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About Us

The Wayfinding Centre is the world's first accessible transport
training facility, located in Glasnevin, Dublin. We provide a controlled,
indoor environment where people with disabilities can learn to use
transport modes safely and independently. We also aim to influence
and inform policy development and industry best practice in public
transport and in aviation.

The Wayfinding Centre is part of Vision Ireland, a registered charity.




1.0 Executive Summary

Air travel is an essential mode of transport for all, yet it poses
significant challenges for people with disabilities. This report notes
that while national and European policy exists with the aim of
improving accessibility, it is clear that the current regulatory
framework does not go far enough. We find that many people with
disabilities are continuing to face barriers, physical or otherwise, and
regularly experience distressing and degrading incidents while
travelling by air. These issues often arise from insufficient staff
training, with assistance being particularly inadequate during
boarding and deplaning. Outright denial of boarding on apparent
safety grounds still occurs, and incidents of costly damage to
mobility equipment are well recorded.

In order to narrow the air travel accessibility gap, this report
concludes that significant collaboration is needed between
government, disability groups, and the aviation industry. Inclusive air
travel is not just a matter of compliance, but ensures that basic rights
are respected and people with disabilities retain dignity, freedom,
and mobility. Amidst the ongoing revision of EU-wide aviation law,
now is the time to improve existing supports and compliance.
Increased awareness, improved infrastructure, enhanced
communications, and harmonised industry policy can be achieved in
tandem to enable dignified air travel for all.

2.0 Introduction

Air travel is a mainstay of modern society for personal and
professional ends, and contributes to our increasingly interconnected
world. Inaccessible air travel, however, prevents passengers with
disabilities from enjoying the same mobility, opportunities, and
equality of access as others. Far too often, travelling through airports,
boarding and disembarking aircraft, and receiving appropriate
assistance can be so difficult that it prevents people from flying
altogether. Despite policy in place at multiple levels, aviation remains
the travel mode in which passengers with disabilities experience the
most barriers and difficulties. This impacts their right to independent
mobility and their right to access services equally, regardless of their
specific access requirements.




3.0 Regulatory Framework

The International Air Transport Association is the trade association for
the world’s airlines, setting industry standards and direction in a
number of areas, including accessibility and the passenger
experience. Despite such guidance, implementation varies globally,
leading to an inconsistent and unacceptable flying experience for
passengers with disabilities.

More formal frameworks are in place to promote accessibility in air
travel. Many countries including Ireland have committed to the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. This UN treaty
protects the human rights of people with disabilities, and includes
provisions for accessibility and equal access in transport and travel.

In terms of legislation, Regulation (EC) No 1107/2006 aims to ensure
the rights of people with disabilities when travelling by air, and is the
primary regulation affecting EU passengers with disabilities. Notably,
its provisions are currently under review and the Commission’s
proposed changes are now before the European Parliament. Hence,
now is the time for policymakers to maximise the supports and
rights accorded to passengers with disabilities. The injustice regularly
suffered by this group cannot be excused, and a revised regulation
must require European airlines and airports to do better.

3.1 The Irish Context

The Air Navigation and Transport Act 2022 provided for the merger
of the Commission for Aviation Regulation into the Irish Aviation
Authority (IAA). The IAA mission is to “regulate to the highest
professional standards to ensure a safe, secure, and consumer-
focused aviation environment”! The IAA is the National Enforcement
Body (NEB) responsible for enforcing EU air passenger rights in
Ireland. It confirms compliance with the provisions outlined in
Regulation 1107, to ensure that people with disabilities have a travel
experience comparable to other passengers.

