles previously used as WATs, where circumstances suggest that the fleet may fall below this number. 

These measures should ensure a stable and sustainable WAT fleet under micro-management. 

Restrict WATs to wheelchair hirings only

This option is not recommended as standard hirings are required to supplement income available from wheelchair hirings, especially outside of peak times. However, it must be emphasised that micro-management is intended to focus WATs towards undertaking wheelchair hirings, and the improved compliance regime within micro-management (see below) will facilitate the enforcement of existing penalties for WAT drivers who chase standard taxi work at the expense of wheelchair hirings. 

Enforce driver compliance with existing requirements

Under present arrangements there is significant difficulty in monitoring the level of wheelchair hirings undertaken by individual WATs, as private hirings (almost 50% of total hirings) reduce the information available to Government. For this reason, it is difficult to penalise drivers or operators who do not “pull their weight” in terms of network wheelchair hirings, as they may well be undertaking a significant number of private hirings. Currently, private hirings cannot be actively discouraged as many wheelchair users express a strong preference for private hirings due to the personalised service offered. 

Under a properly micro-managed system, however, all drivers would be required to put private hirings through the system and so information would be available on all wheelchair hirings. For this reason, rejecting a wheelchair hiring could no longer be for the reason of taking an alternate private hiring, and so penalties could be more fairly imposed. It is intended that introducing micro-management will coincide with a stricter approach by Government to enforcing existing requirements such as that WATs give priority to wheelchair hirings over all other hirings. 

Compensation for Dead-Running

Micro-management is intended to minimise dead-running for WATs, and so it is considered unnecessary to compensate WAT drivers or operators for dead-running distance under a properly micro-managed scheme. 

Government-funded Disability Transport Centre

A WAT user proposed a Government-funded Disability Transport Centre to provide taxi services for people in wheelchairs. This option would involve Government, or an entity contracted by Government, operating a fleet coordinated by a dedicated manager, who would micro-manage drivers (being paid a wage) and vehicles to meet hirings in a timely and efficient manner. 

The need for micro-management is not removed by this option. For reasons of cost, liability, and the impact on existing operators, this option is inferior to that of micro-managing the existing fleet within the current network structure, and so is not recommended by the Reference Group. 


However, this option should be considered as part of an investigation of the feasibility of other options, should micro-management prove to be ineffective. Further, the Reference Group notes the Brisbane City Council’s plans to introduce its own WAT fleet. 

Allowing Bus or Hire Car operators access to the TSS

Bus and hire car operators, unlike taxi networks, are not required to accept every hiring requested of them, and as such can “cherry-pick” more profitable hirings. For this reason, it is not recommended to approve in the short-term the expansion of the TSS to include bus and hire car operators using a taximeter, as it would provide an unfair advantage to these operators over taxis and may undermine the viability and confidence of the micro-managed WAT fleet. Establishing micro-management to improve services and the viability of existing WATs is the priority. 

Further, keeping all WATs within a single network allows a more efficient allocation of a small number of vehicles over a large geographical area. For this reason, the micro-managed network should include all WATs.

Separate Booking Number for Wheelchair Hirings

A separate booking number can be mandated through the network service standards when implementing micro-management. It should allow easier access of customers to the dedicated micro-manager, and ensure that customers receive a more personalised service when making wheelchair taxi bookings. 

Canberra Cabs currently have a dedicated booking number for wheelchair hirings, but indications are that this number is not adequately staffed and does not give wheelchair passengers better access to call centre staff.  

Personalised Service

Private hirings would cease to exist under the envisaged micro-management scheme, but the key features appreciated by passengers, namely the ability to choose their preferred driver for hirings, and to have direct contact with the micro-manager and/or driver in the event of a delayed arrival, should be retained where possible. 

The envisaged micro-management scheme can incorporate private hirings through requiring that all of these are put through the micro-manager and entered into the network record by the driver, and then reallocated to the originating driver. This will ensure that such a hiring stays with the passenger’s preferred driver. 

