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The voice of blind and partially sighted people in Europe





Survey report on the implementation of the EU Regulation concerning the rights of disabled persons and persons with reduced mobility (PRMs) when travelling by air and its impact on visually impaired passengers' air travel experience
1 Background

The European Council adopted on 9 June 2006 a Regulation concerning the rights of disabled persons and persons with reduced mobility (PRMs) when travelling by air (Regulation EC No 1107/2006). This was published in the Official Journal of the EU on 26 July 2006.

Contrary to a directive, a regulation is directly applicable in the national legislation of all the Member States of the European Union.

This Regulation entered into force in 2008, two years following the day of its publication. Its articles 3 and 4 on non-discrimination took effect in July 2007. 


The purpose of this Regulation is clearly set out in its Article 1: it is to protect disabled persons and PRMs travelling by air against discrimination and to ensure that they receive the assistance they need.

Its rules apply to commercial air passenger flights on departure from, transit through or arrival at an airport situated in the EU.

Definitions relevant to this Regulation are provided in its Article 2. In particular "disabled person" or "person with reduced mobility" refers to "any person whose mobility when using transport is reduced due to any physical disability (sensory or locomotor, permanent or temporary), intellectual disability or impairment, or any other cause of disability, or age, and whose situation needs appropriate attention and the adaptation to his or her particular needs of the service made available to all passengers".
2 Why this survey?

In 2010, the EBU Commission on Mobility and Access to Transport (CMAT) launched a survey to measure the impact of the Regulation on the travel experience of blind and partially sighted people in the second year of its implementation. Based on the survey results, the CMAT makes recommendations to improve the implementation of the Regulation and to ensure that visually impaired passengers can fully enjoy their rights when travelling by air.
3 Methodology
The attached questionnaire was devised and circulated to all EBU member organisations in the EU who were invited to disseminate it as widely as possible across their membership. 

There were 73 respondents from the following 19 countries: Austria, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, UK.

Although we would have hoped for a higher number of replies, the 73 respondents provide a reasonably representative sample of persons with a visual impairment: 64% are blind, 29% are partially sighted and 7% are deafblind. Although there are far greater numbers of people with partial sight than blindness, the proportion of partially sighted respondents is less than half that of the totally blind taking part in this survey. This may be due to several factors, including the difficulty to reach out to partially sighted persons who tend to be less engaged in the work and activities of organisations of the visually impaired; or the fact that the totally blind feel more concerned because air travel is more challenging for them than it is for those with some residual sight. 

The 73 respondents are well distributed between gender and age groups: 53% are women and 47% are men; 64% are under and 36% are over 55 years of age. 

Details of the distribution of the respondents across sight level, gender and age groups are provided below:
	Gender
	Blind


	Partially sighted
	Deafblind
	Total

	
	Under 55
	Over 55
	Under 55
	Over 55
	Under 55
	Over 55
	

	Female

	18
	2
	12
	5
	1
	1
	39

	Male
	14
	13
	1
	3
	1
	2
	34

	Sub-total
	32
	15
	13
	8
	2
	3
	

	Total
	47 blind
	21 PS
	5 deafblind
	73


After a first attempt at providing a selective analysis of the results per sight level, gender and age groups, we found that, due to the relatively low number of respondents, it was difficult to generate meaningful information and trends using this approach. This report is thus based on the travel experience of persons with a visual impairment as a whole and does not go into the specifics of each group. 
The survey results are provided in annex 1 “Graphical charts” (page 10) and are analysed in the following section.
4 Analysis
4.1 Travel frequency 
84% of the respondents travel at least once a year and 29% of these travel at least once a month. This suggests that air travel is less challenging for persons with a visual impairment than it used to be.

 Only 14% hardly or never travel by air. For 2 respondents, the main reason for not travelling by air is that they cannot afford it. 2% did not reply.
4.2 Awareness of the passing of the Regulation and of the rights it provides
53%  declare they are aware of the passing of the Regulation. Although not all respondents specify how they were informed. Those who do mention: 

Organisations of the visually impaired (internet forums, information services, publications), 10 times; 

EBU (Liaison Commission, Newsletter), 6;
European disability NGOs, 2;
National disability councils, 2;
National civil aviation authorities;
Website of airlines;
European Deafblind Network; 
Word of mouth.

66% of those who were made aware of the passing of the Regulation are satisfied that they have a very or reasonably clear picture of what their rights are when they travel by air. 

4.3 Implementation of the Regulation 

38% think the Regulation has improved their air travel experience, 40% indicate they did not notice any effect and only 1% find the Regulation has made air travel more difficult for them. 21% did not reply.
4.4 Non-compliance with the Regulation 

4.4.1 Airports

When requested, assistance is provided to 79% of the respondents. However, and as shown in the additional comments reproduced below, assistance is of varying standard from airport to airport and often involves delays which make the visually impaired passenger feel being discriminated.
"Yes, however, the assistance is not of the same high standard at all airports.  I have been forced to wait for more than half an hour, in one case for almost an hour, before I was met by an assistant when leaving the plane, even though I had told them before that I am blind and my data was entered into the computer", (blind man, 40).

