
1 
 

Understanding the State of Accessible Taxi 
Vehicles and Shared Mobility Services in 
Atlantic Canada: A pilot project 
 

 
Date: August 31st, 2022 

Client: Transport Canada  
Report Prepared by the READ Initiative at Carleton University 
 

  
 
 
 



2 
 

Acknowledgments 
 

To those with first voice lived experience, our deepest thank you for sharing your 
personal experience and insights into the transportation needs of people with disabilities 
 
We sincerely thank the organizations and companies that volunteered their time and shared 
their experiences and insights into the transportation needs of people with disabilities.  
 

The authors would like to thank Transport Canada staff, Steven, Catherine, and Janice for their 
collaborative discussions, guidance, and advice. 
 

Team Members, Carleton University  
Adrian Chan Ph.D., Systems and Computer Engineering, 
Boris Vukovic Ph.D., Director READ Initiative  
Chantal Trudel M.Sc., School of Industrial Design, 
Jessie Gunnell M.A., Projects Officer, READ Initiative 
Kevin Partridge Ph.D, Research lead, READ Initiative 
Ryan Patterson Ph.D, Research and Development Proposal Coordinator, READ Initiative 
Tara Connolly M.A., Assistant Director, Research and Development, READ Initiative 
 

Research Assistants:  
Aryan Golshan, Information Technology 
Darby Mallory, Women and Gender Studies 
Maryam Souaid, Health Science 
Owen Rowland Fawcett, European, Russian, and Eurasian Studies 
Sage Craig, Neuroscience and Mental Health 
 
  



3 
 

Contents 

Executive Summary ........................................................................................................................ 5 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 7 

Background and Scope ................................................................................................................... 8 

Current project 2021-2022 .......................................................................................................... 9 

Methods......................................................................................................................................... 10 

Survey ....................................................................................................................................... 10 

Sampling and Inclusion Criteria ........................................................................................... 10 

Survey Design ....................................................................................................................... 11 

Sample Size and Response Rate ........................................................................................... 11 

Taxi Company Characteristics .............................................................................................. 12 

Sampling and Inclusion Criteria ........................................................................................... 13 

Interview Design and Procedure ........................................................................................... 14 

Results and Discussion from Survey ............................................................................................ 14 

Company Demographics ........................................................................................................... 14 

Total Numbers of Vehicles and Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles............................................ 15 

Demand for Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles........................................................................... 17 

Discussion of Survey Results.................................................................................................... 18 

Results and Discussion from Interviews ....................................................................................... 19 

Are the Needs Being Met? ........................................................................................................ 19 

Lack of Availability .............................................................................................................. 20 

Attitudinal Barriers, Disability Confidence, and Safety Issues ............................................ 21 

Money as a Barrier to Accessible Transportation ................................................................. 22 

Further Reflections from the Interviews ................................................................................... 24 

A Growing Demand on the Horizon for Accessible Transportation .................................... 24 

Flexibility and Choice ........................................................................................................... 26 

Considerations for Future Research .............................................................................................. 27 

Limitations .................................................................................................................................... 28 

Recommendations ......................................................................................................................... 29 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................... 30 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 32 

Appendix A ................................................................................................................................... 36 

Nova Scotia ............................................................................................................................... 36 

New Brunswick ......................................................................................................................... 37 



4 
 

Prince Edward Island ................................................................................................................ 37 

Newfoundland & Labrador ....................................................................................................... 38 

Appendix B ................................................................................................................................... 39 

Appendix C ................................................................................................................................... 41 

 
  



5 
 

Executive Summary 
 

Taxis and shared mobility services are dominant modes of transportation for Canadians. In 
2017, Statistics Canada reported that the overall spending on ridesharing services in Canada 
totaled $1.31 billion (Statistics Canada, 2017). Based on the rising popularity of these services in 
Canada, this total spending has presumably increased in the years since. The COVID-19 
pandemic has further increased user interest in taking personalized ridership to their 
destinations. Yet, the accessibility of shared mobility services remains an underdeveloped area 
of policy with limited research and available data.  
 
A 2021 Statistics Canada report found that 62.5% of Canadians with disabilities faced barriers 
while using federally regulated modes of transportation (Statistics Canada, 2021b). There is 
currently a lack of data with which to assess unregulated transportation sectors such as shared 
mobility services. A better understanding of the availability of accessible vehicles among taxi 
companies and shared mobility services will allow an improvement of transportation 
opportunities and the development of alternative options for persons with disabilities. Taxis 
and shared mobility services provide their users with last-minute, short-term, and spontaneous 
transportation options. The accessibility of these services is indispensable and the ability for 
persons with disabilities to access them consistently provides or hinders their ability to 
participate in society fully. 
 
The READ Initiative at Carleton University and its partners undertook a pilot research study 
between January and May 2022. The study examined the alignment between the public service, 
private transportation companies, the taxi and rideshare industries, and non-profit services that 
support accessible transportation. We approached the research with a holistic view of the 
ecosystem to determine if and where people fall through the cracks. This pilot study focused on 
Atlantic Canada, with a particular interest in rural areas with limited options for accessible taxi 
and ridesharing services. 
 
Our pilot revealed an existing consumer experience and perception that both private taxi 
services and public transport services are unreliable, resulting in feelings of confusion, 
frustration, and desperation among service users. There is a significant gap in services, the 
negative impacts of which are not grasped or well understood by those who do not rely on 
accessible transportation. Our study revealed chasms between the various services provided by 
public transportation, private taxis, and not-for-profit transportation services. One or more 
might be present, depending on the setting, but their availability, cost, and reliability vary 
widely, leading to negative experiences and safety issues for many of the people with 
disabilities who rely on them. 
 
Public transportation services are only provided at certain times and must often be pre-booked. 
Non-profit services also largely require pre-booking and often prioritize rider requests based on 
level of need and service capacity (number of vehicles available and/or drivers available). Taxi 
services are able to offer on-demand service and off-peak coverage but, to many persons with 



6 
 

disabilities, they are unavailable, unreliable, and expensive. Generally, they do not fill the need 
for service outside the hours covered by the public and some non-profit providers. 
 
This project also revealed impacts stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. First, COVID-19 
restrictions impacted service users’ ability to use the creative solutions and workarounds that 
they had employed pre-pandemic to cope with the gaps in accessible transportation. Many of 
these strategies were rendered impossible. Second, we noted a decrease in the number of total 
taxis available across the pilot region, though the number of accessible taxis remained stable. 
 
Last-minute service is not effectively available. Service generally requires scheduling in advance 
within time periods that are often not conducive to the actual goal of transport (to attend an 
event, receive health care at an appointment, engage socially, etc.). Fees are also prohibitive to 
service use. Most critically, there is a lack of alignment between the various transportation 
offerings (taxis, public and not-for-profit) to promote seamless connectivity for individuals with 
disability-related accessibility requirements.  
 
Our study produced the following key recommendations: 

• Conduct further research into the collective impact of legislation, policy, and financial 

resources. 

• Assess the alignment of policy and practice at municipal, provincial and federal levels. 

• Investigate the most impactful prospective areas for Federal funding, such as 

manufacturing and insurance. 

• Determine ways to support the supply chain, especially for rural areas. 

• Determine ways to improve company access to funding opportunities to improve 

accessibility and navigability of service. 

• Support research into the real-world consequences of transportation disparities for 

people with disabilities. 

• Integrate subject matter expertise from various perspectives, starting with lived 

experience of disability. 

• Ensure there is continued focus on accessible transportation and funding options in 

rural settings. 

• Extend research into other Canadian regions by leveraging the learnings of this pilot 

project. 

