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1  Introduction 
 

1.1 The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Department for Regional Development (DRD) on the public 

consultation on the Accessible Transport Strategy – Draft Action Plan 

2012 – 2015.   

 

 The Consumer Council is an independent consumer organisation, 

working to bring about change to benefit Northern Ireland (NI) 

consumers.  Our aim is to make the consumer voice heard and make it 

count. 

 

   We have a statutory remit to promote and safeguard the interests of 

consumers in NI and we have specific functions in relation to energy, 

water, transport and food1.  These include considering consumer 

complaints and enquiries, carrying out research and educating and 

informing consumers2. 

 

 The Consumer Council is also a designated body for the purposes of 

supercomplaints3, which means that we can refer any consumer affairs 

goods and services issue to the Office of Fair Trading4, where we feel 

that the market may be harming consumers’ best interests. 

 

 In taking forward our broad statutory remit we are informed by and 

representative of consumers in NI.  We work to bring about change to 

benefit consumers by making their voice heard and making it count. To 

                                                
1 The Consumer Council undertakes its specific functions in relation to food recognising the role of the 
Food Standards Agency (FSA).  The FSA has responsibility for the development of food policy and for 
the provision of advice, information and assistance, in respect to food safety or other interests of 
consumers in relation to food.  Therefore, to ensure good value and use of public money, the Consumer 
Council and FSA have a memorandum of understanding and the Council's strategic focus 
on food is primarily in relation to food prices and customer experience. 
2 The General Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984, 1984 No. 1822 (N.I. 12), 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/1984/1822/contents 
3 The Enterprise Act 2002 (Part 9 Restrictions on Disclosure of Information) (Amendment and 
Specification) http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/1400/schedules/made 
4 The OFT is the UK’s consumer and competition authority.  Its mission is to make markets work well for 
consumers.  It is a non-ministerial government department established by statute in 1973 
http://oft.gov.uk/about-the-oft/ 
 



represent consumers in the best way we can, we listen to them and 

produce robust evidence to put their priorities at the heart of all we do. 
 

2 Question: Over the recent years do you think the accessibility of 
the transport system has improved for all? 

 

2.1  The Consumer Council recognises that investment in public transport 

and associated infrastructure in recent years has improved the 

accessibility of the wider public transport network for all passengers.   

 

The introduction of the new Class 3000 and 4000 trains, with improved 

physical accessibility and audio and visual stop announcements have 

benefited users of the NI Railways network.  

 

Investment in new buses has increased the availability of vehicles with 

low floors, ramps and improved access for wheelchair users.   

  

The extension of Door To Door transport to all towns with populations 

in excess of ten thousand has provided greater travel opportunities for 

those with a disability or limited mobility who find it difficult to access 

mainstream public transport services. The introduction of the Dial-A-Lift 

service, operated by community transport operators in rural areas has 

provided greater travel opportunities for rural dwellers, including those 

with a disability, for whom there are limited public transport options 

available. The trial of the Assisted Rural Transport Scheme, funded by 

the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development which allowed 

for use of concessionary passes on Dial-A-Lift services has helped to 

reduce the financial barrier to travel for rural dwellers with a disability 

and demonstrates how cross-departmental working can provide real 

benefits for consumers. 

 

Improvements to rail halts to ensure compliance with the Disability 

Discrimination Act along with investment in new bus and rail stations 



and improved infrastructure at bus stops have all helped to improve the 

physical accessibility of the public transport network for passengers. 

  

2.2 Provision of information has also improved in recent years, for example 

through the publication of Translinks ‘Access Guide’ and the  

 ‘Travel Safe’ guide from DRD.  

 

2.3 These actions have all helped to ameliorate accessibility issues faced 

when accessing the public transport network. Despite this, a range of 

issues remain which create barriers to travel, particularly for those with 

a disability or mobility impairment.  More work is needed to ensure the 

services implemented and improvements made integrate for 

passengers to allow for fully accessible journeys from start to finish. 