Specifically, the law obliges airlines and airports to provide practical,
high-quality assistance throughout the journey. Any person with a
disability is entitled to assistance free of charge, and this is financed

' Statement of Strategy 2023-2025, IAA, September 2023.




by way of a levy on all passengers using an airport. In Dublin Airport,
a levy of €0.74 per passenger applies, which is collected via the
airlines.? Take-up of assistance is low in proportion to total passenger
numbers. In 2023, only 392,000 of Dublin Airport’s 33 million
passengers used assistance services.® This amounts to approximately
11in every 85 passengers, whereas we know that 1in 5 people in
Ireland have a disability.* For those who do request assistance, the
service is vital: 56% have said they would not be able to travel abroad
without it.®

311 Passenger Advisory Group

The IAA’'s Passenger Advisory Group (PAG) for Dublin Airport was
established to examine how passenger priorities are addressed, to
assess the quality of services provided, and to input on proposed
capital projects in the airport. It was composed of organisations
representing the diversity of Dublin Airport’s users:

e Leisure passengers were represented by the Consumer’s
Association of Ireland, European Consumer Centre, and Failte
Ireland.

e Business passengers were represented by IBEC, Chambers
Ireland, and IDA Ireland.

e Older and younger passengers were represented by Age Action
and the National Youth Council of Ireland, respectively.

e People with disabilities were represented by the Disability
Stakeholders Group, Irish Society for Autism, Alzheimer Society of
Ireland, and National Council for the Blind (now Vision Ireland).

The PAG has not been consulted by the IAA since November 2022.°

3.2 Passenger Assistance at Airports

Article 8 of Regulation 1107 specifies that airport management
bodies are responsible for providing assistance to people with a
disability. This assistance may be contracted out to one or more
parties, but it is the obligation of the airport to ensure that the

2 Dublin Airport Charges 2024, DAA, March 2024.

3 Dublin Airport Accessibility Compliance Report, IAA, November 2024.
4 Census 2022 Profile 4, CSO, September 2023.

5 Presentation at Dublin Airport Accessibility Forum, October 2024.

6 Parliamentary Question No. 26953/24, Dail Eireann, June 2024.




provision of such services meets required standards. The current
provider in Dublin Airport is One Complete Solution (OCS), who
provide various services to airports throughout Europe.

Article 9 of Regulation 1107 requires airports with annual traffic over
150,000 passengers to set and publish assistance quality standards.”
The IAA reviews these standards and conducts annual inspections, to
monitor both the assistance provided and the accessibility of airport
facilities. At present, only the 2023 reports have been made publicly
available.

The specific assistance responsibilities of airports are as follows:

e The airport is obliged to provide assistance if the request is more
than 48 hours before the scheduled departure time. If shorter
notice is given, they are required to make every effort to provide
said assistance but this cannot be guaranteed.

e Arrival at the airport should be easily communicated to the
assistance provider via a designated intercom or help point in or
near the terminal.

e The assistance provider collects the passenger and brings them
through check-in, bag drop, and security screening. Special
circumstances can be requested for screening and searching
where necessary.

e The passenger is brought to the boarding gate, and can be
brought to toilet facilities but must be able to use them
independently. All nine Irish airports have accessible toilet
facilities, though only Knock and Dublin Terminal 1 have a
Changing Places. Dublin Terminal 2 is currently the only airport
with a dog spending room.

e The passenger is assisted to board the aircraft, by ambilift or
stairclimber if necessary. Passengers might move through the
aisle in the cabin wheelchair, and a sling or hoist may help them
into their seat. It is important to note that the rules do not oblige
airlines to board passengers with disabilities at a particular time.

e After landing, the assistance provider will again help the
passenger disembark, get to passport control, retrieve baggage,

7 Regulation (EC) No 1107/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council, European Union,
July 2006.




and clear customs. The passenger will be brought to a designated
point located within airport boundaries to continue their journey.

3.3 Passenger Assistance on Aircraft

The airline becomes responsible for a passenger with a disability only
once they are seated, and remain responsible until they are ready to
disembark. Airlines also have responsibilities during any booking
stage. The specifics set out in Regulation 1107 are as follows:

e During the flight booking process the email address or telephone
number to request assistance should be shared.

e The airline notifies the airport if assistance is needed. Information
required includes the make, model, and dimensions of any
mobility equipment, as well as details of any battery or oxygen
concentrator.

e |f a passenger will require assistance during a flight, the airline
Mmay ask a companion to accompany them. In practice, that
person will be required to pay for their seat as normal.

e Refusals of carriage on a flight can only be made if there is a valid
safety reason, or if the size of the aircraft doors would make
boarding physically impossible. Upon refusal, reasonable efforts to
propose an alternative should be made.

e Guide dogs or assistance dogs must be allowed to travel in the
cabin.

e Up to two pieces of mobility equipment, such as wheelchairs, are
permitted. These should be stowed in the hold.

e The airline is required to help a passenger reach the onboard
toilet, but again the use of facilities must be independent.

e Where possible, airlines must make every effort to accommodate
seating requirements for passengers with disabilities.