• Stimulate a change in attitudes toward accessible taxis and ridesharing services, 

anchored in need rather than demand and guided by the ideal of seamless connectivity.
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Introduction 
 

Investment in the accessibility of built environments, transportation, service provision, 
information, and communications benefits the entirety of society. Facilitating equitable 
engagement with lived environments through the prevention and removal of barriers is critical 
for persons who currently live with disabilities and ensures future access for everyone who may 
experience temporary, recurring, or permanent impairment through accident, illness, or aging. 
Seamless connectivity, an important concept in accessibility, is achieved when many accessible 
parts fit together to create a holistic, accessible experience (ESCAP, 2016). When seamless 
connectivity is lacking, the disjointed experience of interrupted accessibility can be frustrating 
and limiting. Illustrative examples of accessibility gaps would be an accessible business 
workspace on a floor not accessible by elevator or an accessible ferry that travels to an island 
without accessible transportation from the ferry port. 
 
Disability itself is a variable and non-static experience. The degree to which an environment can 
be considered accessible is often influenced by a multitude of variables in different contexts. 
The goal of universal design requires a combination of overlapping accessible policies and 
practices. Accessible transportation plays a critical role in seamless connectivity and its 
availability impacts the physical, social, emotional, mental, and financial wellbeing of persons 
with disabilities (Levesque, 2020). For those who require it, whether regularly, intermittently, or 
in the future, gaps in accessible transportation are a life-impacting concern. Reliable, safe, and 
available modes of accessible public and private transportation are simply a necessity for many. 
 
The taxi industry and ridesharing companies comprise one part of the transportation ecosystem 
that can provide accessible transport for a wide range of people with disabilities, particularly 
wheelchair users and those who utilize assistive devices and supports. Taxis and shared mobility 
services are intended to provide last-minute, spontaneous options for their users. The 
accessibility of these services is indispensable and the ability for persons with disabilities to 
access them consistently facilitates or hinders their ability to participate in daily living fully. 
However, the picture of accessible offerings from the taxi and ridesharing industries has been 
inconsistent with availability and quality. Examples of end-users raising alarms about 
unacceptable situations brought about by inadequate services can be found across the 
Canadian media (See Appendix A for a brief review in the Atlantic Provinces).  
 
In 2021, Transportation Canada and the READ initiative at Carleton University began 
preliminary research into the current availability and demand for wheelchair accessible taxi and 
ridesharing vehicles in Canada. This study focuses on wheelchair accessible taxis and 
ridesharing vehicles, meaning vehicles used in commercial applications that have been “built or 
modified to allow someone using a wheelchair to gain access into the vehicle whilst remaining 
seated in their wheelchair.” As commercially operated vehicles, these are “passenger only 
vehicles […] where the person in the wheelchair is not the driver” (The Accessible Planet, 2021). 
Ridesharing companies also called ridesourcing, ridehailing, or peer-to-peer companies, offer 
on-demand taxi-like services from privately-owned vehicles arranged through online digital 
applications (Crawford, et al., 2020). 
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Background and Scope 
 
In March 2021, Transport Canada sought to explore the primary research question “Are the 
demands for accessible taxi and rideshare transportation being met in Canada” by investigating 
the following four objectives: 

• Determine the number of wheelchair accessible taxi and ridesharing vehicles operating 
in Canada.  

• Determine the state of demand for wheelchair accessible taxi and ridesharing services in 
Canada.  

• Determine how many more wheelchair accessible vehicles would be needed to meet 
this demand (if applicable).  

• Determine the cost of increasing the supply of wheelchair accessible vehicles to meet 
current demand (completed March 2021).  

 
Investigating these initial objectives uncovered a complex ecosystem of taxi and ridesharing 
companies across cities, regions and provinces. The public visibility, transparency and 
communication methods exhibited by companies varied significantly. Thus, a key research 
objective in March of 2021 was methodological. We developed a systematic strategy to identify 
taxi and ridesharing companies across Canada and developed a survey specific to the objectives 
above (see Report 1). We also spoke with three subject matter experts who gave feedback on 
the initial survey questions.  
 
Thus, the foundational outputs from this preliminary work included:  

• The identification of 2524 taxi companies and two rideshare companies,  

• A survey data collection tool, and  

• Lessons learned incorporated into our developing strategic framework for outreach to 
the industry.  
  

The initial environment scan also identified factors that could influence the quality and 
interpretation of the project objectives (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Identified Risk Factors for the Pilot Research in the Atlantic Provinces 

Risk  Description  

Communication channel  The industry’s lack of digital presence (e.g., no website/e-mail 
contact listed) presents a significant challenge to reaching 
necessary individuals. This factor may affect the response rate and 
geographical coverage.  

Type of records kept by 
companies  

Some of the sought-after numerical data (e.g., number of calls for 
accessible vehicles received) may not be tracked by all companies.  

Quantitative data 
collection method  

Subject matter experts noted that accessible services go beyond 
wheelchair accessible vehicles, which may impact how people 
respond to survey questions and thus affect the quality of the data 
set.  

User experience  The numerical data obtained from companies may not accurately 
reflect the lived experience of a person trying to access accessible 
transportation.  

  
Current project 2021-2022 
 
In this second phase of the research, we piloted data collection in the Atlantic region to inform, 
and better assess the feasibility of, collection at a national level. The goals of the Atlantic pilot 
phase were: 

• Determine the efficacy of current data collection methods in addressing the three 
overall main objectives.  

• Provide complimentary contextual information to give nuanced insight into relevant 
topics or issues surrounding accessible vehicle requests. 

• Recommend a strategy for collecting the relevant data at a national scale to fulfill 
Transport Canada’s overall objectives. 

 
The pilot study focused on the Atlantic provinces of Nova Scotia (NS), New Brunswick (NB), 
Prince Edward Island (PEI), and Newfoundland and Labrador (NL). These provinces were 
selected because they contain both large urban centres and rural communities. Interviews were 
conducted with self-advocates and industry stakeholders to gain insight from the lived 
experience of those who use accessible transportation and the providers of taxi services. The 
difficulties encountered in gathering information from taxi companies across the Atlantic 
provinces demonstrated that a national survey would be far beyond the scope of this pilot 
project.  
 
It was hoped the project would also provide some insights into the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the accessible transportation and taxi industries in these provinces. Taxi 
companies were asked to provide information on the supply and perceived demand for 
accessible transportation in both 2019 and 2021. These two years were selected to provide 



10 
 

data on the state of the industry both before the pandemic and during the pandemic, when 
public health measures were beginning to be removed.  
 
While the focus of the current project was to examine the state of the taxi industry in providing 
accessible transportation in Atlantic Canada, respondents offered many reflections on the 
broader state of accessible transportation demand and service. This included public 
transportation, private taxis, and not-for-profit accessible transportation services. The results 
from the project survey and interviews provide some insight into the interplay between these 
three modes of accessible transportation while keeping a primary focus on the question; Are 
accessible taxi and shared mobility services meeting demand? 
 

Methods 
 

A mixed-methods approach that draws on both quantitative and qualitative data collection 

methods was chosen for this research phase. This combines personal insights into the complex 

issues associated with accessible transport with quantifiable data from the taxi services within 

the pilot region of Atlantic Canada, allowing a more fulsome understanding of whether the 

demand for accessible taxi services was being met. Information was collected from taxi 

companies via a questionnaire asking both quantitative and qualitative questions. We also 

interviewed persons with lived experience about their access to accessible transportation. Most 

of our interviewees were associated with disability advocacy organizations. The interviews 

inform the majority of the qualitative analysis.  

 

The following section will discuss the methodology of the survey and then that of the 

interviews. The results section will likewise begin with the survey results, followed by interview 

analysis. 

