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To Otago Regional Council
Please find attached our submission on the Draft Otago Regional Public Transport Plan 2025 – 2035 






For any further inquiries, please contact:
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Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
We work on systemic change for the equity of disabled people 
Disabled Persons Assembly NZ (DPA) is a not-for-profit pan-impairment Disabled People’s Organisation run by and for disabled people.
We recognise:
· Māori as Tangata Whenua and Te Tiriti o Waitangi as the founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand;
· disabled people as experts on their own lives;
· the Social Model of Disability as the guiding principle for interpreting disability and impairment; 
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the basis for disabled people’s relationship with the State;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles, Whāia Te Ao Mārama: Māori Disability Action Plan, and Faiva Ora: National Pasifika Disability Disability Plan as avenues to disabled people gaining greater choice and control over their lives and supports. 
We drive systemic change through: 
Rangatiratanga / Leadership: reflecting the collective voice of disabled people, locally, nationally and internationally. 
[bookmark: _Int_kJfymj42]Pārongo me te tohutohu / Information and advice: informing and advising on policies impacting on the lives of disabled people.
Kōkiri / Advocacy: supporting disabled people to have a voice, including a collective voice, in society.
Aroturuki / Monitoring: monitoring and giving feedback on existing laws, policies and practices about and relevant to disabled people.

The Submission
DPA welcomes the opportunity to submit on the Otago Regional Council’s (ORC) Draft Public Transport Plan 2025 – 2035.
Since the last public transport plan, Statistics New Zealand published their 2023 Disability Survey results. In terms of the total population of disabled people in Otago, the survey showed that 7.4% of the region’s population (n=36,000) identified as disabled people.[footnoteRef:5217] [5217:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/information-releases/disability-statistics-2023/] 

The same survey also reported on the barriers that disabled people face in accessing public transport. For example more disabled people said that they experienced transport problems than non-disabled people.[footnoteRef:28358] [28358:  Ibid.
] 

These inequities in accessing transport for disabled people are why our regional public transport system needs to continue its evolution towards becoming fully accessible and inclusive for everyone, including disabled people.
Before diving into this submission, we wish to praise the ORC for undertaking the following transport initiatives which have benefitted disabled people and non-disabled people over the last ten years:
· Introducing $2 flat fare and free child fares
· Moving Total Mobility from paper vouchers to cards
· Increasing the Total Mobility subsidy from 50% to 75%
· Adding express and peak services to Mosgiel
· Beginning the roll out of accessible zero-emission electric buses
· Undertaking significant bus stop upgrades.
DPA holds significant concerns around the government’s cuts to public transport funding. We raised these concerns in our submission to the Government’s Policy Statement on Land Transport last year. 
However, we welcome and recognise the Council’s proposals to mitigate, amongst other things, the proposed bus fare increases by retaining its focus on public transport provision in this document.
Topic 1: Are we focusing on the right things in the plan?
DPA agrees that the ORC is focusing on the right things in the plan.

When it comes to passenger experience, we agree with the objective of providing useful public transport services that respect the safety and wellbeing of passengers, particularly those who are transport-disadvantaged.

One of the legally recognised transport disadvantaged groups are disabled people and we recommend that priority is accorded to improving the accessibility, inclusivity and safety of all public transport services over the ten-year life of this plan.

However, the need for safety applies both on buses and while waiting for and exiting from them, particularly at the Dunedin Bus Hub. 

We acknowledge the efforts that the ORC has gone to around improving security at the hub following the tragic stabbing death there in May 2024, including the launch of a publicity campaign focused on safety and stationing of security guards around the site.

DPA considers that more needs to be done to ensure that all people who use public transport, particularly buses, can have safe journeys both to and from the bus hub. 

Bus user safety is a continuing issue for disabled people too as was evidenced in recent media reporting about the experiences of disabled students who used buses driven by largely inexperienced and poorly trained bus drivers in Wellington.[footnoteRef:31217]  [31217:  https://thespinoff.co.nz/society/03-04-2025/disabled-passengers-allege-continued-pattern-of-mistreatment-by-metlink-staff
] 


In Otago, we note that the ORC continues to deliver disability responsiveness training to all bus drivers and has robust mechanisms for dealing with complaints from passengers. 

We are also pleased to hear that the ORC plans to provide training to all drivers who work for small passenger vehicle service providers registered with the Total Mobility (TM) scheme. This is a long overdue move and one which will, hopefully, improve the quality and level of service provided to disabled people who are TM users by passenger vehicle service providers. 

We also support the objective of continuing to build an environmental sustainability focus into transport provision, something the ORC has been steadily doing over the last ten years and is now seeking to accelerate through its roll out of zero carbon electric buses in Dunedin.

We have noted in past submissions to Council the need to recognise that disabled people are disproportionately impacted by climate change and that any policy moves which seek to address its root causes are much appreciated by us.

We agree that services should provide value for money. However, any value for money assessments should include the benefits public transport has for transport-disadvantaged people, including disabled people.

	Recommendation 1: That priority is accorded to improving the accessibility, inclusivity and safety of all public transport services over the ten-year life of the transport plan.