4.0 Challenges Faced by People with Disabilities

To assess the quality of assistance provided by Irish airports and
airlines, the IAA have objective measures based on assistance wait
times, and subjective measures based on customer surveys. These
surveys also measure the satisfaction with airport facilities such as
accessible toilets.




In 2022, 93% of pre-notified assistance at Dublin Airport was provided
within 20 minutes, below current targets. Scores for 2023 and 2024
do not appear to have been made public. Similarly, the results from
any IAA customer survey could not be found during this report’s
preparation. However, from information available anecdotally,
experientially, and from the media, we are able to report the below.

4.0.1 Physical Accessibility

Some airports lack adequate ramps, elevators, and accessible
toilet facilities, making navigation difficult for passengers with
disabilities.

At Dublin Airport, the IAA has noted suboptimal frequency and
placement of both assistance intercoms and assistance signage.
There is no call point or signage at T2 Arrivals, for example, making
wayfinding difficult for people with disabilities.

There are issues regarding the lack of seating in certain places and
the long distances between seating areas. Neutral colour seating
is also unhelpful for people who are vision impaired.

Narrow aisles, inaccessible toilets, and limited space for guide
dogs pose challenges while onboard aircraft. Some airlines do not
have their in-cabin wheelchair when required.

4.0.2 Customer Service

Passengers with disabilities can sometimes be denied boarding
due to safety rules or a misinterpretation of safety rules.
Passengers with disabilities often report inadequate assistance or
even degrading treatment received during boarding and
deplaning. In-flight, they may not receive the necessary help to
locate toilet facilities or move about the cabin.

Passengers with hearing or visual impairments frequently
encounter difficulties due to a lack of accessible communication
options.

Many airline and airport personnel are not adequately trained to
assist passengers with disabilities, leading to misunderstandings
and insufficient support. The IAA has noted that passenger-facing
Dublin Airport staff do not receive any disability awareness
refresher training, despite Regulation 1107 requiring otherwise.

8 Wait Times for Mobility Assistance, IAA, December 2023.




Frontline retail staff do not receive any training whatsoever,
despite EU law stipulating that subcontractors are not exempt.

e The IAA has acknowledged that some airlines fail to provide
Dublin Airport with any notice for OCS assistance requests. This
can lead to unacceptable delays in receiving assistance.

e Passengers with disabilities regularly face challenges in resolving
complaints around assistance or customer service. The process of
making a complaint is also arduous and at times inaccessible.

4.0.3 Mobility Equipment

e Airline and airport staff often lack adequate training in handling
and assisting with mobility equipment.

e Wheelchairs and other aids or devices are frequently damaged or
lost during handling, causing significant disruption and distress.

e If a wheelchair is lost or damaged, the limit on compensation is
around €1400.° Much equipment would cost far in excess of this.

e Passengers with disabilities regularly experience difficulties in
securing carriage of their mobility equipment, particularly larger
battery-powered wheelchairs. In this area there is a lack of clarity
and consistency on the part of airlines, and at times a
misunderstanding of safety requirements.

4.1 Passenger Complaints

Under Regulation 1107, complaints relating to assistance received
while making a booking, travelling through an airport, or onboard a
flight must first be brought to the attention of the relevant party.
When these complaints are not resolved directly, it is escalated to the
IAA who engages on the passenger’s behalf with the airport or airline
involved. The IAA will determine the best remedies for the complaint,
although it cannot recommend compensation except in the case of
damaged or lost mobility equipment. It is important to note that if a
complaint relates to assistance received onboard an Ireland-bound
flight departing from the EU, contact must be made to the NEB in
that member state. If it departs from outside the EU but arrives in
Ireland, the IAA is contacted.