In addition, the micro-manager could be required through the service standards, or by regulation, to call-back customers when a pick-up is delayed. 

Similarly, customer profiling, providing information to drivers on the particular needs of wheelchair passengers, could be required of the network through the service standards. Canberra Cabs has indicated that it intends to introduce customer profiling independently.

Recommendations

The WAT Reference Group recommends that: 

· micro-management be implemented as an immediate measure to improve WAT services and viability;

· changes to the service standards for restricted taxi networks, requiring existing networks to implement micro-management within their booking processes, be introduced immediately;

· the costs of micro-management be partially offset for restricted taxi networks in financial year 2005-06 through direct Government subsidy;
· the subsidy for micro-management be funded from within existing Urban Services resources until 30 June 2006;
· the performance of the micro-managed WAT fleet be monitored monthly to determine performance payments and penalties to apply to the network;
· a focus group be convened after the first three months of operation of the micro-management scheme to test user sentiment against available data in the monthly reports;
· micro-management on the same model continue in the medium-term through either Departmental or budgetary resources in 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09;
· annual reviews of the performance of the micro-managed WAT fleet be undertaken and provided to the Minister;
· the success of this micro-management model be reviewed in early 2008;
· if this review shows micro-management to have been ineffective, the feasibility of other options for the management of wheelchair accessible public passenger services in the long-term be investigated by the Department of Urban Services;
· the present model of independent operators accessing wheelchair accessible taxi hirings through a booking network be retained;
· WAT licences not be released to taxi networks to operate directly as this could disadvantage WAT operators;
· WATs should be affiliated with a single micro-managed network;
· vehicles previously operated as WATs would be welcome to be recommissioned if the current holder of the licence to operate that vehicle, or another existing WAT operator, was willing to do so;
· new WAT operators would only be sought in the event that the operating fleet fell below 12 vehicles;
· further judgement on the viability of additional WATs be withheld until micro-management is fully established and operators can reasonably expect to see improvements in viability;
· WATs continue to access standard hirings through a taxi network, but emphasises that WATs are required to give preference to wheelchair hirings or the current penalties will be applied;
· WAT drivers be required to place all private hirings through the proposed micro-managed network;
· the Government adopt a stricter approach to enforcing existing penalties for not prioritising wheelchair hirings;
· compensation for dead-running for WATs not be introduced, as micro-management is intended to minimise dead-running;
· a Government-funded Disability Transport Centre be considered as part of the proposed long-term review of micro-management;
· reimbursement through the Taxi Subsidy Scheme be accessible only to taxis in the short and medium-term;
· a separate booking number for wheelchair hirings be mandated through the taxi network service standards and staffed appropriately;
· customer choice of driver be maintained through the micro-managed network;
· customer call-back in the event of a delayed pick-up be mandated through the service standards or regulations; and
· customer profiling to improve service to wheelchair customers be implemented by the micro-managed network.
12. IMPLEMENTING OTHER OPTIONS TO IMPROVE WAT SERVICES

Short-term

Upgrading WAT vehicles

The WAT Reference Group acknowledges that some existing vehicles may have limitations and may require better maintenance than they are presently receiving. 

Given the financial concerns of WAT operators, it seems appropriate to focus on ensuring that elements of WAT vehicles essential to safety, such as straps and tie-down points, are in proper working condition. 

Upgrading the WAT fleet to newer vehicles with better characteristics is not realistic in the short-term due to the fact that most vehicles are still encumbered with debt. Under these circumstances, given the financial position of most WAT operators, it seems likely that they will operate the vehicles until the end of their eight year maximum in-service period. 

WAT driver training on safety (and compliance monitoring)

Taxi driver training is currently undertaken by the Transport Industry Skills Centre (TISC), which is a non-Government, not-for-profit, accredited education provider. All taxi drivers must pass a component of the course on tying down wheelchairs. 