 

Survey 
 

Sampling and Inclusion Criteria  
The survey targeted publicly visible taxi and ridesharing companies operating in the Atlantic 
provinces. A total of 422 companies fitting these target population criteria were identified from 
online searches. As very few companies had their own websites, in March of 2022, two 
research assistants attempted to contact each of the companies by phone. A maximum of two 
calls were made to each number. If a second call was required, it was made at a different time 
and roughly three days later than the first. Companies were recorded as “no response” if both 
phone calls went unanswered. Our media scan of the Atlantic region revealed considerable 
variability in the extent to which ridesharing services are offered (See Appendix A). 
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The research assistants documented the outcome of each outreach according to the following 
categories: 

1. Confirmed Taxi business by speaking with a representative. 
2. No response. 
3. Not operating as a taxi company (e.g., towing, limo only, or bus service). 
4. Invalid or private number. 
5. Duplicate number. 
6. Business closed. 
 

For this study, we defined the total number of taxi companies (n) as the number of confirmed 
contacts (Category 1) plus the number of non-responses (Category 2):  
 

n = (Category 1) + (Category 2) = 282. 
 
This number represents 66.8% of the initial target population (422) and includes 17 additional 
numbers discovered during the outreach phase. 
 
Survey Design 
The survey distributed to the taxi and ridesharing companies was primarily designed to learn 
the number of taxis and other private vehicles available for hire across the Atlantic provinces. 
We asked each company’s location, the regions to which they provide service, the number of 
vehicles in their fleet prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (2019), and the number of vehicles in 
their fleet a year into the pandemic (2021). We asked how many of their vehicles were 
wheelchair accessible and how many requests they had received for wheelchair accessible 
service in those two time periods. Finally, we asked if they thought they had enough vehicles to 
fulfill requests for accessible service, how many more they might need to meet demand, and 
whether customers were subject to any extra charges for accessible vehicles. In addition, the 
survey had an open comment box for respondents to write any additional information they 
wished relating to accessible vehicles and service. 
 
Sample Size and Response Rate  
The first contact with companies was made by phone. Of those who agreed to participate, 39 
requested that an e-mail with a survey link be sent and 24 companies requested that the survey 
be conducted over the phone with the RA. However, of the 39 companies that requested an e-
mail link, only six of these companies completed the questionnaire online. Thus, the total 
number of participating companies was 30 (six self-administered through a survey link and 24 
by phone with an RA).  
 
Considering the total number of eligible Taxi company phone numbers (n = 282), this was a 
total response rate of 10.6% of estimated taxi businesses. This is substantially below the 
acceptable rate of responses (25%) that was set in the proposal for the project in July 2021. The 
low response rate does not appear to be a consequence of any problems with the 
questionnaire design. The research assistants recorded that many of the companies they 
contacted were simply unwilling to participate in the study, some hanging up on them as soon 
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as they indicated the reason for the call. At least one respondent asked how the study could 
benefit their company and agreed to receive an e-mail link only after the research assistant 
read the “possible benefits” response we had prepared before beginning the research.  
 
As we worked through the call list, we also realized that there had been substantial changes in 
the industry in some regions over the previous year. Several companies in St. John’s NL and 
Halifax NS had been bought and absorbed by larger companies, their numbers re-routed to a 
single dispatcher who answered multiple different phone numbers. Some of the companies had 
closed, although it was not always clear when this had occurred. One person said that their 
company had closed 10 years ago.  
 
Taxi Company Characteristics  
Despite the low response rate, we did receive 30 completed questionnaires across all four 
Atlantic provinces and from communities of all sizes (Table 2).  
 
Table 2: Provinces where each Company Operated 

Province  Number of Companies  

New Brunswick  3  
Newfoundland & Labrador  4  
Nova Scotia  19  
Prince Edward Island  6  

Total*  32  
* One company operated in New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. Thus, the total number is larger than the 
number of completed questionnaires. All other companies operated in a single province.  

 
In addition to asking in which province their company operated, we also asked, “What city or 
town is your company located in?” and “What are the first three digits of your company’s postal 
code?”. We then used Canada Post’s 2021 listing of forward sortation codes to check each 
company’s location (Canada Post Corporation, 2021). The locations were then used to 
determine each local population from Statistics Canada 2021 census data (Table 3). Although 
the response rate was low, some of the responding companies serve areas with large 
populations, and therefore represent a larger market share of taxi services in the Atlantic 
provinces.  
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Table 3: Communities and Populations Served by Province, as Determined by the First Three 
Digits of Respondent Postal Codes (Statistics Canada, 2021a). 

Province  Community  Population  

New Brunswick  Moncton  119,785  
Metropolitan Moncton  157,717  

Newfoundland and Labrador  Conception Bay South  27,168  
Grand Falls-Windsor  13,853  
St John’s  110,525  

Nova Scotia  Halifax  439,819  
Liverpool  2,546  
New Glasgow  9,471  
Sydney Mines  12,353  
Truro  12,954  
Yarmouth  10,067  

Prince Edward Island  Charlottetown  38,809  

Summerside  16,001  

 
Interviews  
 
Sampling and Inclusion Criteria  
E-mail outreaches were sent to an initially targeted sample of disability advocacy organizations 
that were either located in the Atlantic provinces or of national scope with Atlantic 
representation. These e-mails requested interviews with spokespeople who had some 
knowledge of the use of local transportation by people with disabilities. The intention was to 
speak to people with insight into the state of accessible taxis and ridesharing, preferably those 
with lived experience, who were already comfortable speaking publicly about accessible 
transportation to minimize any potential risks in self-disclosure for participants. 
 
From the initial target sample, the snowball method of sampling was used to contact 30 
publicly visible organizations which yielded 12 confirmed interviews. Two of the arranged 
interviews were cancelled by the participants, resulting in a total of 10 interviews for our 
qualitative data collection. 
 
We note that the pool of self-advocates in these provinces available for interviews was quite 
small. However, we were able to interview people who use, and who help provide, accessible 
transportation in all four of the Atlantic provinces and in both urban and rural areas. The 
youngest participant was in their twenties and the oldest was in their seventies. The majority of 
interview participants represented private organizations and were located in Nova Scotia. 
However, many of them described connections and familiarity with disability advocacy in all 
four Atlantic provinces and were able to speak to issues applicable to all these provinces. They 
spoke about a variety of disabilities and accessibility needs.  
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Interview Design and Procedure 
A semi-structured interview guide was used to ask general information about each participant’s 
community, their advocacy work, and the challenges they observed in their everyday lives or 
the lives of people with accessibility needs in their community. Participants were asked about 
their experiences and observations of both barriers and facilitators in finding accessible 
transportation. We asked for suggested solutions to problems and ways to make transportation 
more accessible. The interview guide was designed to encourage the participants to give 
concrete examples they had observed or experienced and concrete ideas for solutions that 
would be most relevant to people who depend on these transportation systems in their daily 
lives. 
 
Interviews were conducted over Zoom, utilizing some inbuilt accessibility features such as 
closed captioning. Some participants used additional accessibility aids, which they provided. 
Consent forms and information about the research project were sent to participants by e-mail 
ahead of the interviews. We reviewed and confirmed each interviewee’s consent to participate 
at the beginning of each interview. Participants were given the option of receiving a $15 e-gift 
card for either Walmart or Amazon. These companies were chosen because they could be 
accessed and used in various communities across Atlantic Canada. One interview participant 
declined this compensation, while the other nine opted to receive an e-gift card.  
 