° The Montreal Convention has set the maximum damages at 1131 Special Drawing Rights, which
equated to €1414.92 at time of writing.




For the purpose of this report, a small group of people who are blind
or vision impaired were invited to assess the IAA's complaints
process. This involved going to the website, registering to create an
account, and verifying an email address and phone number. Next,
more details such as a full travel itinerary were required, before finally
being able to give an account of the issue. The process was found to
be inaccessible for an individual with low to average technology
skills, and accessible but cumbersome for someone with high
proficiency.

411 Trends and Themes

e Historically, the number of disability-related complaints requiring
investigation by the IAA has been low. However, there has been a
general increase in that number since the early 2010s, when
complaints were mostly in the single figures.

e Complaints totalled 21in 2023 and 17 in 2022. Before the
pandemic, complaints totalled 13 in 2019 and 19 in 2018.1°

e Post-pandemic, complaints have related to lost or damaged
mobility equipment, failure by airlines to notify airports of
assistance requirements, failure by airports to provide assistance
despite notification, various aircraft seating issues, refusals to carry
mobility equipment, restrictions on the number of people with
disabilities permitted to travel on an aircraft, delays in passengers
receiving assistance at an airport, and treatment of passengers by
security staff.

e Pre-pandemic, complaints pertained to the majority of the above.
They also related to treatment received during boarding and
disembarking, quality of assistance received at airports, and lack
of accessible or consistent communication around airline policies
for people with disabilities.

e |tis notable that IAA complaints around the quality of airport
assistance did not reappear in 2022 or 2023. Out of 2023's
complaints, seven were against airports while 13 were against
airlines. Dublin Airport have confirmed, however, that they
personally received 54 complaints relating to assistance received
in 2023. These are separate to the IAA process.”?

0 Complaints are detailed on iaa.ie.
T Annual Report 2023, IAA, April 2024.
2 Dublin Airport Accessibility Compliance Report 2023, IAA, November 2024.




Increase in Complaints under EC 1107/2006

2010 20mM 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2022 2023

2020/21 data excluded due to COVID-19 impact on air travel

5.0 Recommendations

Accessible and dignified air travel for all can and must be achieved.
Offering appropriate assistance and providing accessible services
and facilities demonstrates a commitment to inclusivity and high-
quality customer service. This is not just a matter of compliance, but
a vital aspect of enhancing the passenger experience and achieving
air travel for all.

The Wayfinding Centre (TWC) shares the IAA's commitment to
accessibility in aviation. We strive to improve inclusivity in all modes
of transport, working and collaborating with government, industry,
and people with disabilities. There are a variety of ways in which TWC
could support the enhancement of the air travel journey currently
experienced by passengers with disabilities.

5.0.1 Training and Awareness

e Provide comprehensive training to all airline and airport staff
on providing assistance and handling mobility equipment.

Article 11 of Regulation 1107 requires airlines and airports to ensure
their personnel are trained in providing appropriate assistance, and
that they receive disability awareness training and subsequent
refresher training. However, many people with disabilities in Ireland
continue to experience challenges ranging from damaged
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wheelchairs and inadequate assistance to communication barriers
and inaccessible facilities. This highlights the need for
comprehensive improvements in training for public-facing staff, so
that all passengers can travel with dignity and ease. All staff should
also be made well-aware of the Sunflower lanyard and JAM card'’s
role in signifying hidden disabilities.

5.0.2 Accessible Infrastructure

e Examine and improve accessible infrastructure in airports and
aircraft, such as ramps, walkways, toilets, and signage.

The completion of audits by trained Access Consultants is vital in
ensuring that all individuals can safely and comfortably navigate
airports. The aim should not be to simply achieve compliance with
accessibility standards, but to create inclusive environments that
promote independence and enhance the journey for all. Accessible
airport infrastructure, as well as aircraft features such as wider aisles
and priority seating, significantly reduce barriers for people with
disabilities, and provide for a more inclusive transport journey.