"Yes, but quite often have to wait 15-30 minutes, which didn’t happen before", (blind woman, 30).

"Normally, but sometimes one has to wait for 30 minutes or so, which is discriminatory", (blind man, 63).

"In most cases, yes; occasionally airports try to require me to sit in a wheelchair in order to get assistance, even if I am merely blind, not mobility impaired", (blind man, 33).

"Often, but can be hard when travelling to other countries. When I changed airplane at an international airport a few months ago staff did not speak English. Quite confusing", (blind man, 34).

5% of the respondents state they do not receive the assistance requested but provide little information as to the circumstances under which it was denied. 

11% of the respondents do not request any assistance mainly because they travel with a guide.  1 respondent did not know whom to ask. 
For 12% of the respondents, assistance is made available at both check-in and designated points. As one respondent put it, "this varies according to time and place", (deafblind man, 68).
55% are provided with assistance only at check-in and 8% only at designated points. Various behaviours seem to account for this:
- As suggested by 1 respondent, it is quicker to get assistance from the check-in counter rather than from a designated point where waiting time is felt to be longer: “Quite often so unsure whether staff arrives on time that I dare not trust. therefore go to check-in”, (blind woman, 30).
-  It may also be the case that visually impaired travellers do not always understand the assistance set-up at airports and are not aware of the possibility to get assistance from designated points: "It can be hard to get assistance from buses to check in points, since there is no EU-regulation on assistance from buses yet. Usually manage to the check-in counter myself or ask passers-by for help", (partially sighted woman, 33).
- Although flying on their own, some respondents get a sighted guide to accompany them to the airport and go directly to the check-in counter to ask for the further assistance they need: "Normally goes to airport with a guide", (blind man, 72).
A wheelchair is offered to 62% of the respondents even though they have not asked for one whilst 21% report they have not experience being proposed one. This is strongly resented by most visually impaired travellers: 

"Yes, way too often!! Staff at airports should finally understand that there is nothing wrong with a blind person’s legs and we can walk full well even if distances at the airports were longer", (blind woman, 38).

"Yes almost always.  It is almost the first words.  Do you need a wheelchair", (blind man, 53).

"Often under new airport provision. And I am told that that is the rule when I contradict and advise them of the EU regs", (blind man, 63).

"Yes, they offered. They didn´t allow me to walk", (blind woman, 23).

"Yes, on a number of occasions, which I always vehemently turned down, sometimes to the dissatisfaction of the assistants", (blind man, 40).

One respondent however clarifies that she was proposed a wheelchair because "staff hadn’t known beforehand what type of disability I have", (deafblind woman, 70).
42% Vs 33% of the respondents find the staff at airports are properly trained to assist visually impaired passengers. 8% think not all ground-handling staff receive adequate training. Most recurrent comments by respondents include:

- Staff should be trained in how to address the specific needs of different groups of visually impaired travellers (blind, partially sighted, deafblind and guide dog users). 
"Yes, although it could be better, especially when talking about specific needs of deaf blind, blind and partially sighted", (blind man, under 55).

"Yes, they are much better at their work. However, they sometimes find it confusing that a PS person needs assistance, especially when they notice I can still see something", (partially sighted woman, under 55).

"Think I am blind", (partially sighted man, under 55).

"For assisting persons, yes, for assisting persons with guide dogs, no. have very little knowledge on guide dogs and how they work", (blind woman, under 55).

- Staff providing assistance should undergo refresher training at regular intervals. 
"Yes, but such training should be repeated regularly", (partially sighted man, over 55).

"The training received by staff should be updated with frequent opportunities for retraining", (partially sighted woman, under 55).
- All staff involved in the travel chain, including those not providing assistance should receive disability awareness training.
"Staff should have been given education, and also all board staff of Travel Servis company", (blind man, over 55).

The best experience in terms of assistance provision is reported by a blind woman aged under 55: "treat you as equal person, talk to you, tell you the assortment of shops without asking for it, and transfer from plane to arrival lounge is by bus as the non-disabled, not by car".  

The worst is from a blind man under 55: "(…) at times you are made to feel like a piece of luggage, just been brought from A to B.  If you wish to buy food, or look for duty free then things can be a bit more difficult.  Some staff  are excellent, some don't think it is part of their job". 
Assistance is positively assessed by 86% of the respondents and only 2% have a negative opinion.

While 89% of the respondents have never been charged for the assistance they need, 5% consider they have been made to pay. It seems that in most cases charges do not relate directly to the assistance itself but, for example, having to call chargeable phone number to book assistance, or being charged by taxi drivers if asked to assist to airport check-in areas. 
4.4.2 Airlines
Information provided by airlines is accessible for more than a half of the respondents (53%) while this is not the case for 33%.