The research lead conducted all interviews. Audio and video (if available) recordings were 
securely stored before being transcribed by research assistants. Transcriptions were then 
reviewed by the research lead along with the audio recordings to ensure that the meanings 
conveyed in the transcripts matched those expressed by the participants. Some identifying 
information and personal details were removed from the transcripts at this point and new 
versions were created for coding.  
 
A descriptive coding method of codes and further detailed subcodes was applied to the 
interview data, generating the initial categories for our thematic analysis and providing a 
grounding for the next cycle of coding and any future analysis.  
 

Results and Discussion from Survey 
 

The results from the taxi company survey will be discussed first, followed by the interviews with 
advocates familiar with accessible transportation usage. 
 
Company Demographics 
Twenty-nine companies stated that they had between 1 and 99 employees, while one company 
indicated between 100 and 499 employees. Respondents were given an option to identify their 
company as one of the following: head office; franchise or regional company; independent; 
other. Three respondents identified their workplace as a “head office” and twenty-seven 
described themselves as “independent businesses” and/or “franchise or regional company”. Of 
those that selected “head office,” one was located in New Brunswick and two in Newfoundland 
and Labrador. No definitions for these categories were provided to the survey participants and 
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there may be variances of interpretation. For example, “head office” could mean the office of a 
small regional company that is also independent of any larger company.  
 
Twenty-nine respondents described their companies as taxi services and one as a rideshare 
service. The rideshare company was not affiliated with Uber or Lyft, and no details were 
recorded as to what was meant by a rideshare service in this context. Two of the respondents 
commented that their companies also provided wheelchair accessible buses, one of them 
specifically for schools. 
 
Respondents frequently reported working in multiple positions within their companies. Some of 
them chose all five possible positions. The person answering our outreach call typically had the 
job of a dispatcher, but they could also fill many other positions. Occasionally, the call went 
directly to a driver. The job position responses are listed in Table 4. The number of job positions 
listed exceeds the total number of companies surveyed because each respondent had the 
option to choose multiple positions. This table also reflects the high number of small companies 
where the owner may also be doing much of the work on their own. 
 
Table 4: Self-reported Company Positions of Survey Respondents 

Current title or position Total number 

Owner 17 
Manager 5 
Administrator 4 
Dispatcher 12 
Driver 8 

Total 46 
 
Total Numbers of Vehicles and Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles  
One of the key objectives of the survey was to determine the total number of accessible taxis in 
operation. We also wished to estimate the demand for wheelchair accessible transportation 
and whether the current service providers could meet the need. We asked respondents to 
report how many vehicles were in their fleet, how many of these were wheelchair accessible, 
and how many requests they had received in each given year for wheelchair accessible vehicles. 
We also asked for the number of requests they received in their busiest month, but there were 
no responses to that question.  
 
Roughly half of the companies who responded to the survey had four or fewer accessible 
vehicles in their fleet in both years (n = 17 in 2019 and n = 15 in 2021) (see Appendix B). Table 5 
shows the total number of vehicles from the 30 companies that responded in 2019 (n = 760) 
and 2021 (n = 235) broken down by province and municipality. One respondent did not report 
their total vehicle fleet in 2021, leaving this value blank. When the company with the missing 
data in 2021 is removed from datasets for both years, (n = 29), responses show a 35 percent 
drop in the total number of vehicles between the two years (n = 360 in 2019 and n = 235 in 
2021). The median number of total vehicles for the 29 companies dropped from four to three.  
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Table 5: Total Number of Taxis and Wheelchair Accessible Taxis by Postal Code 

 Number of Taxis 2019 Number of Taxis 2021 

Province 
Community Postal 
Code Total Accessible  Total Accessible  

PEI      
 Charlottetown 22 0 20 0 

 Summerside 4 0 3 0 
NB      
 Moncton Area 213 4 101 3 
NS      

 Amherst 6 1 2 0 

 Digby 1 0 1 0 

 Halifax 41 1 38 1 

 Lakeside 2 0 2 0 

 Liverpool 2 0 2 0 

 New Glasgow 4 4 12 4 

 Sydney Mines 2 0 2 0 

 Truro 20 2 20 2 

 Yarmouth 8 0 7 0 
NL      
 Conception Bay South 16 0 11 0 

 Grand Falls-Windsor 15 1 12 0 

 St. John’s 403* 50 1* 50 
Unknown      
 Unknown 1 0 1 0 

Total  760 63 235** 60 
* Represents a single company that reported 2019 fleet size but not 2021 fleet size. 
** Due to missing survey value, does not reflect the actual drop in vehicle numbers. 

 

Despite drops in the total number of vehicles, the number of wheelchair accessible vehicles 
remained relatively stable among these 30 companies. Notably, most companies reported zero 
accessible vehicles, 22 companies in 2019 and 24 in 2021. The number of wheelchair accessible 
vehicles changed from 63 to 60.  
 
Fifteen companies also provided comments that will be discussed in the qualitative section of 
this report. Pertinent to this section, six companies indicated that cost was a barrier to them 
having accessible vehicles (e.g., “cannot pay insurance,” “Not affordable for independent taxi 
companies,” “We aren’t big enough to spend that kind of money on a special van”). One 
company indicated that they had lost their only accessible vehicle during the pandemic and the 
other stated that they had lost four vehicles total due to the pandemic, one of which was 
accessible.  
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Demand for Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles  
We asked companies whether they track the number of client requests for accessible vehicles. 
Five companies out of 30 reported that they do track requests for wheelchair accessible 
vehicles, though only four reported those numbers on the survey (See Appendix C). Another 
five companies in 2019, and three in 2021, reported they were unsure if they tracked requests 
for accessible vehicles. The total number of requests reported on the survey by the four 
companies was 2,555 in 2019, which dropped substantially to 356 in 2021 (Table 6).  
 
Table 6: Reported Number of Requests for Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles 

 2019 2021 

 
Total 
Fleet 

Accessible 
Vehicles 

Accessible Vehicle 
Requests 

Total  
Fleet 

Accessible 
Vehicles 

Accessible Vehicle 
Requests 

Company 1 15 1 50 12 0 50 

Company 4 2 0 15 2 0 15 

Company 3 4 4 12 12 4 12 

Company 26 132 2 2478 51 1 279 

Total 153 7 2555 77 5 356 

 
There were four comments that indicated that they received requests but passed them on to 
other companies or organizations that could provide accessible vehicles. It is also relevant that 
wheelchair accessible vehicles can be used by people who do not use a wheelchair, but not vice 
versa. Accessible vehicles can easily be used for any type of service.  
 
We asked whether the number of wheelchair accessible vehicles “in [the company’s] fleet” was 
sufficient to meet demand. Of the 30 individuals who filled out the questionnaire, five 
answered “yes”, 13 “I’m not sure”, and 12 “no”. The 12 who responded that there were not 
enough wheelchair accessible vehicles were asked a follow-up question about how many would 
be needed to fulfill the current demand. Five companies said one vehicle, and one company 
said two vehicles.  
 
We also asked if there were additional costs to the consumers requesting rides in wheelchair 
accessible vehicles. Most (n = 16 or 53.3%) companies reported there were no additional costs. 
Three companies said there was an additional charge, but 11 were not sure whether there were 
additional charges.  
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Discussion of Survey Results  
 
The difficulty in contacting taxi companies and the low response rate to the survey indicate that 
the industry may be undergoing some dramatic changes. Many of the phone numbers that we 
tried were no longer connected to a business and multiple numbers were redirected to a single 
company that had bought and absorbed smaller companies. Negative responses to the cold 
calls and refusals to participate may also be signs of an industry under stress. Comments from 
participants suggest some of this may be due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, one 
respondent noted that they had lost four cars, one of them accessible to wheelchairs, due to 
COVID-19. Another used to have a wheelchair accessible bus but lost it during COVID-19. 
Disruption in the industry is also reflected in the drop of total vehicles between 2019 and 2021, 
a reduction of about 35% (if the company from St. John’s with the missing 2021 value is also 
discounted from the 2019 value).  
 