Greater efforts to inform potential passengers of the improved 

accessibility of facilities and services is also required to deliver the 

most from investment to date. Greater cross-departmental planning, 

working and funding arrangements are needed to maximise the benefit 

that public funding can deliver for consumers. 

 

2.4 The Consumer Council recognises that departmental budgets are 

constrained, yet this cannot be used a blanket excuse for failing to 

address the barriers which remain. A number of the issues which limit 

the accessibility of public transport can be addressed at little cost (see 

section 4), and greater cross-Departmental working provides an 

opportunity to increase the efficiency with which public funding is used 

to provide greater benefits within current budgets. Investments made in 

recent years must also be considered within the historic under funding 

of public transport in Northern Ireland compared to other regions on a 

per capita basis. 

  

 

 

 



3  Question: What are the remaining barriers to making public 
transport accessible for disabled and older people?  

 

3.1 The Northern Ireland Activity Limitation and Disability survey of those 

with a disability or mobility impairment found that 83 per cent of those 

included said they rarely or never used public transport and of those 

that do 16 per cent said they had experienced difficulties in the 12 

months prior to being interviewed. Although improvements have been 

made since this survey was published in 2007, other research confirms 

that barriers continue which limit the accessibility of public transport. 

 

3.2 Physical Accessibility. Investment in new buses and trains has 

improved the level of physical accessibility of many services. Despite 

this, the Northern Ireland Concessionary Fare Users’ Survey from DRD 

(May 2011) found that 14% of respondents indicated they had 

experienced difficulties boarding a bus or train. More than half of the 

respondents to the survey stated that they suffered from a long 

standing illness or disability, indicating that the physical accessibility of 

buses and trains remains an issue for some passengers. 

 

 Every leg of a journey needs to be accessible, such as the journey from 

a passenger’s home to the bus or train stop as well as boarding the 

vehicle.  The benefits provided by improvements in infrastructure can 

also be negated, such as illegal car parking at bus stops preventing 

access to vehicles for wheelchair users and passengers with reduced 

mobility. 

  

 Passengers who previously experienced access difficulties in the past 

may be unaware of the improved accessibility of services, as 

evidenced by the OFMDFM report of the Promoting Social Inclusion 

Working Group on Disability5
 in 2009 which found that only a third of 

respondents had noticed an improvement in physical access to public 

                                                
5 Promoting Social Inclusion Working Group on Disability Report, OFMDFM 2009. 



transport vehicles and facilities within the five years prior. Further work 

is needed to promote the current levels of accessibility to passengers. 

 

 The “ConneXions that matter” report on addressing social exclusion for 

people with disabilities in border and rural areas6 found that those 

involved in the research felt that general accessibility had improved 

greatly in recent years, yet some issues remained. Issues included the 

accessibility of bus and rail stops, lack of staff at some stations and a 

lack of seating at stops. 

 

3.3 Lack of available services on which people can travel continues to 

create difficulties for many consumers. The Northern Ireland 

Concessionary Fare Users’ Survey7 found that 24% of respondents 

stated they did not make use of their pass as public transport did not 

suit their travel needs.  The report also shows that regular usage of the 

concessionary pass by holders is much lower outside of Belfast and is 

at its lowest in the west of Northern Ireland which can be attributed to 

the lack of mainstream services in these areas on which the pass can 

be used. The “ConneXions that matter” report from the Cedar 

Foundation also found that timetabling issues and lack of evening 

services were an issue for participants in a number of focus groups. 

  

3.4 Flexible services such as the Door-To-Door service in urban areas and 

the Dial-A-Lift service operated by rural community transport operators 

can provide travel opportunities where mainstream public transport are 

not available or accessible. Despite these services being designed to 

provide travel for those for whom mainstream public transport is not 

accessible, a range of issues still prevents use of demand responsive  

services. Some of these issues were highlighted during a number of 

the Pensioner Parliament events ran by the Age Sector Platform in 
                                                
6 ConneXions That Matter – Report 1, November 2011, Produced by The Cedar Foundation, 
National Learning Network and Momentum 
7 The Northern Ireland Concessionary Fare Users’ Survey, DRD, May 2011. More than half of 

the respondents to the survey stated that suffered from a long standing illness or disability. 