Reports of wheelchairs not being properly secured in taxis are of great concern and clearly need to be addressed as a matter of urgency. This failure to secure wheelchairs could occur due to either the absence of the required equipment to tie down wheelchairs, or the failure of the driver to take the steps required of him or her under the Road Transport (Public Passenger Services) Regulation. In turn, the driver’s failure to do this may be due to inadequate training or due to insufficient attention to detail. In the former case increased training would be the appropriate solution, whilst in the latter increased monitoring and enforcement would be appropriate. 

Initial steps will be taken by the Department of Urban Services to check that appropriate tie down equipment is available in vehicles through inspections. Monitoring the appropriate use of this equipment is harder, as it would require random checks of taxis with a paying customer in the vehicle, which is not generally done due to the inconvenience for the passenger. However, in this instance a need for monitoring may over-ride this concern. 

Determining whether the training of WAT drivers is insufficient, and in what ways it should be improved, is a more difficult task. DUS is working with TISC on how to improve the WAT component of the taxi driver training course. Specialised training of WAT drivers by WAT operators may be required. However, an immediate response to the issue may be to promote compliance by WAT drivers through notices in WATs providing users with a contact to provide information on failures to tie-down passengers adequately, as well as providing drivers with a reminder of their responsibilities in this regard.

The Reference Group agreed that further work should be done to clarify the appropriate training regime for WAT drivers, and this can be undertaken in the short-term with a view to implementing in the medium-term. 

Changes to the TSS within existing resources

There appear to be two main options put forward for improving the Taxi Subsidy Scheme (TSS) within existing resources: 

· allowing new providers, such as bus and hire car operators, access to the TSS to expand choice; and

· altering the operation of the lift-fee to provide incentive for good performance. 

The expansion of the TSS to allow access for bus and hire car operators is discussed in the context of micro-management in the previous chapter. 

Altering the operation of the lift fee to provide incentive for good performance can be achieved within existing TSS resources. A suggested change has been to make the lift fee (currently payable through the use of a 75% TSS voucher) contingent upon meeting a hiring on time, thus making the lift fee operate in a similar manner to the “on-time bonus” offered to WAT drivers in South Australia. 


However, defining and enforcing an on-time pick-up under current hiring arrangements is very problematic due to the existence of high numbers of private hirings (approximately 45% of all wheelchair hirings) for which booked and pick-up times are not recorded, and the blame-shifting that occurs between Canberra Cabs and WAT drivers. 


For this reason, the change of the lift fee to become an on-time bonus is not recommended outside the scope of the introduction of micro-management. In the short-term it would seem preferable to allow micro-management to become established before changing the operation of the lift fee. Similarly, the administrative arrangements around applying an “on-time bonus” would need to be assessed to establish the feasibility of this option.  

Protection for WAT drivers

The option of indemnifying WAT drivers against injuries or claims incurred whilst looking after wheelchair bound passengers was not suggested directly by WAT drivers, but instead was suggested by Canberra Cabs, based on its canvassing of “a number of WAT operator/drivers”. Due to the broadly-defined nature of the problem identified by Canberra Cabs, the WAT Reference Group has recommended that preliminary advice be sought from the ACT Insurance Authority to determine the feasibility of such a scheme. In addition, it would seem necessary to clarify the issues raised by operators and drivers with Canberra Cabs. 

However, it is expected that WAT drivers and operators, being self-employed small businessmen, would have adequate income, health and public liability insurance as part of their basic business operations. In this case it is not considered urgent to progress this issue beyond seeking initial advice. 

Canberra Cabs’ complaint mechanisms and service standards

Concerns with Canberra Cabs’ complaint mechanisms have arisen through the consultation phase and the WAT Reference Group has agreed that these should be addressed in the short-term. 

The Department of Urban Services has proposed that this issue can be addressed through updating the taxi network service standards to include requirements covering complaints recording and responses. 

An upgraded set of service standards will be implemented later in 2005 and so this change can be brought about in the short-term. 

Medium-term

Charge card system for TSS

Disability ACT, the administrator of the TSS, is currently examining options to introduce a charge card system for the TSS. The benefits of such a system are anticipated to be:

· reduced administrative costs; 

· increased information about the operation of WATs; 

· improved access to information about the use of the TSS itself; and 

· the potential to more easily introduce new payment structures to reflect future policy decisions on the operation of the TSS. 

