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	The ACT Council of Social Service Inc (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-for-profit community organisations and disadvantaged and low-income citizens of the Territory.  ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS).

ACTCOSS has the twin roles of representation and advocacy. The Council’s objectives are the representation of disadvantaged people, the promotion of equitable social policy, and the development of a professional, cohesive and effective community sector.

The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers in the social welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and consumer groups, and interested individuals.

In 1999, ACTCOSS joined with the ACT Government to conduct an inquiry into poverty in the national capital. This joint initiative resulted in four major reports, published between May and December 2000.  The analysis found 8.5%, or one in 12 of Canberra’s residents live with poverty. Canberrans on low incomes were also found to be more likely to be:

· in receipt of Government cash benefits;

· living in public housing;

· part of a sole parent or single person household; and

· not in the labour force, or unemployed.

Half of Canberrans living on low incomes were found to live in either Belconnen or Tuggeranong. It is therefore not surprising that these people spend more on transport than similar households interstate on low incomes.

ACTCOSS makes the following comment on the basis that people on low incomes and those with disabilities deserve to have services that meet their needs, not services that are designed to cater only for mainstream clients. 

THE ACT TAXI AND HIRE CAR INDUSTRY AND COMPETITION POLICY

Competition policy has been a policy of the Federal Government, and through it the state and territory governments, since the production of the Hilmer Report in 1993. While the National Competition Council has set benchmarks for achieving deregulation of regulated industries, ACTCOSS questions the need for the ACT to be a leader in this particular change.

The Independent Competition and Regulatory Commission’s Draft Report identifies the need for the deregulation of taxi and hire car services as necessary under the Competition Principles Agreement, signed by the Council of Australian Governments in 1995. The Report outlines National Competition Council sanctions that could be imposed if the ACT was not seen to be pushing for competition in the taxi and hire car industries (ICRC p. 66). However the Draft Report also points out that of all the states and territories, only the Northern Territory has moved to unrestricted ownership and deregulation. This is despite reports and recommendations to all state and territory governments, dating back to 1999 in some cases, calling for deregulation of their taxi industries.

Successive ACT Governments have attempted to introduce competition into the Canberra taxi market without success. There is, within a population of just over 310,000 people, a limited market for taxi services. That is, the Canberra taxi market is, by size and geographical spread, not a well operating market. ACTCOSS believes that before any model of deregulation is accepted, all available public transport options should be reviewed and guidelines drafted to ensure that people who must use cabs and hire cars are not disadvantaged by a market-driven approach.

PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES, AND PEOPLE ON LOW OR FIXED INCOMES

The ACT is, in transport terms, spread out and not easily negotiated by people who cannot own and operate a private vehicle. ACTCOSS is concerned that the move to deregulation will ignore the needs of those in the ACT who need to use taxi transport because of disability, illness or poverty.

The Draft Report was developed with regard to the Terms of Reference set by the current government. This included the request to:

“Provide advise on the measures that may be necessary to ensure that people with a disability receive equivalent access to taxi services to that enjoyed by the general community.”

The Terms of Reference were drafted at a time when there was much discussion regarding the problems associated with the management of Wheelchair Accessible Taxis (WAT) and the extended waiting times people who relied on this type of vehicle were forced to endure. This may explain why the emphasis in the Draft Report is on management of the WAT fleet and not on the entire taxi fleet and its ability to meet the needs of people with disabilities.

ACTCOSS believes that the Government erred in its Terms of Reference by stating that people with a disability should have equivalent access to taxi services. In fact people with disabilities require greater than equal access to taxis. 

People with a disability are often more frequent users of taxi services due to their inability to access public transport or their lack of a drivers licence and vehicle. Therefore the requirement that they have equal access fails to recognise their specific needs. ACTCOSS acknowledges this put some of the upcoming comments outside the stated Terms of Reference. However ACTCOSS believes that the issue of taxi services cannot be extricated from general public transport access. To consider deregulation without considering those people who are most vulnerable to change is to implement a purist market model that further marginalises people living with poverty and disadvantage.

Transport disadvantage is not only a problem for people with disabilities. People on low incomes often use taxis to travel to and from doctors’ appointments and to take home their groceries. The ICRC Draft Report does not provide a breakdown of patronage of taxis (leaving aside hire cars and these do not feature prominently in transport for people with disabilities and people on low incomes). Therefore much of the discussion revolves around waiting times at peak periods, which of course are important for service delivery to the wider public.

