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Disability Transport Task Force: Survey Data Analysis February 2010 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Background. 
The Lismore Disability Transport Task Force was formulated in August 2009 in response to community 
lobbying concerning a perceived lack of availability of wheelchair accessible taxis (WATS) in and around 
Lismore.  The Task Force determined to ascertain if there were insufficient WATS within Lismore as well as 
look at what barriers might exist for people dependent on mobility devices. It became apparent that this 
brief was too narrow as people using mobility aids across the Northern Rivers wanted to have input 
concerning not just Taxis, but a range of transport options. The focus was expanded to encompass residents 
of Northern Rivers who use mobility devices with an aim to determine their views on local modes of 
transport, being Taxis, Public Buses and Community Transport. A survey was undertaken to explore what 
modes were used, preferred and what barriers might exist concerning each mode. There were 26 valid 
responses as well as a paper submitted from the Northern Rivers Multiple Sclerosis Network (NRMSN). 
The ensuing survey results support the prediction that there are insufficient WATs in Lismore as respondents 
from this area were much more likely to list availability as the major barrier. The results however raise 
awareness of the many barriers and issues people with disability face, in using all local modes of transport.  
 
Survey Results: 
Whilst there were only 26 respondents the quality of response was high, with much additional comment and 
informed suggestions for improvement of local transport options. The respondents covered a wide area of 
the Northern Rivers and spanned ages from 19 to 68.The Northern Rivers Multiple Sclerosis Network 
submitted a paper outlining the collective views of their members which supports the overall outcomes of 
the survey. 
Taxis were by far the most utilised transport option for people with mobility aids, however the barriers 
encountered were more extensive than thought. Whereas availability certainly was an issue, the cost of 
using taxis was the single biggest collective inhibiting factor, this being despite the fact that 20 of the 26 
respondents were receiving TTSS (Taxi Transport Subsidy Scheme) allowing 50% reduction in Taxi travel costs 
(for trips not exceeding $30). Community Transport showed some surprising results in that access issues and 
lack of appropriate vehicles were considered the highest barriers. The main barriers in using Public Buses 
were access and design with lack of information and availability rating a high second. 
 
Outcomes. 
In February 2010 the Task Force will use the survey results to establish a strategic plan outlining priorities 
and timeframes. It is envisioned that there would be liaison with the media, Taxi companies, funding bodies, 
community groups and services for people with disabilities. It is clear that improvements are particularly 
needed in Lismore and the group is committed to developing practical solutions.  
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Introduction. 
In July 2009 local resident Jacob Baldwin established a Task Force to look at the issue of lack of wheelchair 
accessible transport in the Lismore area. This came after he was left waiting for a Taxi for two hours in 
Lismore on a cold, rainy, mid-July evening. The issue was taken up by the local media which exposed the 
comparative low percentage of Wheelchair Accessible Taxis (WATs) for a city of the population size of 
Lismore. The comparative local figures below show the disproportionate level of disability transport.   
 

Town & surrounds  Population Number of WATs 
Ballina population   40,266   7 WATS  
Casino population   10,504  4 WATs 
Byron Bay population    30,635  9 WATs 
Lismore population   44,225  3 WATs 
(Population according to the 2006 census data) 
 

Whilst studies support that the issue of WAT availability is felt across Australia and New Zealand, it would 
appear the extremely low incidence of WAT ownership could compound these matters for people with 
disabilities in and around Lismore, particularly during school delivery and pick up times. The Task Force, 
consisting of personnel from services working with people with disabilities, the regional transport 
development worker, Lismore City Council and the Dept of NSW Transport and Infrastructure, and 
community members set out to see if this was in fact the case. It was decided to devise and circulate a 
survey throughout local networks as the group did not have resources to conduct a major study. Northern 
Rivers Community Transport (NRCT) developed a survey and considered it opportune to include views on 
public buses and community transport.  
 

Aim of Survey: 
To ascertain if there is sufficient transport available for people who use mobility aids/devices living in the 
Northern Rivers and what, if any, are the barriers to using Taxis, Community Transport and Public Buses?  
 

The initial focus on Taxi usage within Lismore was expanded as people with disabilities across the Northern 
Rivers requested to have input. As this was considered valuable information the area of study was extended 
to encompass the Northern Rivers and to include the 3 main forms of local transport, being taxis, community 
transport and public buses. 
 