 



2011 and at a recent ‘Health Fair’ held by the Patient Client Council, 

Consumer Council and ABC Community Network in Lurgan to discuss 

transport issues accessing health facilities. Issues included difficulties 

in organising journeys which required the use of both Dial-A-Lift and 

Door-To-Door services, different membership criteria for the two 

schemes and travel costs imposed along with limited operating hours 

and lack of availability. This highlights that the physical accessibility of 

vehicles is only one aspect of travel which can limit accessibility for 

many passengers and ensuring services are available which operate to 

locations passengers need to access and at the time they need to 

travel is also a requirement. 

 

3.5 Investment in new and refurbished bus and rail stations has improved 

accessibility issues in many areas, although issues remain in some 

locations. For example, funding has now been provided to allow 

extensive improvements to be made to the accessibly of Portadown 

Train Station, yet it must be recognised that issues with the poor level 

of accessibility at the station have been raised by passengers and their 

representatives for many years. The Consumer Council recognises that 

capital budgets are limited and targeting access issues should be a 

priority for future infrastructure spending. 

 

3.6 The continued provision of disability awareness and equality training to 

all frontline staff will help to improve the service provided to public 

transport passengers, although examples of poor customer service 

experienced by those with a disability or reduced mobility continue to 

be encountered.  

  

Research conducted by Guides Dogs in Great Britain in 2011 found 

that 40% of disabled people stated they were fearful of travelling by 

public transport. The research also found that 87% of blind and partially 

sighted people had missed their stop because the driver had forgotten 

to tell them to get off, with 29% reporting that drivers had refused to 



agree to tell them when they had reached their stop. Similar issues 

have been reported by public transport passengers in Northern Ireland. 

 

 The latest complaints report from the Consumer Council8, detailing the 

period 2009 to 2011 shows that nine separate complaints were 

received during this period in regards access issues with bus and rail 

transport.  

 

3.7 The cost of travel impacts on many passengers, particularly for those 

with a disability or mobility impairment. This is further compounded by 

variation in how some DRD Smartpasses can be used on the various 

forms of public transport which are available. 

 

 The Republic of Ireland and all other regions of the UK offer free 

concessionary travel to those with a disability whilst those with certain 

disabilities in Northern Ireland can only avail of DRD’s Half-Fare 

Smartpass, providing half cost single tickets. The DRD Smartpass may 

be used on mainstream public transport services provided by Translink 

(and some other operators) and also on Dial-A-Lift services provided in 

rural areas by rural community transport providers, due to funding 

provided by the Department for Agriculture and Rural Development.  

An anomaly for passengers is that the Smartpass cannot be used on 

the Door-2-Door service in urban areas which is designed to provide 

transport to those with a disability who are unable to make use of 

mainstream services.  

 

The “ConneXions that matter” report on addressing social exclusion for 

people with disabilities in border and rural areas9 also found that 

participants in the Newry focus group held as part of the research felt 

that public transport was expensive. This is in contrast to the feedback 

from participants in the two focus groups held in the Republic of Ireland  
                                                
8 Complain, Campaign and Gain: Championing Consumers 2009 – 2011, The Consumer 
Council 
9 ConneXions That Matter – Report 1, November 2011, Produced by The Cedar Foundation, 
National Learning Network and Momentum 



who did not experience issues with the cost of travel due to the free 

concessionary pass which was available to people with disabilities . 

 

4  Question: How can these barriers be overcome?  
 

4.1 A range of issues can be addressed at little or no cost. For example 

greater enforcement of car parking at bus stops can improve access to 

services, along with a greater focus on ensuring bus drivers and 

transport staff provide effective assistance and customer service to 

passengers. 

