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Overview
On Wednesday 12th November 2025, Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson chaired a meeting of the Accessible Transport Policy Commission on the Railways Bill. The meeting was addressed by the Minister of State for Rail Lord Hendy and convened a roundtable which included representatives from Shadow Great British Railways, the Rail Ombudsman, Transport Focus and a variety of disabled rail experts and disabled people's organisations. 
The meeting also heard a presentation about the National Centre for Accessible Transport's Invisible Barriers report. 
This briefing highlights the main findings from the session. It will be shared with government Ministers, civil servants, and Parliamentarians to inform the development of the Railways Bill and the reformed railway system it aims to establish. 
Key Findings
The Railways Bill aims to improve accessibility by making Great British Railways responsible for driving change across the system 
"…my aim, and my passion in dealing with the railways, certainly when it comes to the House of Lords, will be to create a railway that manifestly serves everybody and doesn't have both the fault lines that many of you will experience on a daily basis now.” – Lord Hendy, Minister of State for Rail
Lord Hendy told the meeting that the Railways Bill aims to make the network simpler, and more reliable and seamlessly integrated. 
By bringing the railways under the control of a single organisation responsible for making decisions about both infrastructure and operations, Lord Hendy said that Great British Railways will be able to act more effectively on accessibility. 
The government says its railway reforms will be complemented by its forthcoming Accessible Travel Charter and the Integrated National Transport Strategy. 
The Railways Bill contains a legal duty for Great British Railways to promote the interests of all passengers, including in relation to accessibility. The duty will also apply to the UK Secretary of State for Transport, their counterparts in the Scottish and Welsh administrations and the regulator. The Secretary of State for Transport will be required to publish a long-term strategy for the railways. 
Great British Railways’ licence will include a requirement to engage with stakeholders, including organisations that represent disabled people. The Bill will also establish an independent passenger council, specify what passengers want, and give it the power to ensure Great British Railways listens to what it says and takes action. 
An Accessibility Roadmap has been published alongside the Bill to guide the development of a more inclusive railway system before the formal creation of Great British Railways. Lord Hendy said that the Accessibility Roadmap sets out tangible "action points" across a range of areas, from improving the accessibility of stations and trains to expanding the eligibility criteria for the Disabled Persons Railcard. 
The creation of Great British Railways offers an opportunity to make sure accessibility is embedded into decision making at every stage 
“If we're going to have a train for 30 years, it's absolutely critical that we get it right at the outset. It's critical that we have disabled people involved at the outset as well, at the start, the middle, and all the way through the process. And that's the type of work that we've been able to start with the roadmap. And that's a mandate we have, which is absolutely excellent” –  Craig Alexander, Shadow Great British Railways 
Roundtable participants highlighted a number of opportunities presented by the Railways Bill and the Accessibility Roadmap to improve disabled passengers' experiences. Many of these opportunities stem from the creation of a single accountable body responsible for delivering a clear plan for the system. 
The organisational culture of the reformed railway system was felt to be of particular importance. Great British Railways must actively promote accessibility and high standards of service for disabled passengers. 
One roundtable participant pointed to an example of good practice in the construction industry where staff safety measures are included in business cases, facilitating investment and behaviour change. 
Centralised management of infrastructure and operations should help the rail sector deliver level boarding, enabling decision-makers to override conflicting priorities. In particular, Great British Railways will be able to involve disabled people in the design of new rolling stock from the outset of the procurement process. 
Great British Railways will be well placed to collaborate and coordinate with rolling stock manufacturers, train operators and other parts of the rail sector identify opportunities for, and work towards, improved accessibility. 
Great British Railways will also provide the opportunity to create more accessibility standards and support their adoption across the country. 
A lack of clarity on deadlines for implementing improvements and the availability of extra funding are weaknesses in the government's plans to enhance the experiences of disabled passengers 
 “Without legislative deadlines… it won’t be delivered. So, what we need to see is a 25-year plan, with a legislative deadline for level boarding and for step-free stations.” – Tony Jennings, Avanti West Coast Accessibility Panel  
The roundtable also noted a range of concerns about the government's plans that could limit progress towards a more accessible railway system. 
Although consolidating funding streams might allow investments in accessibility to stretch further, participants nonetheless questioned whether accessibility would be properly resourced. The creation of Great British Railways does not automatically mean there will be more money to administer the railways. 
Participants also urged the government to set legislative deadlines for achieving accessibility milestones. 
Existing regulations and directives that currently limit the accessibility of the railways are at odds with a more inclusive network. These include: 
 The Department for Transport's Persons with Reduced Mobility Notice, which says that stations with a footfall of 1,000 or less per year are not required to offer step-free access if another station within 50 kilometres is accessible. 
Restrictions on scooters and mobility aids that passengers are allowed to travel with on parts of the railway system. 
The government's plan to publish a rolling stock and infrastructure strategy offers an opportunity to modernise rules around the use of scooters and other mobility aids and recognise their importance to many disabled people who cannot travel without them. 
There is significant potential for the reformed railway system to use data much more intelligently to make the services more responsive to disabled people's needs 
“ You can't have a different app for every operator. That's the way it could potentially go. You can't have ten different WhatsApp groups.” – Tony Jennings, Avanti West Coast Accessibility Panel  
The use of data under the reformed railway system was the subject of extensive discussion at the roundtable. 
Better and more innovative uses of data on the network have the potential to make journeys easier for disabled people. However, the data must be accurate and useful. 
Great British Railways could also use information systems more effectively to identify where services are underperforming. For example, making it easier for disabled people to register complaints about their experiences would provide a valuable source of intelligence. 
The design of data systems will also be important. The roundtable noted that the digitisation of many complaint processes has excluded many disabled people who find them inaccessible. 