Survey: 
The survey was developed by NRCT and trialled on 3 residents of Lismore/Goonellabah who are dependent 
on mobility devices, 2 whom use a combination of electric and manual wheelchairs, the third, a scooter. As a 
result of the interviews the survey was simplified, tick boxes added and electronic adaptations added to 
prevent corruption when used on the internet. A qualitative, descriptive approach was taken with the 
expectation that the sample size would be small. Exploratory research(*p8) determined that across Australia 
and New Zealand the main barriers to transport for people using mobility aids was lack of availability, 
unsuitable design, attitude of provider, safety, cost, lack of information, unconnected modes, waiting times 
and infrastructure. The survey utilised the findings from these reports and designed a multiple choice 
questionnaire. The survey sought to acquire information on modes, frequency of use, types of activities, 
preferences, barriers and ideas for improvements. See attached survey pro-forma (attachment 1). 
 

Dissemination of Survey 
The task force was able to widely circulate the survey throughout the Northern Rivers via; 

 NRCT Website 

 DAISI Newsletter and web-site  

 Lismore City Council; Disability Services network list. 

 NRSDC (Northern Rivers Social Development Council) newsletter 

 OnQ, Disability employment agency for the Northern Rivers  

 Multiple Sclerosis Network 
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Survey Analysis 
Respondents 
There were 33 responses, 26 were considered valid, those excluded did not list usage of mobility devices, 
although one respondent with vision impairment was included as his/her needs and issues were aligned and 
relevant to the study. Given that often there are compounding disabilities for people using mobility aids and 
filling out surveys is not always easy, the level of response is considered good. A paper was also submitted 
from the Northern Rivers Multiple Sclerosis Network (NRMSN) outlining a collective response.  
 
Respondents were aged between 19 and 68 with the median age being 38. Respondents from 
Lismore/Goonellabah made up 73% with the remaining respondents living across the Northern Rivers from 
Kingscliff to Coraki. Areas include Ballina, Byron, Casino, Coraki, Dunoon, Kingscliff, Mt Burrell and Nimbin. 
The majority of respondents, 20/26 receive Taxi Transport Subsidy vouchers which provide ½ price taxi 
transport up to a $30 ceiling. 
 

Mobility devices. 
The types of mobility aids used are summarised below. Several respondents use multiple aids.  
 

   
 

 
Mode by trip purpose. 
This graph provides a snapshot of the types of modes people use for various activities.  
Taxis are by far the most widely utilised mode with 60% of all activities accessed by Taxis. This is to be 
expected for people using mobility devices due to convenience. Community Transport only offers transport 
to medical appointments, at an individual level; social trips offered are bus-group transport. It is interesting 
to note that where comparable individual services are offered by Community Transport, the usage is the 
same as for Taxis. The high incidence of activity classified as ‘other’ usually related to daycare activities. 
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Mode usage by frequency. 
This graph shows that while Taxis provide access across many activities, for activities requiring daily 
patronage people generally depend on ‘other’, which is usually a friend or family member to drive them. 
Taxis have very high occasional use and Community Transport the highest non-use. Buses show scattered 
usage, but again, a high number of people do not utilise this mode at all. 
 

 
 
Barriers. 
The main aim of the survey was to ascertain the level of barriers that exist for people using mobility 
aids/devices. The results clearly outline a range of issues across all local transport modes, the single biggest 
issue however emerging being the cost of taxis. Despite the fact that 20/26 respondents received subsidised 
Taxis travel it is clear that the $30 ceiling imposed prohibits the distance, activity attendance and frequency 
desired of Taxi transport. The NRMSN submitted a paper (attachment 2) which compares the Taxi systems, 
benefits and subsidies offered in other States and generally, they are much better than in NSW. 
If the area of residence is broken into local government areas, 19 respondents were from the Lismore lga 
and of these 9 commented on the lack of taxis with several specific comments relating to availability/waiting 
times during school runs.  The following graph demonstrates the spread of barriers. 
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Barriers 
Taxis 

The expectation that availabilty would be the greatest 
barrier to using Taxis proved incorrect. Cost outweighed 
all other obstacles. Comments such as “due to high 
medical and pharmaceutical expenses I cannot afford 
taxis even with TTSS”, and “very expensive round trip 
from my home to town even with the subsidy, $20 is a 
lot of money”. Design and access issues parred with 
waiting times. However there were blurred areas in the 
survey between access, availabity and waiting times e.g. 
respondents commenting on time and availabilty in the 

access question. It is clear though that respondents had issues with overall Taxi availabilty, “I can’t get a taxi 
before 10 am and usually need to see my specialist at 8 am. If a friend can’t take me I miss my appointment”, 
and another respondent stated “Not enough wheelchair taxis in the area”. Overall 9 respondents (all 
residents of the Lismore lga) made written comment on the lack of availability and several linked this to 
school runs specifically, “Not enough SPV in area so at shcool times no transport able to transport me”. 
‘Attitude’ was raised by 4 respondents as being an issue, one respondent’s comment “Taxis have told me 
they do not like coming all the way up from town to run me to the club or other small fares...have had to 
wait some time for them occasionally and also this attitude has made me feel irrelevant”. Safety mostly 
concerned seat belt procedures and lack of support, e.g. providing the passenger’s walker on egress.  
 