In contrast to the drop in total vehicles, the number of accessible taxis dropped slightly from 63 
to 60. This may indicate that, in general, the demand for accessible taxis is not as elastic as the 
demand for taxis. One respondent noted that the number of requests for accessible rides 
remained consistent over the two years because they served “the same people over and over 
again.” From the service provider’s perspective, this means that they have a basic, secure level 
of business they can count on. However, as we found from interviews with people associated 
with advocacy organizations, the corollary of this is that there may only be a single local taxi 
company that has an accessible vehicle for people who need accessible transportation.  
 
Despite the consistent demand, only eight (in 2019) and six (in 2021) out of 30 companies 
reported having accessible vehicles. About six participants wrote in the comments that they 
had no or low demand for accessible vehicles. “I have never been asked if my vehicle is 
accessible,” noted one taxi provider. Four participants stated that they refer clients to other 
“organizations” or “services” that provide accessible transportation. It is difficult to conclude 
whether the presence of these other organizations makes it possible for taxi companies to 
ignore the need for accessible transportation, or if these other organizations arose because that 
need was not being met in the first place. It is also important to note that the majority of 
companies (n = 22) did not track the number of requests for accessible rides, and many were 
not sure if they met the need for accessible transportation in their area. Only three companies 
responded that more accessible vehicles would help them meet this need.  
 
Our questions about the demand for accessible taxis and whether demand was being met 
elicited fewer responses than the questions about the number of taxis. This may indicate a lack 
of interest in providing this service, though there were also indications that some wanted to 
provide an accessible service but were limited by cost. Some respondents cited the cost of the 
vehicles and associated maintenance as barriers to supporting this service model. “We aren't 
big enough to spend that kind of money on a special van,” said one person. “I guess somebody 
should be doing that around us but it’s so rural, it’s hard,” they added. Another respondent 
noted that there was a “desperate need for accessible vehicles, but we cannot afford the 
insurance.” One fact limiting our ability to accurately measure demand is that most of the 
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companies surveyed do not track accessibility in customer requests. The overall picture from 
the survey is of an industry that has suffered from the COVID-19 pandemic, recognizes that 
there are unmet needs among their potential customers, but does not have the capacity to 
meet those needs. 
 

Results and Discussion from Interviews 
 
The qualitative interviews for this pilot research provided an additional route to understand 
and contextualize the quantitative survey questionnaire responses. The interviews gathered 
insights and perspectives both from disability advocates who offer non-profit accessible 
transportation services and self-advocate users of accessible transportation services. The voice 
of people with lived experience of disability and navigating barriers is a crucial component of 
any research endeavour and is essential to research into the accessibility of services. Many 
advocates and activists have emphasized that there should be “nothing about us, without us,” 
particularly in policy and planning decisions. 
 
One of the key objectives of this research was to determine if the demand for accessible taxis 
was being met by current service providers. The stories of our 10 interviewees led to a 
reframing of that question to a more fundamental one: are the transportation needs of persons 
with disabilities being met? 
 
We must highlight the difference between meeting demand and meeting needs. When a 
community’s needs are not being met by a service, the demand for that service may, in 
consequence, drop off. One respondent stated, “I think a lot of times they’ll say, well there’s a 
lack of demand, it’s like ‘well if we don’t have anything available you don’t have any idea what 
the demand is’.” A report produced by Taxi Research Partners for the City of Toronto noted, 
“Demand for accessible vehicle use is affected by several factors, including the availability of 
appropriate services, their reliability and cost, and perceptions of service accessibility” (Taxi 
Research Partners, 2013, p.44). The report points to examples from large urban centres where 
an increase in the accessible capacity of a fleet subsequently increased demand for accessible 
services.  
 
The next section will provide an analysis of whether transportation needs are being met for 
persons with disabilities based on interview data. Several barriers to accessible transportation 
will be explored, including availability, attitudes and confidence, and cost. 
 
Are the Needs Being Met?  
 

We found that the needs of individuals who require accessible transportation are not currently 
being met by taxi and rideshare services. The interview data revealed multiple ways that 
neither demand nor need was being met by the taxi and rideshare industry, as well as other 
issues impacting the state of accessible transportation. Participants provided examples of gaps 
in service that had negatively impacted their lives.  
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While the focus of our research was the taxi and rideshare industry, respondents further 
indicated that there were few transportation services of any kind, public or private, that were 
adequately meeting the needs of riders with disabilities. Our results demonstrate that these 
modes of transportation are connected and that any future research should investigate the 
interactions between modes rather than focus on any one mode in isolation. Accessible 
transportation and seamless connectivity are only achieved through the alignment of all 
accessible transportation modes. 
 
Lack of Availability 
Our research shows that the role of taxis in providing service for people with varied accessibility 
needs is part of a complex and malleable transportation system. Some taxi companies 
recognize the need for more accessibility, particularly for people who use wheelchairs. 
However, the gaps are most often being filled by non-profit organizations that are, to varying 
degrees, dependent on government funding and volunteer support. There is a desire by some 
providers of taxi services to fill the service gap, but their industry is facing numerous 
challenges. Last-minute service is not effectively available. Service generally requires advanced 
scheduling within time periods that are often not conducive to the actual goal of transport (to 
attend an event, receive health care at an appointment, engage socially, etc.). In some cases, 
fees are also prohibitive to service use.  
 
In Halifax, one interviewee phoned several taxi companies to book a wheelchair accessible taxi. 
They were given the direct cellphone number of the driver of an accessible van and told that he 
could not be booked through regular taxi dispatchers. Another participant in Halifax phoned for 
a taxi and was told that there were only five accessible taxis in the city and that these were 
often not available. This same participant had visited London, United Kingdom, with their family 
and was astonished to find that every cab they called for or hailed in the street was wheelchair 
accessible. She noted that many people think a wheelchair accessible vehicle must be large but 
“they don’t always have to be big vans. In London they were just these little black cabs that you 
see in the movies. They weren’t big vans; they were the little black cars”. Participants were 
unanimous in saying that wheelchair accessible taxis were difficult to find and access and did 
not meet the needs of potential users.  
 
Some respondents spoke of alternative modes of transportation. In some areas, the need for 
accessible transportation is assigned to one specific public service but, according to one user, 
“they don’t have the resources they need for the demand that they have.” Another respondent 
living in a more rural area noted the challenge of relying on public service: “Now they do run a 
bus that is also wheelchair accessible, but I can’t use it, it doesn’t have a bus stop close to me 
for 6 months of the year.” Restricted availability is evident in non-profit services as well. One 
respondent said of the transportation provider in a rural setting, “they say they can’t afford to 
run evenings and weekends because they’re on a shoestring budget and they have no drivers.” 
This further emphasizes the need for the on-demand services that taxis can provide. 
 
Several representatives of taxi companies referred to other organizations that provided 
accessible transportation in their area. “There’s a transportation service around us that 
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[provides accessible rides].” And another comment, “We just re-direct them to the organization 
that does that sort of thing.” Some company representatives felt that the availability of other 
organizations created a situation that allowed taxi companies to opt out of providing accessible 
transportation. While they indicated that they did try to be as inclusive as possible, “we do try 
to help anyone…But I don’t have a special [vehicle] or nothing”, many of them were small 
businesses (some with only a single vehicle) and were willing to let other organizations handle 
some of the transportation needs in their areas.  
 