The Railways Bill should clarify operators' responsibilities for providing passenger assistance services 
“…every single passenger assistance fail is a human being not getting somewhere where they want to go. This is a human rights failing, this is not a customer refund situation. We need to start thinking really carefully about how we can actually enshrine that in the Bill.” – Mark Cutter, Northern's Accessibility User Group
Passenger assistance was another key area of discussion – both in terms of the challenges disabled people face arranging assistance and the quality of the service they receive from the staff who provide it. 
Disabled passengers should have access to both pre-book and Turn Up and Go. However, too often neither of these systems works as it should. 
Roundtable participants highlighted the fact that people who have booked assistance in advance are entitled to compensation when something goes wrong but those who use Turn Up and Go wouldn't be if they received a similarly inadequate service - despite the illegality of both situations. 
Compensation should reflect the harm that the poor service has done, regardless of how it was arranged. 
The roundtable also discussed the way attitudes and behaviour of staff towards disabled customers can differ depending on the latter's gender, ethnicity and other personal characteristics. For example, one participant said that as a woman she often receives a negative reaction when asserting her right to assistance, especially from male staff. 
The roundtable called for the Bill to explicitly recognise that an accessible railway is an investment in the people of the United Kingdom and to specify disabled passengers' rights, including the assistance they should expect to use the network. 
Negative attitudes and poor understanding of disability remain a significant barrier to accessible transport
“There is a very limited understanding of disability – particularly when it comes to non-visible disabilities.” – Luis Campos Ferreira, Research Institute for Disabled Consumers 
ncat’s research into the “invisible barriers” faced by disabled people was prompted by a survey of more than 1,000 disabled respondents, in which 59% said they had experienced negative attitudes from non-disabled people when travelling.
These attitudes were described as encompassing negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviours directed at disabled people.
Focus group participants reported that both members of the public and transport staff often lack understanding of disability, particularly of non-visible impairments.
Disabled people with non-visible impairments described experiencing disbelief and reduced support when requesting assistance or using priority seating.
Participants noted that support changed depending on whether they were using visible assistive aids.
Young disabled people reported that their impairments were not taken seriously because of their age.
Participants highlighted a black-and-white understanding of disability.
Negative attitudes can lead to abuse, exclusion, and reduced independence for disabled people
“People were feeling anxious and scared… experiencing panic attacks… and in extreme cases feeling suicidal from the abuse and the verbal comments.” – Luis Campos Ferreira, Research Institute for Disabled Consumers 
Disabled people reported verbal abuse, threats of physical violence, and being forced off trains.
The survey found that confrontations with members of the public were often around priority and wheelchair spaces on public transport and perceived misuse of Blue Badge parking spaces because they "don't look disabled". 
Frontline staff were sometimes described as undermining disabled people’s independence. On the railway, some staff were unwilling to help when assistance was not pre-booked.
The impact on mental health and confidence was severe, with many disabled people travelling less or avoiding public transport altogether.
Education, public awareness, and practical design changes could help reduce attitudinal barriers
“Education could have a positive impact… primarily education from a young age, helping children understand that not all disabilities are visible.” – Luis Campos Ferreira, Research Institute for Disabled Consumers 
Education was rated as the most effective intervention by non-disabled people – particularly for young people to prevent them from developing stigmatising attitudes towards disability in the first place. 
Increasing luggage storage  – to free up space for people who use wheelchairs and other mobility aids – was the most popular practical intervention.
Public awareness campaigns were seen as critical to tackling ableism.
Videos on social media were seen as the most effective form of public awareness campaigning because of their popularity and reach, making it a powerful way to explain invisible disabilities and the nuances of disability.
Participants supported clearer on-board messaging, similar to “mind the gap,” such as “Please be aware of other passengers” or reminders to give up seats, to encourage considerate behaviour. Participants also called for clearer badge and lanyard designs.
Meaningful co-production with disabled people was essential because many tensions stem from infrastructure barriers, such as having only one wheelchair space or limited room for luggage and prams.
About the Accessible Transport Policy Commission
The Accessible Transport Policy Commission is part of the National Centre for Accessible Transport (ncat) and works to remove barriers to transport for disabled people across the UK.
The Commission holds meetings in Parliament to bring together Parliamentarians, disabled people, transport professionals and policymakers from the national, regional, local and devolved levels of government to improve public policies and everyday practices. It does this by applying evidence and insights from ncat and a wide range of other experts through roundtable discussions, research symposiums and cross-sector meetings. 
The Commission is chaired by Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson DBE DL (Crossbench) and convened on a cross-party basis with Parliamentarians from both Houses.   
Baroness Grey-Thompson is joined on the Commission by a number of vice-chairs: 
· Lord Shinkwin (Conservative Party)
· Baroness Brinton (Liberal Democrat Party)
· Zarah Sultana, MP for Coventry South (Independent)
· Sorcha Eastwood, MP for Lagan Valley (Alliance Party) 
· Richard Baker, MP for Glenrothes and Mid Fife (Labour Party)
The Commission’s secretariat is provided by the cross-party think tank Policy Connect.
About the National Centre for Accessible Transport 
The National Centre for Accessible Transport (ncat) is delivered by a consortium of organisations that includes Coventry University, Connected Places Catapult, Designability, Policy Connect, the Research Institute for Disabled Consumers (RiDC), and WSP. It is funded by the Motability Foundation.
ncat works to remove barriers by developing and sharing inclusive, robust evidence. This evidence is used to inform policy and strategy, and to influence investment decisions by government, transport operators and providers of mobility services. ncat’s reports and insights are rooted in the lived experiences of disabled people and stakeholders and help equip decision-makers with the insight they need to prioritise accessible and inclusive transport.
www.ncat.uk 
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