 
Community Transport  

The majority of issues (43%) concerned a lack of 
appropriate wheelchair accessible vehicles and limited 
operating hours. Respondents said that the wheelchair 
accessible buses did not always suit their needs, e.g. 
were uncomfortable or did not accommodate their 
device e.g. heavy scooter. There are no wheelchair 
accessible vehicles other than buses which provide 
group trips and the hours of operation were insufficient. 
Safety was sited an issue with mention of wheelchair 
fixing points and lack of training for drivers, one 

comment being “not trained for assistance for wheelchair users”. Cost was also considered a barrier by 2 
respondents.  
 
 
Public Buses 

Buses rated as the most difficult overall mode and the 
barriers were considered extensive. Cost was not an 
issue but accessibility, times of operation, connections, 
and lack of information were all considered prohibitive 
factors. One client stated “I do not even know if public 
buses are wheelchair accessible! Are they?”, another 
respondent commented “how would you feel to 
manually wheel your wheelchair to the bus stop, only to 
find you can’t get in the bus?”. Lack of buses, lack of 
appropriate design, lack of information, and distances to 

bus stops were given as reasons why only 4 respondents used buses regularly.   
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Respondents Suggestions for Improvement. 
The following graph groups and summarises the comments made, not all respondents chose to offer 
suggestions for improvement.  
 
 

 
 

 
Access Gaps. 
Respondents were asked were there any activities they would like to engage in if they had transport. There 
was a clear need for more access to social activities (64%). The following graph groups and summarises the 
comments made. 
 

 

 



8 

 

Conclusion 

Overall the survey results paint a disappointing picture concerning transport options for people using 
mobility aids/devices in the Northern Rivers. There are many activities that people using mobility aids wish 
to engage in and they wish to do so more frequently than is presently possible.   
 
Taxis were considered overly expensive, Community Transport unavailable and buses practically unusable. 
Respondents from the Lismore local government area did verify the initial proposition; that there are 
insufficient wheelchair accessible taxis in the area, however, the range of difficulties experienced across all 
modes and across the Northern Rivers region generally indicate that a range of broader issues exist which 
impact on social equity, opportunity and social inclusion. 
 
There are some clear patterns of experience even though the survey sample is small. Taxis are used to access 
the majority of activities however cost prohibits frequent use or trips to daily activities. Community 
Transport offers limited services at limited times and is further limited by the types of vehicles available.  
Buses have so many barriers, or are perceived as such, that there is minimal usage despite the Government’s 
drive to create a public transport system that is equitable to people with disabilities. Respondents’ 
comments and suggestions are tabled and documented in full, (see attachment 3). These comments paint a 
clear picture of the extent of frustration felt and the limits placed on community participation due to 
restricted transport options. 
 
It is likely that in fact there are more transport options than people realise, however, transport providers 
would need to promote and inform in a manner that reaches people with disabilities. This was evidenced by 
passengers thinking Community Transport was too expensive. Community Trasnport Services charge a 
minimal contribution which is waived in the case of financial hardship. Similarly, the lack of knowledge about 
wheelchair accessible public buses suggests improvements in public profile and information is required.  
 
The results of the survey have helped clarify what the barriers are, as they pertain to each local transport 
mode as well as the extent and locality of specific issues. The Task Force would like to thank all respondents 
for their time and effort in completing the survey. That fact that issues are more compounded and 
widespread than first thought allows for a realistic look at matters and provides the first step to developing 
relevant solutions. The survey results and the paper submitted by the Northern Rivers Multiple Sclerosis 
Network will assist the Task Force members to develop a Strategic Plan in early 2010, another step along the 
long road to equitable transport options.  
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Research Material 

EVALUATION OF WHELCHAIR ACCESSIBLE TAXI SERVICES 
Department of Infrastructure Energy and Resources 
SGS Economics and Planning Pty. Ltd. 
email: sgstas@sgs-pl.com.au 
web: www.sgs-pl.com.au  
 

THE ACCESSIBLE JOURNEY:  
Report of the Inquiry into Accessible Public Land Transport 
Human Rights Commission 
September 2005 
infoline@hrc.co.nz  
 
REVIEW OF THE DISABILTY STANDARDS FOR ACCESSIBLE TRANSPORT 
The Allan Consulting Group 
January 2008 
www.ddatransportreview.com.au  
 
NSW Transport and Infrastructure 

http://www.transport.nsw.gov.au/taxi/WAT-licence-info-package.pdf 

Australian Bureau of Statistics 
2006 Census  
www.censudata.abs.gov.au  
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