Payment of TSS lift fee for all wheelchair hirings

An audit of TSS vouchers and Canberra Cabs network hirings in May 2005 revealed that the TSS lift fee is only paid for approximately 58% of all network hirings. 


The Reference Group supports in-principle the idea of changing the TSS to provide a lift fee for all wheelchair hirings, independently of whether the fare itself is subsidised through the use of a TSS voucher. Such a change would improve the affordability of WAT travel for wheelchair users and remove the confusion around the issue of WAT drivers running the meter during loading and unloading of wheelchairs for hirings where a TSS voucher is not being used. 

On-going WAT driver role and training needs

The Reference Group has identified concerns with the thoroughness of some WAT drivers, and with the quality of WAT specific training received by these drivers. In the short-term such concerns are most easily addressed through increased monitoring and enforcement measures to ensure safety requirements are met, but in the medium-term a broader consideration of the role of WAT drivers, and training appropriate to this role, may well be useful. 

The deficiencies of WAT drivers have not been fully established as they vary between drivers, and these may or may not be the result of inadequate training. Further work, engaging both users and drivers, is required to determine what is a reasonable level of service and training to be expected of WAT drivers. The outcomes of this further work should be communicated to users, drivers and operators to ensure that reasonable expectations are shared by service users and providers.  

Increasing the high-occupancy tariff 

Increasing the high-occupancy tariff has the potential to improve WAT driver and operator incomes, as WATs perform a large proportion of high-occupancy taxi (HOT) work in the ACT. However, increasing this tariff would require the agreement of the ICRC, which has previously rejected Canberra Cabs’ requests to increase the HOT tariff. 

Further, increasing the HOT tariff could reduce the incentive for WAT drivers to take wheelchair hirings over HOT hirings, and would have only a marginal positive impact on overall WAT viability. 


Long-term

Universal accessibility in the taxi fleet, carrying capacity and the need for larger vehicles

The WAT Reference Group supports in-principle a universally accessible taxi fleet in the long-term. 

A requirement that all new taxi vehicles are wheelchair accessible could be implemented and take effect quickly, due to the requirement that standard taxis be in service for no more than six years. 

However, users have identified a strong need to retain a fleet of larger WATs, which have powered hoists and are capable of carrying two wheelchairs simultaneously, and of carrying large electric wheelchairs. A universal taxi fleet would probably consist of smaller vehicles using ramps rather than hoists, and so would dilute some of these desirable qualities. The WAT Reference Group considers that there will be an ongoing need for a small, micro-managed fleet of larger WATs operating under licence conditions that require they give priority to wheelchair hirings. 

For reasons of equity it could be difficult to require some WAT licensees to operate vehicles capable of carrying two wheelchairs whilst allowing other WAT licensees to use smaller accessible vehicles that can carry only one wheelchair. The larger vehicles have proven to have high capital and operating costs, and so it would be difficult to allow some operators to use smaller vehicles when there is a clear need for larger vehicles to stay on the road to meet some customers’ needs. 

Further, implementing a universally accessible taxi fleet policy would have an impact on the confidence and viability of the existing WAT fleet, and raise the risk of declining service from the dedicated WAT fleet. For these reasons such a policy should not be introduced in the short to medium term. 

In addition, ensuring a good level of is service provided to wheelchair passengers by drivers who undertake very infrequent wheelchair hirings would be difficult. Establishing the driver training requirements to ensure that standard taxi drivers are capable of properly handling wheelchair passengers would require considerable work. 

Options not previously considered

Absence of perpetual WAT licences

Canberra Cabs, in their submission to the WAT Reference Group, also suggested that the “absence of operator ownership” was a factor in the relinquishing of licences by existing WAT operators. Though no substantial details were provided, it appears that Canberra Cabs are arguing for giving WAT operators a perpetual right to their licences after a period of service, and correspondingly a right to trade these licences for a fee on the open market. 

