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We are grateful to the Chair and the Joint Committee on Transport, 

Tourism and Sport for the opportunity to present on the accessibility of 

public transport for people who are blind or vision impaired.  

NCBI (National Council for the Blind of Ireland) is Ireland’s national 

charity working for the rising number of people affected by sight loss. 

Our practical and emotional advice and supports help 8,000 people and 

their families face their futures with confidence every year. 

The majority of people we work with have some remaining vision, while 

only a small percentage are completely blind. According to the 2016 

Census, there are currently 54,810 people with sight loss in Ireland, and 

this number is rising. Throughout this report we will include extracts from 

our Out of Sight report – a survey of access issues conducted with 351 

people who are blind and vision impaired in late 2016.  

Every day in our centres across the country, we provide practical and 

emotional support, rehabilitation services and hands-on training to help 

people who are blind or vision impaired to live independently and 

confidently. 

74% of people who are blind or vision impaired use public transport.  

This increases to 81% for people with mild vision impairment. 

Sight loss has a huge impact on a person’s life, affecting independence, 

mobility, employment, education, communication and social isolation. 

People who are blind or vision impaired cannot drive and therefore 

public transport is their only means of transport for school, college, work, 

leisure activities. Accessible public transport is vital for independence.  

In many rural areas there is no public transport available, leaving people 

isolated and cut off from public services and opportunities to engage in 

social, educational, political, recreational activities, or employment.  

Mobility – the ability to get around safely and independently both indoors 

and outdoors – is one of the main challenges that a person living with 

sight loss faces. The level of vision that people with sight loss have 

varies hugely. Some people may have enough vision to get around 

without a mobility aid, such as a long cane or guide dog, and the right 

accessibility features in their environment, such as audible signals, 

smooth footpaths and warning strips on steps which have a positive 

impact on their independence. Others will use a long cane or guide dog, 
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both of which require extensive training that is delivered by NCBI and 

Irish Guide Dogs. In 2016, NCBI provided independent living skills 

training, which includes orientation and mobility training, to 1,583 

individuals.  

The importance of safe spaces when using public transport was 

tragically highlighted in August of 2014 when Patricia Brennan who was 

visually impaired woman lost her life at Raheny DART station. 

Even with well-developed mobility skills, navigating through public 

spaces can be difficult, and sometimes impossible for a person who is 

blind or vision impaired. The same applies to public transport. The 

challenges begin with booking or buying tickets, finding information 

online or via an app and continue as the person makes their way to and 

around the station or Luas platform, awaits the correct train, bus or Luas 

and then tries to figure out what direction they are travelling in and which 

is the correct stop.  

For many years, NCBI has been engaged with all of the transport 

providers, the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport and the 

National Transport Authority (NTA), on ways to improve the service for 

users who are blind or vision impaired. We welcome the progress that 

has been made. We also welcome the opportunity to highlight areas that 

still need work and the need for the establishment of regular, formalised 

engagement structures with both the NTA and the service providers to 

ensure the accessibility of future provision of public transport.  

Current Issues 

NCBI welcomes the Government's commitment in 'A Programme for a 

Partnership Government' to invest in "making public transport services 

more accessible for people with disabilities including the provision of 

audio announcements on train and bus services to aid people who are 

blind and vision impaired." 
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All Public Transport 

 
Accessibility of websites and apps 
 
Websites and apps are an integral part of our daily lives and that is no 
different for someone who is blind or vision impaired. Travel information, 
ticket booking and timetables are all available online and on mobile 
apps. A person who is blind or vision impaired will use either screen 
magnification or screen reading software but the website and app must 
be designed in such a way to make it compatible with these accessibility 
features.  
 
Recommendation: 
 

Public transport operators must prepare for the implementation of EU 

Web Accessibility Directive, which will ensure that all websites and apps 

must be made accessible. Member States have until 23 September 

2018 to transpose the text into their national legislation. The European 

Commission will adopt implementing acts by the end of 2018. This will 

ensure uniform conditions for the implementation of the relevant 

provisions of the Directive.  

The Directive covers websites and mobile apps of public sector bodies. 

It refers to the standards to make websites and mobile apps more 

accessible. Such standards foresee that, for example there should be 

text for images and it should be possible for websites to be browsed 

without a mouse. This requires regular monitoring and reporting of public 

sector websites and mobile apps by Member States. These reports have 

to be communicated to the Commission and made public. 

Public Transport Review  

All current and future public transport services must be disability proofed 

to ensure their accessibility to people who are blind or vision impaired. 

NCBI welcomes the current review and revamp of the transport services 

that is underway and we ask that we be included and consulted with at 

all stages to ensure that our public transport is available to all. 

It is important to consider the role of access officers and user groups in 

this review, as both are vital to the consultation process with 
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representative organisations like NCBI and must be prioritised and 

resourced appropriately.  