	Recommendation 2: That value for money assessments of transport services include the benefits to transport-disadvantaged people.



Topic 2: Should we support community transport services in smaller towns and rural areas?
DPA supports the extension of community transport services to smaller towns and rural areas.

This is something that DPA and other local disability organisations and disabled people have long called for in successive submissions.

Provincial centres including Oamaru, Alexandra, Balclutha, Wānaka, Cromwell and other localities have long been underserved when it comes to accessible public transport services, which has particularly impacted on the ability of disabled and older people in these centres to fully participate in the lives of their communities.

We agree with the ORC’s analysis that funding community transport providers in local communities will provide equitable transport solutions allowing people, including disabled and older people, the ability to maintain independence by allowing the ability to travel without having to rely on family, friends or other informal networks.

The ORC should look at build financial incentives into funding for community transport providers for 24/7, 365 day a year service provision in provincial communities. We recommend this on the basis that 24/7 mobility passenger services are difficult to access in Dunedin and Queenstown, let alone in provincial communities which do not currently have them. Maintaining 24/7 service should be viewed as crucial (and perhaps more achievable) in provincial centres where small mobility passenger service providers/taxi companies do not operate to the same extent as in Dunedin or Queenstown.

Funding should also adequately cover the costs of driver training (including disability responsiveness), vehicle purchase and modification, and other additional costs associated with providing services in large, sparsely populated areas.

	Recommendation 3:  That community transport services are adequately funded to provide 24/7 transport services in provincial communities.


Topic 3: Should we increase our passenger fares?
DPA appreciates the pressure that Council is under due to the public transport funding cuts made by central government.
For this reason, we acknowledge the efforts that Council has gone to in mitigating the proposed base fare increases proposed for all adult Bee Card passengers.
Given the government’s requirement that greater fare box recovery from bus passengers is undertaken, we reluctantly agree with the Council’s proposed fare increase.
In doing so, we acknowledge that this will impact on low-income people, many of whom are disabled people.
We ask that after this year’s fare increases that they are frozen for the next two financial years with any additional fare box recovery being subsidised by the ORC via a mix of rates revenue, dividends from Port Otago and increased charges for bus advertising.
Freezing fares will help many low-income earners, including students, beneficiaries, disabled and older bus users in these very difficult and uncertain economic times. It would also prevent any decrease in service patronage.
Ultimately, we support the call of the Free Fares Aotearoa campaign for central government to fully fund all regional councils so that fare free travel can be provided to everyone around the country.
[bookmark: _Int_P6oAdDPg]However, we acknowledge that the call for free fares is not currently supported by government and that a small fare increase and then freeze funded by the ORC is the most practical solution in the circumstances.
	Recommendation 4: That Council freeze all bus fares following this year’s increase for the next two financial years.


Topic 4: Should we charge more for longer trips?
DPA supports the re-introduction of fare zones across the city, including a possible one covering trips to Dunedin Airport should such a service be introduced.
DPA supports the concept of charging more for longer trips taken by passengers on the proviso that fares are increased by 50 cents extra per zone. This small differential in the charging step would mean that a significant number of bus patrons will not be deterred from taking public transport, especially if they need to take longer journeys.
We agree that this move will distribute the cost of services more equitably across passengers and cover the costs involved in servicing longer routes.
	Recommendation 5: That cross zone travel fares are charged at only 50 cents extra per zone travelled.



Topic 5: Should we keep our free fares for children (5-12)?
DPA supports the retention of free fares for children aged 5-12.
This will be beneficial and counter some of the sting associated with fare increases due to central government policy decisions, particularly for families whānau and children who use buses.

This will benefit families which have disabled adults and/or children within them.
Total Mobility
DPA has submitted to the ORC on this issue for many years and, as with Council, we await the next steps in the Ministry of Transport’s review of Total Mobility (TM).
Earlier in the submission, we welcomed the ORC’s commitment to extend training to all drivers working for TM registered small passenger services.
We have also been pleased to see that the ORC has been committed to funding new vehicle fit outs and to retaining the current 75% fare subsidy.
We are particularly pleased to see that Total Mobility services will be offered to people in the Alexandra area within the next three years. Our recommendation is that any major provincial centres not covered by TM are also added to the scheme by Council over the 10-year timeframe of this plan.
One of key concerns with TM is the quality and level of service afforded to customers by TM registered providers, including taxi companies, in the Dunedin area. We have seen recent media reports and anecdotally heard from disabled people that the levels of service from some longstanding taxi companies has been poor, especially around wait times.[footnoteRef:15088] [15088:  https://www.odt.co.nz/business/tardy-taxis-taxing
] 

We hope that the extension of driver training will assist in improving the level of service by small passenger service companies to disabled people in the Dunedin area.
We would also like to recommend that more information is made available in accessible formats to all TM users about the choices they have with respect to services they can use, as we know that there are newer operators in the market who provide a higher, more reliable level of service to clients.
	Recommendation 6: That any major Otago provincial centres not currently covered by TM are added to the scheme over the next 10 years.


	Recommendation 7: That more information is made available in accessible formats to all TM users about the service choices they have.
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