This proposal could only work through offering currently long-standing operators a perpetual right to their licences at no cost, as licence-holders would be unlikely to be willing or able to pay Government a fee to purchase the perpetual right to operate a WAT. 

This would mean that existing operators would be able to sell their WAT licences for whatever fee the market could bear, the value of which would reflect expectations of the profitability of operating a WAT, which is presently low. Should this situation change and the value of WAT licences rise, existing operators may sell their licences and cease operating WATs, as they could access whatever value their licence would attract on the open market.

Having spent money obtaining a WAT licence, new WAT operators may feel entitled to maximise their profits, and may be likely to seek more lucrative standard hirings over wheelchair hirings in order to meet the capital cost of the WAT licence. 

For all these reasons, the introduction of perpetual WAT licences is not recommended. 

It is also worth noting that the Western Australian Government has recently announced that it will buy back up to 56 WAT licences to “drive down costs for drivers and improve the viability of the industry”.

Recommendations

Consistent with the discussion above, and in addition to the 26 recommendations provided on implementing micro-management, the 13 recommendations provided below were agreed to by the WAT Reference Group at its meeting on 14 September 2005.

The WAT Reference Group recommends that: 

· the Department of Urban Services ensure that WATs meet relevant safety standards, particularly with respect to seat-belts, straps, tie-down points and hoists;

· passenger safety should be addressed immediately  through notices in WATs to remind drivers and passengers rules applying to the securing of wheelchairs and passengers;

· further work be done by the Department of Urban Services to clarify the training requirements for WAT drivers in the medium-term;

· changes to the lift fee to become an “on-time” bonus be investigated once micro-management is established and details of all hirings are recorded through the micro-management system;
· clarification from Canberra Cabs be sought on the option of indemnifying WAT drivers against claims that may arise when providing “spontaneous carer services”;
· advice be sought on the option of indemnifying WAT drivers against claims that may arise when providing “spontaneous carer services”;

· the Department of Urban Services upgrade taxi network service standards to include more stringent requirements for complaints handling;

· further work be done to investigate the costs and benefits of introducing a charge card system for the TSS;

· a budget bid for 2006-07 be put forward to provide a lift fee for all wheelchair hirings put through the micro-management system;

· a committee of users, drivers and operators be established by Government in the medium-term to clarify reasonable expectations of WAT drivers, and that these expectations be communicated to users, drivers and operators;

· the high-occupancy taxi tariff continue to be determined by the ICRC;

· a universally accessible taxi fleet be considered as a viable long-term goal; and

· the present system of WAT licences leased from the Government be continued.

Appendix A

SUBMISSIONS TO THE WAT REFERENCE GROUP

Submissions to the WAT Reference Group were received from:

· ACTCOSS

· ACT Disability Advisory Council

· Canberra Cabs

· Geoff Carruthers

· Eileen Catanzariti

· Philippa Dale

· Susan Dianne-White

· Tyler Ellis

· Errol Evans

· Mark Grogan

· Jason Ives

· Phyllida Ives

· Barbara Jackson

· Sue-Anne & Phillip McKeough

· Margaret Steen

· Willem Van Weeren (3 submissions)

· Ernie Velstra

· Ruth Viner Smith

· Les Wassell (2 submissions)

· David Wright

· Peter Wymark

· Family (name withheld)

· Operator of TX 910

Appendix B

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE WAT REFERENCE GROUP

The WAT Reference Group recommends that: 

1. micro-management be implemented as an immediate measure to improve WAT services and viability;

2. changes to the service standards for restricted taxi networks, requiring existing networks to implement micro-management within their booking processes, be introduced immediately;

3. the costs of micro-management be partially offset for restricted taxi networks in financial year 2005-06 through direct Government subsidy;

4. the subsidy for micro-management be funded from within existing Urban Services resources until 30 June 2006;

5. the performance of the micro-managed WAT fleet be monitored monthly to determine performance payments and penalties to apply to the network;

6. a focus group be convened after the first three months of operation of the micro-management system to test user sentiment against available data in the monthly reports;

