

 

July 20, 2009
Directorate General of Civil Aviation,
Aurbindo Marg,
Opp. Safdarjung Airport
New Delhi – 110 003
 
Subject: Implementation Status of DGCA CAR ‘Carriage by Air of Persons with Disability’ (Section 3 – Air Transport, Series ‘M’ Part I)
 
Dear Sir,
 
It has been over a year since the CAR on ‘Carriage by Air of Persons with Disability and/ or Persons with Reduced Mobility’ was brought into force on 1st May 2008. This landmark CAR, that was a result of extensive public consultation conducted by the office of DGCA, was designed to address the usability and safety needs of travelers with disability.
 
Unfortunately, the ground scenario has not changed much. I submit to yourself a brief summary of the provisions for persons using wheelchairs, such as myself, at Delhi, Bangalore, Mangalore and Hyderabad airports as experienced by myself during a tour of these cities from July 06 – 12, 2009. During this tour, I flew Indigo, Jet Lite and Kingfisher Red airlines.
 
The compiled chart clearly reflects poor implementation of this CAR and the following highlighted points require your attention:
 
1. Awareness: While there certainly has been an increased awareness of the CAR and none of the airline staff insisted on a ‘disclaimer’ to be signed by me, but there is very limited awareness of the finer provisions of the CAR such as allowing wheelchair users to use their own wheelchair up to the aircraft door and most airlines insisted on me to check-in my personal wheelchair along with the rest of the luggage right at the check-in counter itself.
 
2. Design faults at Airports: There is a clear inconsistency in the design and usability of the facilities provided by the various airport authorities (or their sub-contracted operators such as GMR, etc). This has resulted in non-uniformity of provisions such as ramps, toilet facilities, etc and this causes inconvenience to disabled persons such as myself who do not know whether the designated facilities for use of disabled passengers are actually usable by them.
 
As you will notice in the attached chart, except at Delhi (domestic arrival) terminal, although there existed clearly demarcated toilet facilities exclusively for use by persons with disabilities, I failed to independently use any of them as these did not have the sufficient internal size to allow independent wheelchair maneuvering and also the grab-bars were either missing or positioned inappropriately (thereby becoming barriers rather than assistance). This is really sad considering that Bangalore, Mangalore and Delhi (domestic terminal 1-D) have been very recently constructed/ refurbished and should have therefore been fully accessible to wheelchair users.
 
3. Untrained Ground Handling Agencies: Ground handling agencies at all airports continue to be oblivious of the needs of disabled passengers. They are only trained to cater to the needs of elderly citizens who rely on using a wheelchair up to the aircraft door and can then walk up to their seats. Despite a mandatory regulation in CAR that ground handling agents who handle passengers with disabilities have requisite training in assisting such passengers, there seems to be clear misunderstanding of this requirement by both the airline staff as well as the ground handling agencies. During each boarding and disembarking incident of my journey, both the ground handling agents and the cabin crew were clueless on how to assist me (someone who can not stand at all). Therefore, my fellow passenger (my colleague who was luckily accompanying me on this entire tour) ended up physically assisting me for transferring in/ out of the aircraft seat.
 
4. Non-provision of Appropriate Equipment: Despite clear directives from DGCA and various previous directions from Hon’ble Supreme Court as well as the Hon’ble Delhi High Court, the airline operators continue to deprive wheelchair users of essential equipment such as ambulifts (where air bridges are not provided), aisle chairs and wheelchair friendly transfer buses (for passenger transfers between the airport terminal and the aircraft). What is worse is that the ground handling agencies continue to use medieval, unsafe as well as defamatory techniques of lifting and carrying wheelchair users, akin a sac of vegetables, into/ out the transfer busses and the aircrafts.
 
Once exception was IndoGo airlines that has a wheelchair accessible low floor bus (with an inbuilt boarding ramp) at Delhi (departure terminal) as well as a ramped access route to the front aircraft door. Unfortunately, in my case this wasn’t much help as the airline allotted me a seat in the last row of the aircraft when there was only a stepped ladder to access the rear door of the aircraft, leaving me no option but to be physically carried up into the aircraft.
 
I strongly feel that it is time that focus is now shifted to employ procedures that ensure seamless implementation of the CAR in the true spirit, and I, being an expert on design and management of Inclusive Environment and policies, recommend that the following interventions be taken up on priority:
 
a)     Developing mandatory minimum design standards for airport facilities such as ramps, toilets, etc to ensure that these critical components are not left to subjective and ambiguous interpretation by the airport operators and that these are usable by persons with disabilities. If required, it will be my pleasure to assist your office in reviewing the existing airport design standards and ensuring that the same incorporate best practices of accessible design.
 
b)     Modify minimum registration/ licensure requirements for Ground Handling Agencies to ensure that only agencies that are able to demonstrate ownership of the following are licensed to operate:
i.        Ambulift (at least one per airport. At smaller airports, this could be a shared ownership between the various ground handling agencies);
ii.       Aisle Chairs (an appropriate number proportional to at least 1% of the daily passenger traffic at the airport);
iii.     Wheelchair accessible transfer buses (or other suitable vehicles); and 
iv.    Staff training in assisting persons with disabilities, especially training in transferring wheelchair (users who are not able to stand at all) in/ out of aircraft seats.
 
c)     Establish a minimum curriculum for the training module on disability awareness and assisting passengers with disabilities that all airline staff and ground handling personnel have to adhere to. (Although the CAR mandates each airline operator to run such a training but since the curriculum for this has not been defined, this leaves room for subjective and ambiguous interpretation of the same)
 
d)     DGCA to issue directives to all airline and airport operators as well as licensed ground handling agencies to submit a progress report to demonstrate their compliance with this CAR.
 
I look forward to a favorable response from yourself. If required, it will be my pleasure to assist your office in executing the above suggestions to ensure seamless implementation of the CAR.
 
 
Yours Sincerely,
 
 
 
Shivani Gupta
Address:   D-8/ 8073, Vasant Kunj,
              New Delhi – 110070
Tel. no:    9310245743, 32660862
E-mail:     shivani@accessability.co.in
 
 
Enclosure: 1) Charting of accessible facilities, services and equipment provided at Delhi, Bangalore, Mangalore and Hyderabad airports.
              2) A copy of boarding passes for the undertaken journey.
 
 
C.C –       The Chief Commissioner for Persons with Disabilities, Sarojini House, 6, Bhagwan Dass Road, New Delhi – 110 001
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