 

4.2 The development of the road network continues to be a priority for the 

NI Executive based on commitments outlined in the Programme for 

Government. Therefore, it is essential that any major road 

developments should include plans for improving public transport 

provision and the pedestrian environment to allow access to services, 

for example the provision of bus shelters and improved pavements with 

dropped curbs and tactile paving. 

 

4.3  Greater advertisement and awareness of the accessibility 

improvements that have been made in public transport is required.  

 

Publications such as the Travel Safe guide produced by DRD and the 

Translink Access Guide provide valuable advice and information on 

services, stations and how assistance which may be provided by staff. 

It is important that continued efforts are made to publicise these 

documents and ensure they are available for passengers. The IMTAC 

report “Improving Travel Information for Older People and Disabled 

People”, published in March 2012 also details a number of 

recommendations on how the accessibility of information can be 

improved for passengers. 

 

4.4 There is a need for a more joined approach to the planning, funding 

and provision of transport to improve the availability of transport within 



current budgets. Transport services are delivered by the health service 

and education sector, along with mainstream public transport services 

delivered by Translink and other operators, the Dial-A-Lift service 

provided by rural community transport operators and the Door-2-Door 

service provided in urban areas. Passengers who make use of these 

services have indicated issues with lack of integration between 

operators to undertake the journeys they need to make and the 

differing criteria for accessing services10 . Accessing information on the 

range of services available can also be fragmented for passengers, all 

of which limit the benefits the various streams of funding ultimately 

provide for passengers. 

 

4.5 There is also a need for community involvement in the design of public 

transport services and infrastructure to ensure the options provided 

meet the needs of communities and the accessibility of all aspects of 

journeys can be improved. It is therefore important to ensure 

accessible travel is an integral part of any future local public transport 

planning as outlined in the Transport Act (Northern Ireland) 2011. 

 

5  Question: The new ATS draft Action Plan includes new actions to 
improve the accessibility of transport, do you agree with them? 

 

5.1 The Draft Action Plan for 2012 – 2015 includes a comprehensive list of 

actions which should help to improve the physical accessibility of 

vehicles and facilities, improve access to information and provide 

guidance to passengers and seek to address the attitudinal and 

psychological barriers to travel for some people.   
 
5.2 Although the Consumer Council agrees with the actions detailed, they 

cannot be viewed as a complete solution to the access issues faced 

with transport, as evidenced by the issues which remain (detailed in 

                                                
10 Issues raised at a ‘Health Fair’ held by the Patient Client Council, Consumer Council and 
ABC Community Network in Lurgan on 08 March 2012. 



section 3 of this document) despite work to implement the accessible 

transport strategy and associated action plans since 2005.  

 

6 Question: Are there any actions which not been included within 
the draft Action Plan that you would like to see included? 

 

6.1 Addressing many of the issues outlined in Section 4 can be achieved 

through better integration of the planning and provision of the entire 

transport network from the government departments which fund and 

provide services and infrastructure, as opposed to further individual 

action points.   

 

6.2 A number of government departments plan, fund or provide transport 

services, or are responsible for the built environment which enables (or 

hinders) access to services. For example the Department for Regional 

Development fund community transport providers, Door-2-Door 

transport services and Translink to provide mainstream public transport 

services. The Department for Social Development funds public realm 

improvements and the Department for Agriculture and Rural 

Development provides funding for transport through the Assisted Rural 

Transport Scheme. The Department of Health, Social Services and 

Public Safety provides transport through the NI Ambulance Service 

non-emergency patient transport service. The Department for 

Education also operates a large fleet of transport vehicles to provide 

transport to pupils.  

 

6.3. A high level strategic approach to the planning and funding of transport 

across Northern Ireland  government departments would  provide the 

best opportunity to deliver more within the current budgets by making 

the most effective and efficient use of resources.  

 

6.4  If you require any further information or wish to discuss any aspect of 

this response in more detail please do not hesitate to contact Scott 



Kennerley, Head of Policy, Transport, on 028 90672488 or 

skennerley@consumercouncil.org.uk. 
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