It is also vital that NCBI be consulted in relation to any major route 

changes or cancellations before they happen. One example of the 

impact of the absence of engagement is recent changes to a Bus 

Eireann route from Cavan to the Mater hospital in Dublin. This route was 

used by many people with vision impairments travelling to monthly 

outpatients’ clinics for treatment of their eye condition. The sudden 

cancellation of this bus route by Bus Eireann highlights a total lack of 

understanding among senior management within Bus Eireann of the 

needs of people with impaired vision.  

Audible Announcements 

Audible announcements at stations and on public transport are essential 

for independent and safe travel for people who are blind or vision 

impaired. They provide vital information that is not otherwise available to 

the person who cannot read signs or notices independently.  

All public transport should operate audible announcements both within 

carriages / coaches and at stations / platforms to enable those with 

insufficient vision to have access to the same basic information as the 

sighted population i.e. destination of the train, tram or bus and location 

of next stop / station. We will highlight this in further detail below.  

Our Out of Sight survey showed that 54% of people feel audible 

announcements in all stations would make a difference to them.  

53% of people feel audible announcements on public transport would 

make a difference to them. 

 

Monitoring and Review  

We welcome the progress that has been made in some areas but it 

important to maintain standards and deal with faults. It is also vital that 

staff awareness and training form a part of all new accessibility features 

to ensure that they are used consistently and appropriately. We 

therefore ask that monitoring, review and consequences for misuse or 

non-compliance by employees of transport companies, be integrated 
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into the implementing of new and existing accessibility features to 

ensure their continued success and to facilitate equal access.  

Establishing KPIs for accessibility and publishing them quarterly will 

ensure that transport providers are held to account and problems are 

addressed in a timely fashion.  

There has been a transfer of responsibility for the accessibility brief to 

the Public Transport Corporate & Services Division (PTCSD) in DTTAS.   

The timing of this transfer may in fact be opportune given the launch in 

July last of the National Disability Inclusion Strategy 2017-2021. NCBI 

notes that while there is a significantly broader representation on the 

current committee configuration than previously on the PTAC committee, 

the absence of public transport providers themselves at the meetings 

renders them at a remove from the discussions and from engagement 

with the accessibility committee.   

Rail travel 

Many trains and train stations continue to present significant barriers for 

people who are blind and vision impaired. In addition to the ongoing lack 

of audible announcements, with unstaffed stations around the country, 

people with impaired vision are faced with uncertainty as to the 

availability of a member of staff to offer assistance on and off the train. 

People have to give 24 hours' notice of travel, if they require assistance, 

and NCBI finds this situation unacceptable.  

Government policy has recommended that travel notice be reduced to 4 

hours instead of 24 hours. We welcome the intension to reduce the 

notice period from 24 hours to 4 hours, although it remains to be seen 

how this will work, with staff based in “hubs” from which they will move to 

other stations when needed. We request that Irish Rail continue to 

engage with NCBI on the implementation of these changes to ensure the 

best outcome for people who are blind or vision impaired.  

48% of people believe a reliable assistance service in all stations would 

make public transport easier. 

All stations must be fully accessible to persons with impaired vision and 

adhere to EU standards, appropriate to station size and the UNCRPD. 

This includes ticket purchasing, accessible signage, use of tactile 

paving, use of colour contrast and audible announcements of the 
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destination and platform of all trains in advance of and as they enter the 

station. These standards must be imbedded into the design of all new 

stations and any significant refurbishment of current stations and 

requires financial commitment from the Department of Transport, Sport 

and Tourism.  

NCBI recommends that all Irish Rail staff receive disability awareness 

training to ensure an organisation-wide standard for customers with 

disabilities.  

It is essential that all trains and carriages have audible announcements 

that are functioning, switched on and maintained to operate correctly. 

There are many cases where, even when audible announcements exist, 

they are not working or the driver is unaware of their importance. This 

wholly inconsistent approach is unacceptable and makes independent 

travel very difficult for someone who is blind or vision impaired.  

 

3.3 Buses 

The situation with audible announcements is far more consistent on 

Dublin Bus than on Irish Rail, Dart and Commuter trains. However, there 

are still instances where they are not functioning. Customers with vision 

impairments should be able to rely on the provision of audible 

announcements for their journeys. As the Department is also 

responsible for the provision of licences to private transport operators, 

we ask that audible announcements be prioritised as part of the 

licensing process.  

The presence of Kassel kerbing at bus stops enables a person who is 

blind or vision impaired to safely alight from the bus. However, the driver 

will often stop too far away from the kerb, rendering it meaningless. The 

Department needs to consider fitting all buses and coaches with 

cameras to enable monitoring of alignment with kerb edges and reduce 

the risk of persons with impaired vision sustaining injury as they embark 

or disembark the bus. 