Administrative or Operational Practices. Some respondents familiar with the taxi 
industry noted administrative or operational reasons for the lack of accessible taxi availability. 
While a taxi company may issue accessible taxi licences, many drivers are independent 
contractors for whom the company does not regulate work days, hours, or length. Thus, 
companies cannot schedule drivers to ensure the predictable availability of accessible service. 
In rural settings, some companies may have one or two taxis in total and the hours of service 
for each taxi are reportedly set by each car’s owner. In such circumstances, requests for an 
accessible taxi can be viewed as taking a car out of circulation for too long, reducing the 
number of other fares and reducing the cost-effectiveness of accessible bookings.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted vehicle supply chains. One of the not-for-profit 
transportation providers informed us that they want to increase the number of vehicles in their 
fleet, but, “…it’s going to be a minimum of two years before we can even get one of those right 
now. Ford and Chrysler both have their order books closed and they won’t even take an order.” 
COVID-19 has disrupted vehicle supply in Canada for over two years and shows no immediate 
signs of stabilizing (Statistics Canada, 2022). 
 
Issues identified by taxi company respondents in this pilot region are also echoed in other 
regions. As recently as July 2022, a taxi company representative made the following comment 
in response to a complaint from a client who had booked an accessible cab in Toronto and 
received two no-shows after receiving a booking confirmation: “Wendy and her brother should 
be able to receive on-demand wheelchair accessible service in the city of Toronto. Bad 
regulation, lack of enforcement and access to affordable insurance, purchase prices and gas 
prices are some of the reasons that wheelchair accessible taxicabs are not being replaced in 
Toronto” (CBC, 2022). In some Canadian cities, such as Calgary, the city authorities have 
explored possible incentives to encourage drivers of accessible taxis to meet set goals to 
increase their availability to those relying on accessible transportation (City of Calgary, 2019).  
 
Attitudinal Barriers, Disability Confidence, and Safety Issues 
Those interviewees who use accessible transportation appreciated the care and efforts of the 
workers in this field, but some pointed to gaps in training, skills, attitude, and safety practices. 
One person stated, “what is really missing in all the training is skills and attitude training. 
Sensitivity training as to what’s appropriate and what is not appropriate to say to a disabled 
person”. She noted that workers must have the skills to drive a vehicle so other skills can also 
be learned. This could include training for those who design or modify vehicles for use, 
particularly for people in wheelchairs. She observed brand new vans that had ramps that were 
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too steep for many wheelchair users and questioned the oversight of vehicle construction or 
modification. Resources and training for making all aspects of the environment accessible need 
to be available at every stage of the process, from design to use and repair. Users of accessible 
transportation may not know what level of government or department is responsible for 
helping with these aspects of the transportation system, but their experience and ideas may be 
the best place to start in improving the systems that exist or building new systems that are 
better for both individuals and communities.  
 
Attitudinal and knowledge barriers also contributed to difficult travel experiences. One 
respondent noted, “Attitudinal barriers are probably the worst of all, and I don’t even know if 
what I’m saying right now makes any sense, but like to the general public or people who aren’t 
familiar with hearing stories of people living with disability – some of these things just sound 
like you’re being nitpicky or you're too sensitive and for a lot of drivers they’re probably just 
trying to make a living that day. I’m not sure things like chemical sensitivity are well 
understood, so typically I would [not] even bother trying to explain.”  
 
The lack of adequate training for drivers, lack of accessibility awareness, attitudinal stigma 
fueling avoidance of taking fares despite having an accessible vehicle, and societal ignorance of 
the realities for people who rely on accessible transportation all lead to safety issues. These 
may be related to unsafe securing practices in transit, being stranded for hours without access 
to transportation, or challenges in getting timely healthcare appointments.  
 
Money as a Barrier to Accessible Transportation 
Cost-related barriers to accessible transportation services featured prominently in our 
qualitative interview data. These can be grouped into cost to the individual, cost to private 
business, and cost to non-profit private services. 
 

Cost to the Individual. Some respondents reported that they perceived taxi fares to be 
an expensive alternative to accessible public transportation. Due to the minimal scope of 
service provided by public transport or, in some cases, the absence of it in their area, this was 
an expense that they had to take on. One participant noted that they called a private company 
specializing in accessible transportation only when public transportation could not meet their 
needs: “I called a company called [company], who are wonderful, and they’re so easy to work 
with, and they will do anything to help a long way. But they're expensive…”.  
 
Some noted that a lack of available and reliably scheduled accessible transportation to 
workplaces negatively impacted their ability to secure and maintain work, negatively impacting 
their financial situation. This made taxi fares even more out of reach for them. One self-
advocate stated, “If I had accessible transportation, I might be able to get a paid job. Right now, 
I can’t get a job because I don’t know if I’ll be able to get to work every day. Because I’m 
dependent on our transportation system.”  
 
The availability and cost of accessible transportation can vary widely even within the same 
province in this pilot region. For instance, the cost of wheelchair accessible transportation 
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reported by someone living North of Halifax was approximately double the cost reported by 
someone living a similar distance South of Halifax. There may be good market reasons for this 
cost difference, but the people who need accessible transportation often have limited incomes, 
making the high costs resulting from their place of residence an unmanageable burden. One 
respondent noted that “getting to Halifax, and to my medical appointments...is $350 a trip. My 
annual income is $24,000 and I have to go there about six times a year.” This was the cost of 
accessing necessary transportation through a non-profit organization in that region. Another 
respondent from a different region reported that a similar trip would cost $165. The financial 
burden of these gaps in accessible transportation are passed down to individuals, who must 
utilize a more costly private service (which our data revealed is itself often not reliable) or rely 
on family who may also face financial or work-related limitations to providing support. 
 

The “cost of costs” severely limits options for individuals, who may forego activities important 
to their physical, mental, or emotional well-being due to the additional costs of transportation, 
impacting their quality of life. Choices to engage with the community, attend appointments, 
seek employment, or nurture important social relationships become infused with financial 
stresses. One self-advocate stated, “I’ve pretty much given up on ever going to Canada Day 
again, or ever going to any public event that the town holds”. 
 

Cost to Private Business. Taxi companies that responded to the qualitative question in 
the survey (n = 15) noted that there were many challenges in improving accessible service. Cost 
and complexity were two of the primary problems discussed. “[It’s] not affordable for 
independent taxi companies to have accessible taxi vehicles,” wrote one and “[I] cannot pay the 
insurance,” wrote another. One respondent wrote of various problems with the mechanics of 
accessible vehicles such as powered ramps and complicated restraint systems. “They need to 
be made simple,” they asserted. One self-advocate stated of their efforts to increase the 
availability of accessible transportation in their community: “I tried my darndest to try and get a 
local cab company. There was money available from the government for a local cab company to 
transition to accessible transit, but they said ‘No, it’s not worth our money’.” 
 
The costs to companies and individual drivers were frequently cited as reasons for the lack of 
progress in expanding the accessibility of taxi fleets. While all regions have their own market 
forces, there is something to be learned from regions who have explored the financial 
implications of increasing accessibility. The Review of Accessible Taxi Operations for the City of 
Toronto is a report by Taxi Research Partners detailing the impact of increasing the accessibility 
of the Toronto fleet. While not fully generalizable, other regions could learn from the report’s 
methods for measuring both the business and service impacts of fleet changes (Taxi Research 
Partners, 2013).  
 