7. micro-management on the model above continue in the medium-term through either Departmental or budgetary resources in 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09;

8. annual reviews of the performance of the micro-managed WAT fleet be undertaken and provided to the Minister;

9. the success of this micro-management model be reviewed in early 2008;

10. if this review shows micro-management to have been ineffective, the feasibility of other options for the management of wheelchair accessible public passenger services in the long-term be investigated by the Department of Urban Services;

11. the present model of independent operators accessing wheelchair accessible taxi hirings through a booking network be retained;

12. WAT licences not be released to taxi networks to operate directly as this could disadvantage WAT operators;

13. the present system of WAT licences leased from the Government be continued; 

14. WATs continue to access standard hirings through a taxi network, but emphasises that WATs are required to give preference to wheelchair hirings or the current penalties will be applied;

15. WATs should be affiliated with a single micro-managed network;

16. WAT drivers be required to place all private hirings through the proposed micro-managed network;

17. the Government adopt a stricter approach to enforcing existing penalties for not prioritising wheelchair hirings;

18. vehicles previously operated as WATs would be welcome to be recommissioned if the current holder of the licence to operate that vehicle, or another existing WAT operator, was willing to do so;

19. new WAT operators would only be sought in the event that the operating fleet fell below 12 vehicles;

20. further judgement on the viability of additional WATs be withheld until micro-management is fully established and operators can reasonably expect to see improvements in viability;

21. changes to the lift fee to become an “on-time” bonus be investigated once micro-management is established and details of all hirings are recorded through the micro-management system;

22. a budget bid for 2006-07 be put forward to provide a lift fee for all wheelchair hirings put through the micro-management system;

23. the Department of Urban Services ensure that WATs meet relevant safety standards, particularly with respect to seat-belts, straps, tie-down points and hoists;

24. passenger safety be addressed immediately through notices in WATs to remind drivers and passengers of the rules applying to the securing of wheelchairs and passengers;

25. further work be done by the Department of Urban Services to clarify the training requirements for WAT drivers in the medium-term;

26. a committee of users, drivers and operators be engaged in the medium-term to clarify reasonable expectations of WAT drivers, and that these expectations be communicated to users, drivers and operators at the end of this process;

27. clarification from Canberra Cabs be sought on the option of indemnifying WAT drivers against claims that may arise when providing “spontaneous carer services”;

28. advice be sought on the option of indemnifying WAT drivers against claims that may arise when providing “spontaneous carer services”;

29. a separate booking number for wheelchair hirings be mandated through the taxi network service standards and staffed appropriately;

30. customer choice of driver be maintained through the micro-managed network;

31. customer call-back in the event of a delayed pick-up be mandated through the service standards or regulations;

32. customer profiling to improve service to wheelchair customers be implemented by the micro-managed network;

33. the Department of Urban Services upgrade taxi network service standards to include more stringent requirements for complaints handling;

34. further work be done to investigate the costs and benefits of introducing a charge card system for the TSS;

35. reimbursement through the Taxi Subsidy Scheme be accessible only to taxis in the short and medium-term;

36. compensation for dead-running for WATs not be introduced, as micro-management is intended to minimise dead-running;

37. the high-occupancy taxi tariff continue to be determined by the ICRC;

38. a Government-funded Disability Transport Centre be considered as part of any long-term review of micro-management proposed in Recommendation 10; and

39. a universally accessible taxi fleet be considered as a viable long-term goal.

� Peak periods are defined as being Monday-Friday, 8-10am and 3-5pm for standard taxis and 8-9am and 2-4pm for wheelchair accessible taxis (WATs).


� Tania Parkes Consulting, Evaluation of the ACT Action Plan for Accessible Public Transport: A Report for the ACT Department of Urban Services, May 2003.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Canberra Cabs’ Submission to the Independent Competition and Regulatory Commission’s Review of the future direction of the ACT taxi and hire car industry, and price direction for taxi services, June 2002.


� Tania Parkes Consulting, op. cit.
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