The ICRC Draft Report does not identify how the taxi service meets the needs of those most reliant on it. As mentioned previously, there is some detail on WAT taxis and their micro management within a taxi network. ACTCOSS believes that providing that service is a very important part of an holistic public transport system. However there are a large number of people with other disabilities and people on low incomes who use standard taxis who would be concerned at the ICRC’s prediction that taxi prices will rise in the short term if deregulation goes ahead. Both service and cost need to be considered for those to whom taxis are more than an occasional luxury, a work-related expense or used to avoid drink-driving offences.

In it’s submission on the 2002-2003 ACT Budget, “Attacking Poverty”, ACTCOSS urged the Government to ensure that people with disabilities received adequate concessions for all public transport. In particular ACTCOSS recommended there be:

Recommendation 3.8

:increased taxi subsidies for people with disabilities and frail older people to at least bring subsidies into  line with other states;
Before accepting deregulation as inevitable in this transport sector, ACTCOSS would like to see a complimentary report drafted. This would outline how the Government will cater for people who are not able to participate in the open transport market due to illness, disability or poverty, and who cannot increase their income to meet the rising costs expected in the ICRC assessment of a deregulated taxi market.

IMPLICATIONS OF BUY-OUT FOR EXISITNG LICENCES

Government resources should be directed to where they can achieve the greatest social return for the citizens in the ACT. 

ACTCOSS feels that the proposed buy-out of existing licences should be reconsidered if the Government decides there should be competition in the taxi market. The stated reason for purchasing taxi plates is often that they have been a long-term investment: anecdotally this is often to fund the plate owner’s retirement. 

The ICRC report states that taxi plates have maintained a steady value over the past few years of around $260,000. While the ICRC sees this as a positive indicator, ACTCOSS believes that a number of issues may give a false impression of value. 

Firstly, there have been rumours of a second taxi network coming to Canberra for more than three years. This could have restricted any increase in value due to concerns about new operating rules with two taxi networks in the ACT.

Secondly, the value of taxi plates has fallen in relation to other potential investments over that period. Three years ago, $260,000 would have bought a good quality investment property in Canberra, and would presumably still buy a reasonable property. However the compensation amounts being canvassed in the Draft Report will leave people who have invested in taxi plates worse off than if they had chosen other investments.

This is, of course, the risk taken with any such investment choice. ACTCOSS’s principal concern with the proposed buy-out at lower than market rates is that there is a risk that the proposed compensation packages will be challenged in the courts under the principle of fair compensation. This will unnecessarily tie up Government resources in trying to avoid paying the market value of the plates at today’s prices. 

There is a secondary concern that, if accepted, the compensation packages will potentially deplete the assets of people nearing retirement age, thus leaving them more vulnerable to falling into poverty traps.

Full compensation for plates would be an inappropriate use of ACT Government financial resources given the Territory’s limited tax base and other competing priorities. The Hilmer report in 1993 stated that compensation for competition should be paid for out of savings governments made from competition. There are no savings evident in the current proposal to compensate people with disabilities or the range of potentially disadvantaged groups on low incomes who will be forced to pay more for what to them is basic transport services.

CONCLUSION

One of the members of the Hilmer Committee which wrote the original report on competition policy, Geoff Tapperell told a conference in 1995
 that competition was never meant to be an end in itself. Rather, it is about enhancing community welfare in general. He stated:

‘In some circumstances, competition will not produce the most efficient outcomes: for example, where there are information difficulties which may prevent buyers from exercising informed choice or where it is a really efficient to have only one supplier (natural monopoly). Also there may be circumstances where the general community considers other social goals and values to be more important than competition and efficiency.’ (PSRC pages 6-7)

ACTCOSS argues that people with disabilities, people with functional illiteracy, people living with poverty and other forms of disadvantage cannot exercise their free will to operate in an open market, and need support to exercise their rights in the current regulated transport market. The ACT taxi industry has resisted moves to make it more competitive in the past, and care must be taken not to make this an exercise in “competition for competition’s sake”. Or in this instance, introducing misdirected reform that fails to address the issues of concern.

Canberra’s social goal in terms of the taxi and hire car industry should include provision of service to people who are unable to access public transport options available to the wider community. It is acknowledged that Canberra’s existing taxi service caters for a broad range of people with a broad range of needs. However the introduction of competition in this market should not be at the expense of residents and visitors whose access to taxi services is essential for them to participate in the community. Their needs should inform the process undertaken to decide on the future direction of taxi and hire car services in the ACT and region.
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