Cost to Non-Profit Private Services Providing Accessible Transportation. The non-profit 
transportation providers spoke about the value of government funding for accessible vehicles. 
This funding came from multiple levels of government, from local to federal. However, some 
expressed that the funding was too limited and overly complicated to access. One person noted 
that it would cost them more in labour to fill out the required paperwork for some of the 
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funding than would be received from the funds themselves. One interviewee states, “From 
what I understand, that [management] spends most of the time just looking for money, just to 
just to keep things operational and to try to get another vehicle.” Coordination and 
simplification of funding sources would make the funds invested more useful and allow them to 
serve accessibility rather than going to administrative overhead.  
 
The following section will provide further reflections that emerged from subject expert 
interviews, including the essential interplay between the three modes of accessible 
transportation (public, taxi, and not-for profit services) in seamless connectivity. 
 
Further Reflections from the Interviews 
 

In improving our understanding of the interconnected layers of accessible transit service, our 
research also revealed additional vulnerable points in transportation systems. The following 
section will outline the anticipated growth in demand, the importance of seamless connectivity, 
and the widespread desire for flexibility and choice based on personal needs and desires.  
 

A Growing Demand on the Horizon for Accessible Transportation  
Respondents were clear that existing public and private accessible transport services were 
insufficient for their needs. Not-for-profit services were sometimes seen as filling gaps left by 
the other two modes of transport, but not sufficient to meet demand. One respondent from a 
not-for-profit voiced concerns about meeting demand. Their ridership had exceeded their 
projections during every year of the service’s operation, except during pandemic closures. They 
noted that new types of need arose as they made more vehicles available. For instance, they 
provided rides for around 300 wheelchair users one year yet required wheelchair accessible 
vehicles for 460 rides. They realized that “many of the seniors can’t comfortably get into one of 
our regular vans, without too much bending over, as they can’t even get up the step to the van, 
whereas with the wheelchair vans, they can use a ramp to walk-up into the vehicle.” This is an 
indication of the increasing accessibility needs of an aging population. Another respondent 
noted that many people in their community could no longer drive due to age-related barriers 
and that even the children of some seniors were reaching ages that limited their own driving 
ability. Both respondents were concerned that the need for accessible transportation could 
increase dramatically in the coming years. One self-advocate pondered, “And I asked, who are 
people preparing to be disabled? The boomer population that I’m a part of, a lot of them are 
going to get some form of disability in their older age and as a society, we are not prepared for 
that in any way, shape or form, either through infrastructure, but more importantly, 
transportation.” 
 

The Critical Role of Transportation in Seamless Connectivity. Seamless connectivity, an 
important concept in accessibility, is achieved when many accessible parts fit together to create 
a holistic, accessible experience (ESCAP, 2016). Accessible transportation plays a critical role in 
seamless connectivity. As expressed by some participants, a lack of seamless connectivity can 
cause anger and frustration. Interviewees emphasized that improvements to accessibility in 
other areas were often rendered moot because of the lack of usable transportation. “What 
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good is it if you make all of the town accessible, if I can’t leave my home, and what good is it if 
every hospital in Halifax is accessible if I can’t get there? It doesn’t make any sense.” Several of 
the interview participants displayed anger and frustration with the state of accessible 
transportation even in a large urban centre like Halifax. “It’s a joke, like there are so many 
disabled people. Like if you land at the Halifax airport, and you’re in a wheelchair, and think 
you’re going to get to downtown Halifax, well good luck.” According to one respondent, the 
recent introduction of the rideshare company Uber into Halifax has not provided any additional 
accessibility options. His friends’ inquiries to the company revealed that drivers are not 
required to provide accessible rides: “...they’ve been told, No we won't do it word for word. It’s 
up to our...What are they called? They don’t call them employees. Because they’re 
independent contractors.”  This is also seen in communities outside the pilot region, with some 
cities such as Ottawa applying an accessibility levy per ride intended to contribute to the city’s 
accessibility initiatives instead of requiring that companies offer accessible rides (City of 
Ottawa, 2016; Randjibar, 2017). 
 
Promotions on Uber’s website highlight that wheelchair accessible vehicles are offered in some 
cities, yet the company’s accessibility policies have been the subject of several recent legal 
cases. In 2021, the United States Justice Department sued Uber for breach of the Americans 
with Disabilities Act for charging “wait fees” for riders with disabilities who required additional 
time to get in rideshare cars. The company settled the lawsuit in July 2022, agreeing to waive 
wait time fees for riders who certify their disabilities and paying $1.7 million USD in 
compensation for riders who had received such charges (Browning, 2022). Elsewhere in July 
2022, a United States Federal court ruled against a suit claiming that Uber is in breach of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act for failing to provide wheelchair accessible service in some 
cities. The ruling stated that Uber need not provide wheelchair accessible services in every US 
market it serves, though urged state legislatures to pass accessibility requirements enforceable 
within local jurisdictions (Stempel, 2022).  
 
For seamless connectivity in daily living, transportation systems need to synergize with each 
other and leave no gaps between them. The accessible aspects of one system may be rendered 
moot by the lack of accessibility in another, for example, if a social service agency is accessible 
yet there are no accessible options for transport to that agency. Conversely, an accessible 
transportation system that brings riders to inaccessible spaces is rendered less useful. Such 
disconnects have financial implications. One person noted that some government policies 
designed to save money had caused adverse consequences for people with disabilities: “There 
should be government provided transportation to medical appointments from the rural 
communities, because everything is so centralized medically, especially if you are in a 
wheelchair and you tend to have really unique needs and you need to see specialists not 
located in smaller regional centers.” They did not argue with the centralization of services but 
felt that, if money is being saved through this policy, some of those savings should be put into 
transportation. They noted that providing accessible transportation can reduce other costs: “I 
would really think that at the end of the day, they would save money, because people who are 
disabled would not get sick, because they would show-up to all their medical appointments, 
they would go when they need testing.” 
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Flexibility and Choice 

Need for Multiple Transportation Options. Our research shows that taxis can play a 
critical role in the accessible transportation ecosystem. People look to taxis as a mode of 
transport in situations when public or not-for-profit transportation services are not available or 
convenient. One respondent noted that, in his city, “…we do also have buses, and so the 
decision to take a bus or to take a cab is another factor that plays in rural areas, you’re not 
afforded the luxury of making that decision, there might only be taxis in your area.” Participants 
pointed out that the constraints of public and not-for-profit transportation (number of 
accessible vehicles available, where and how far they will transport an individual, operating 
times) often necessitate reliance on taxi services (where available). The qualitative interviews 
revealed that, in the pilot region, taxi services are not fulfilling this critical role and there are no 
accountability mechanisms (such as legislation) to facilitate an increase in accessible taxi 
service. Despite the existence of the three modes of accessible transportation (public, taxi, and 
not-for-profit) in differing degrees throughout the Atlantic region, the lack of alignment 
between services creates accessibility gaps that cause negative impacts for individuals. 

Respondents expressed frustration and discouragement, noting that the negative impacts they 
experience are missed or invisible to many who have never experienced them. One respondent 
states, “I just don’t understand, with transportation, why people with disabilities face more 
problems and must plan so much more in advance than other people.” This is echoed by 
Micheal Lifshitz in Ottawa, who told CTV News, “I think there needs to be a realization, it’s not 
like I can call a buddy and say can you pick me up,” (Praill, 2022). 
 
It is also important to consider that a lack of reliable transportation to support autonomy and 
meet a variety of daily living needs can significantly impact individuals' mental health and 
wellness. As one respondent stated, “I really feel passionate about this, it’s like such a big part 
of me, it’s a part of me that’s missing, and I would be a much happier person if all this 
[accessibility] stuff could be worked out.” Of their experiences of navigating accessible 
transportation to manage complex health issues, another self-advocate said: “So the whole bit 
around transportation is so depressing. It is so unbelievably disempowering and isolating.” 
 