5.0.3 Technology and Communications

e Harness new technologies to provide improved information,
wayfinding, and assistance throughout the journey.

e Improve the quality and accessibility of communications,
including promoting the option of requesting assistance.

Virtual reality and augmented reality tools can provide travel details,
assist with orientation, and help passengers with disabilities navigate
unfamiliar airports. Embracing these technologies will enable a
seamless air travel journey, and ensure a safe and comfortable
experience. Multiple communication formats, such as captioning or
large print, should also be available to assist people with hearing or
visual impairments throughout the journey. The process of
requesting assistance should be similarly communicated in a way
which is easy to understand. Passengers may not be aware of the
services on offer, or indeed of the ability to later file a complaint.

5.0.4 Airline Policies

e Coordinate airline safety policies applied to passengers with
disabilities, and improve their accessibility.

n




The IAA has noted a lack of easily accessible copies of the safety rules
and policies each airline applies to passengers with disabilities. There
also appears to be little consistency between airlines in regard to said
policies. For example, some airlines choose to board wheelchair users
first, while others board them last. Airlines also differ in terms of the
weight and size requirements of mobility equipment. These
inconsistencies are unhelpful for passengers. Achieving industry
harmonisation would make flying a more predictable experience.

5.0.5 Stakeholder Collaboration

e Engage with disability groups to understand different access
needs, and incorporate feedback into service improvements.

e Involve people with lived experience at every policy decision
point and development step.

The IAA incorporate complaints, inspections, public feedback, and
the Passenger Advisory Group into their development of disability
policy. This could be further enhanced by using dedicated focus
groups and walkability audits, as well as including PAG members on
airport inspections. Engaging with all stakeholders will give valuable
insights into the specific needs and challenges of passengers with
disabilities. The co-development of solutions to enhance accessibility
will create a culture of responsiveness within aviation.

5.0.6 Accessibility Accreditation

e Encourage airports to achieve and maintain accreditation in
accessibility for people with disabilities.

Airports Council International offer an Accessibility Enhancement
Accreditation programme which aims to set airports on a continuous
path of improvement in the area of accessibility. It is the only
international qualification in this space, and is designed to help
airports improve their accessibility by providing guidance on services,
facilities, policies, and culture. Over 30 airports have received the
accreditation by implementing global best practice and
recommendations.” Certification lasts for three years, and the airport
is provided with resources for self-improvement throughout the
validity period.

¥ AEA Participant Airports, Airports Council International, July 2023.
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5.0.7 Revised Legislation

e Strengthen Regulation 1107 so that denial of boarding for
apparent safety reasons becomes a thing of the past.

e If an airline requires a companion to accompany a person with
a disability, a ticket should be provided free of charge.

e If airports lose or damage mobility equipment valued over
€1400, oblige them to provide full reimbursement.

The ongoing revision of European passenger rights is a timely
opportunity to fully achieve what Regulation 1107 set out to do. To
properly safeguard people with disabilities, the current legislation
must be strengthened with greater supports provided in terms of
compensation, rights of carriage, and requirements to travel with a
companion. Enforcement by NEBs must also be enhanced with
regular inspections, more transparent reporting, and stricter
penalties such as prosecution or higher fines.

6.0 Conclusion

While some strides have been made in improving air travel
accessibility, many challenges remain. Degrading, distressing, and
disruptive incidents experienced by passengers with disabilities are
well-documented and can no longer be excused.

By addressing the physical, procedural, and attitudinal barriers in
Ireland’s aviation industry, and implementing the recommendations
outlined above, air travel can become a more inclusive, more
comfortable, and more equitable experience.

Between airlines, airports, regulators, and advocacy groups, we must
work together and achieve inclusive air travel for all. To do otherwise
would be to accept the unacceptable.

For more information on this report, please contact:

kevin.kelly@vi.ie Vision Ireland Head of Policy
chantelle.smith@vi.ie Wayfinding Centre Manager

13