Most recurrent contents and formats mentioned by respondents include safety instructions in Braille, oral description of the cabin and of the main safety features (localisation of emergency exits), hands-on demonstrations of safety equipment (oxygen masks and life jackets). 

58% of the respondents get the sitting arrangement they require, 8% do not get it systematically and 4% usually do not get it. 18% of the respondents do not have sitting preferences.

Out of the 17% of respondents who travel with a guide dog, 94% have positive feedback on the handling of their companion. The following problems have however been reported:

"Nothing is available for dog's relief when in transit", (blind woman, under 55).

"Sitting arrangements for guide dogs can be a problem sometimes as well as metal detectors", (blind woman, under 55).

One respondent reported an example of good practice for airlines to implement: "Fincom aircrafts make an announcement: a guide dog in the plane, anyone allergic or asthmatic, hands up!", (deafblind man, over 55).
4.5 Most recurrent problems encountered include:
Waiting for assistance for too long.

Being imposed a wheelchair.

Being isolated from other passengers.

Rude or inadequate behaviour of staff.

Access to information (language barrier, poor signage or poorly audible announcements).

Luggage handling.

Cost of assistance.

Denial of boarding to a guide.

4.6 Complaint procedure
Only 7% of the respondents lodged a complaint against a breach of their rights. This is mainly due to procedures being too complicated and to unsatisfactory outcome. 
"We  lodged a complaint, first to the board of Vienna international airport, but they forwarded it to Austrian Airlines. Very complicated", (partially sighted woman, over 55).

"Very complicated", (blind woman, over 55).

5 Recommendations 
5.1. Still one-third of visually impaired air passengers do not have a clear understanding of their rights. Organisations of persons with disabilities and other stakeholders, including European institutions, national governments, civil aviation authorities and air operators, should take concerted action for the provision and dissemination of clear and accessible information on the Regulation and the rights it provides. 
5.2. This survey clearly shows that, in spite of encouraging developments, efforts must be pursued towards a more effective implementation of the Regulation. A majority of respondents do not find the Regulation has brought about significant improvements to their air travel experience. To remedy this, air operators should endeavour to provide higher quality service (e.g. reducing waiting time at designated points, making sure staff is properly trained). The satisfaction of air passengers with disabilities should be assessed at regular intervals to identify areas where improvements are needed.
5.3. Adequate training is key to quality service provision. All those with a visual impairment are not totally blind. Some have low vision, others are deafblind. An ever increasing number of visually impaired persons travel with a guide dog. Staff should be properly trained in how to meet the specific needs of these different groups and should receive refresher training at regular intervals.   All staff involved in the travel chain and not providing direct assistance to passengers with disabilities (security, customs, catering, etc) should receive disability awareness training.
5.4. Access to information is particularly challenging for visually impaired people. More accessible information should be made available to cover all stages of a journey. Airports and airlines should make sure their websites are accessible. Good signage in airports and on board aircrafts is crucial for passengers with low vision. Safety instructions should also be made available in large print for those who have some residual sight and who cannot read Braille. Hands-on demonstrations of safety features and equipment should be provided to a larger extent.
5.5. Civil aviation authorities and air operators should see to it that clear information is made available on how to lodge a complaint.  Procedures should be made much simpler and more transparent if the Regulation is to be properly enforced and if visually impaired people are to enjoy fully their air passenger rights. 
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6 Annex 1 – Graphical charts
1. How often do you travel by air?
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2. Have you been made aware of the passing of the Regulation in July 2006, and how?
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3. Do you feel you have a clear picture of what your rights are under the Regulation? 
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4. Has the Regulation made air travel more accessible, safer and more comfortable for you?
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5. Do you always get the assistance you ask for?
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6. Do you usually get assistance:
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7. Have you been offered a wheelchair without having asked for it?
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8. Do you find the staff at our airports have received the proper disability awareness training, including the needs of blind, partially-sighted and deaf-blind people?
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9. Do you feel the assistance you have been provided meets your needs?
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10. Assistance is provided free of charge under the Regulation. Have you ever been made to pay?
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11. Do the airlines you travel with provide accessible information (map of aircraft, safety procedures, etc.)?
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12. Do you usually get the sitting arrangement you require?
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13. Are you satisfied with the handling of your guide dog, if you use one?
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14. Have you ever lodged a complaint against a breach of the Regulation?
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This survey is supported by the European Union Programme for Employment and Social Solidarity - PROGRESS (2007-2013). 

This programme is implemented by the European Commission. It was established to financially support the implementation of the objectives of the European Union in the employment, social affairs and equal opportunities area, and thereby contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 Strategy goals in these fields. 

The seven-year Programme targets all stakeholders who can help shape the development of appropriate and effective employment and social legislation and policies, across the EU-27, EFTA-EEA and EU candidate and pre-candidate countries.

For more information see:  http://ec.europa.eu/progress
The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion of the European Commission.
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