 

Trams 

As the Luas is a newer form of transport, accessibility has been a 

consideration from the beginning and this is welcome. However, as the 
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network has expanded, it has meant more options for customers and 

more confusion for customers with impaired vision. With two lines 

crossing at a Luas stop, how is a person with impaired vision supposed 

to know which direction a tram is travelling – towards the Point or 

towards Connolly?  

As well as the provision of functioning and reliable audible 

announcements on all trams, NCBI asks for the audible announcement 

of the destination of the tram as it enters and stops at the platform. 

 

Future Provision 

We believe that many of the issues highlighted above address the 

accessibility of the future provision of public transport in Ireland.  

Disability-proofing at all levels now will ensure an accessible public 

transport system in the future. Advances in technology and digital 

communications have a huge impact on future planning and delivery and 

can drastically improve accessibility but the right features must be 

present if it is to be of use to a person who is blind or vision impaired. 

When those features are present – the world is opened up.   

 

Future of Mobility Training 

Vision Australia recently opened the world’s first state-of-the-art mobility 

training centre, thanks to a $500,000 grant from the Victorian State 

Government. The centre provides a safe and realistic place for a person 

who is blind or has low vision to become familiar and confident with their 

long cane or guide dog. The centre provides a mock outdoor 

environment that includes pedestrian crossings, roadside kerbing, 

functional traffic lights with audio signals, a simulated train carriage and 

train platform, an escalator, a mock café, a reversing car, footpaths and 

various surfaces. 

NCBI sees this as the gold standard of centre-based training, which 

should be explored in Ireland.   
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Taxi subsidies 

NCBI acknowledges that free travel is of great benefit to people who are 

blind or vision impaired. However, it is important to note that taxis play a 

vital role in the mobility and independence of people with impaired vision 

- they are not an optional extra. In rural areas there may be no public 

transport option, or if there is, it is a taxi journey away. Those who live in 

urban areas may not have the confidence or the mobility training to use 

public transport, or may be travelling to an unfamiliar place, making taxis 

their only realistic option.  

In many other countries, taxis subsidies are available to individuals with 

impaired vision because it is recognised that people can’t drive and their 

need to use taxis is legitimate.  

A subsidised taxi transport scheme should also be introduced for this 

cohort of people. In some jurisdictions, a subsidised taxi system is 

available. Some examples include  London’s ‘Taxicard’ system and 

Australia’s Multi-Purpose Taxi Program. 

Taxicard offers subsidised travel in licensed taxis and private hire 

vehicles to London residents with serious mobility impairments or who 

are severely sight impaired. It enables members who have difficulty in 

using buses, trains and tubes to get out and about. 

 

The scheme is paid for by your local council and Transport for London. 

Members pay a minimum fare, with a maximum allowance per journey 

and the individual paying the remainder. There are varying allowances 

for different times of the day and weekdays vs weekends.  

In London, the ‘Taxicard’ system has 65,000 members travelling per 

month.  The monthly cost is in the region of £11.6 million to London 

Councils. Average reimbursement / cost to London Boroughs is £9.05 

per journey. From 2016 to 2017 approximately 1.28m Taxicard trips 

were made. 

We would like to see the introduction of a subsidised taxi transport 

scheme for people with sight loss, as per the London Taxicard system. 

NCBI would be happy to work with the Department on researching this.  
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Conclusion 

There are 54,810 people with sight loss in Ireland. Sight loss ranges 

from mild to moderate and finally to severe, or total sight loss. The 

impact of mild to moderate sight loss, when one can no longer drive, is 

life-changing. Public transport takes on new significance when it is a 

person’s only form of transport.  

The barriers that exist within our public spaces and built environments, 

coupled with the barriers created by inaccessible public transport, hugely 

limit the rights and choices of people with sight loss, leaving them unable 

to fully participate in society. 

The importance of safe spaces when using public transport was 

tragically highlighted in August of 2014 when Patricia Brennan who was 

visually impaired woman lost her life at Raheny DART station. 

In this presentation, we highlight the problems created by trains that 

don’t have audible announcements to allow a person who is blind or 

vision impaired to know where they are or when to get off, by busses 

that are capable of audible announcements but do so unreliably and by 

trams that cannot announce their direction before you embark, leaving 

you unsure whether you are heading to the Point or to Connolly, 

something that is even more relevant since the opening of Luas Cross 

City this past weekend. 

There has been progress, and we welcome that, but it has been slow 

and hard won. We must place disability at the heart of all decisions in 

relation to current and public transport infrastructure. We therefore ask 

the Joint Committee for Transport, Tourism and Sport, to support our 

recommendations to ensure a fully accessible public transport system.  

 