Disparity in Priority and Access to Service. The lack of accessible transportation creates 
a dynamic where individuals’ needs are compared to others and prioritized by others to 
determine who can access services. When there are too few advanced booking spaces for 
accessible transportation, individuals’ needs are judged and prioritized, leaving some in the 
community without their preferred or needed time for transport. Respondents gave examples 
when individuals were either denied a pick-up or experienced a feeling of guilt for tying up a 
service with their request. Another dynamic made evident is a sense of resentment caused 
when the limited accessible service available is itself contracted or booked by other 
organizations, further limiting the time that transportation is available to the community. One 
respondent stated:  

“Now if I lived in a [name of a care service] home, I would be going to every parade that 
happens, I would be taken to church, I would be taken to the local hiking trails, which 
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has an accessible trail… they have a van that takes them. If you’re a person just living in 
the community like me, who’s disabled, your options are extremely limited - and those 
people actually pay our local non-profit transit organizations a big contract too, when 
they can’t use their vans, so they take priority and a person who needs dialysis in a 
wheelchair takes priority over me. I’m not complaining about that, I think it is important, 
but we basically have two wheelchair vans in our community, and those vans are 
running all day long between 9 and 4 and they’re just booked solid. I have to book them 
36 hours in advance, but even then, I have no guarantee that I will get them.”  

 
Forward planning by riders is evidently not enough, as even advanced requests are subjected to 
a valuation of comparative need. As noted by some respondents, this can also put a 
psychological burden on some riders who do not wish to tie up a resource that they know is 
needed by another in the community. Such worries can cause individuals to forgo their 
transport needs out of a sense of guilt. 
 

Considerations for Future Research 
  
The picture of the transportation industry uncovered by this study is one characterized by 
problems of interoperability, a term borrowed from the information communications world 
that refers to the effectiveness of systems working together. For example, we heard through 
interviews and comments that different stakeholders assumed the need for transportation 
could be met by other services (e.g., non-for-profit filling gaps in service for public systems or 
taxi services). These assumptions reduce persons with disabilities’ ability to choose when, how 
and why they leave their homes. With transportation regulated by multiple levels of 
government and across various stakeholders, the ability to repair and make transportation 
seamless will need thorough attention from interdisciplinary teams that include people with 
disabilities.  
 
Some work in this field is being carried out by a small and dedicated group of advocates, 
academics, policymakers, and organizations. A more thorough search for and survey of this 
work would contribute to a better understanding of problems and potential solutions. This may 
require establishing relationships with other researchers and organizations that would 
encourage the exchange of information.  
 
Private transportation, particularly private accessible transportation, is inextricably tied to the 
availability and structure of public transportation. Private and public transportation are highly 
regional in nature and can vary even within the boundaries of small provinces. Some research 
into public transportation needs to be included for a clear understanding of private 
transportation.  
 
Finding experts to interview was time-consuming and setting up the interviews could be a slow 
process. It is necessary to spend time building relationships and getting referrals to the people 
who have the time and expertise to speak about accessible transportation in its many different 
forms. Trust needs to be built with taxi companies, in particular, and also with other 
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transportation providers and people with lived experience of using accessible transportation. 
Many of these people have a great deal of knowledge of the complexity of the industry, the 
numbers of vehicles available, the current demand, and the potential demand if more vehicles 
become available. Key to establishing this trust and encouraging the best flow of information 
possible is to properly accommodate and compensate interviewees with lived experience. Taxi 
companies must also be assured that their interests and needs are being considered in the 
process.  
 
The users of accessible transportation services interviewed articulated many different barriers 
to their ability to move around. In future research, it would be helpful to have these barriers in 
mind before the interviews are conducted. These barriers include:  

• Physical barriers, 
• Scheduling and time barriers, 
• Safety concerns, 
• Attitudinal barriers on the part of service providers, 
• Control and agency allowed for users, and 
• Comfort and ergonomic barriers. 

 
The role of various governments in regulating and supporting transportation is complex and 
requires further exploration. Taxis and other forms of private transportation are regulated and 
supported in multiple ways and by many levels of government. Any single level of government 
needs to be aware of what other levels are doing and what is motivating or blocking the private 
sector from contributing to the availability of accessible transportation.  
 

Limitations 
 

It is important to acknowledge that the findings of this survey should not be generalized outside 
of the Atlantic regions covered by the study. The response rate from taxi and ridesharing 
companies to the survey was low at 10.6%. In addition, many respondents did not track 
requests for accessible vehicles. This makes it challenging to determine numerically if demand 
is being met within different regions. What we were firmly able to glean from interview data is 
that there is a critical need for “last-minute” service and that this need is not being met.  
 
The inclusion of ridesharing companies was limited in this phase because ridesharing 
companies had only recently been introduced into a few cities in the Atlantic region. The 
information gathered about the accessibility of ridesharing was minimal. Only one survey was 
returned by a company identifying as rideshare and interviewees made minimal mention of 
rideshare services. Accessibility requirements for rideshare services vary in Canada, with 
Toronto requiring any fleet above 500 to provide accessible vehicles with the same fares and 
wait times as non-accessible vehicles and Ottawa applying an industry-wide accessibility levy 
intended to contribute to the city’s accessibility initiatives (City of Ottawa, 2016; Randjibar, 
2017; Rider, 2016). Terminology for ridesharing is also variable, changing, and contested in 
some areas, with some preferring peer-to-peer, ridehailing, or ridesourcing. 
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The taxi company survey could be further simplified to ask the province of operation, the first 
three digits of the postal code, number of vehicles, number of accessible vehicles, and number 
of requests for accessible vehicles. The space for comments should be retained as it produced 
useful qualitative information. The diversity of the industry and company organization poses a 
challenge in constructing a questionnaire applicable to all respondents. In addition, a survey 
collection tool should be used for future research that allows researchers to ask clarifying 
questions of companies (e.g., missing values or large fluctuations in numbers) while maintaining 
company anonymity. 
 
In Phase 1 of this study, it was discovered that the taxi industry has very little online presence, 
making it difficult to estimate the number of service providers and direct outreach efforts 
accordingly. By contrast, advocates for accessible transportation, those with lived experience, 
and service providers have prominent online presences. There were nonetheless challenges to 
making contact and conducting interviews with these organizations and people. We 
accomplished the goals set out in the proposal through interviews with 10 subject matter 
experts. We contacted 30 organizations, many of which did not respond or were unavailable. 
Several challenges became evident through the outreach process: 

• The number of people involved in advocacy work is small in the Atlantic provinces. 
Many are too busy with day-to-day problems to participate in research, even if 
interested. 

• The COVID-19 pandemic still poses significant problems for organizations that serve 
people with disabilities. One interview had to be postponed indefinitely due to a 
resurgence of COVID-19 at an institution. 

• Many advocates have other jobs that take up much of their time. One person expressed 
their willingness to be interviewed but not until a later date due to work pressures. 

• Some people with lived experience of disabilities may be vulnerable and unwilling to 
speak out because of their dependence on government or private organizations for 
meeting their day-to-day needs. 

 
Recommendations 

 
Our findings can facilitate a provincial/territorial catalyst discussion on how to support seamless 
connectivity throughout the various modes that make up the accessible transportation 
ecosystem in Canada. It is hoped that our study will encourage knowledge exchange between 
the provinces and territories of any successes in programs and policies to removed barriers and 
promote increased accessibility in transportation.  
 
We recommend that future research studies: 

• Investigate how legislation, policy, and financial resources can be combined to increase 

high-quality accessible transportation across Canada. 

• Explore the alignment of policy, practice, and funding on transportation use between 

municipal, provincial, and federal levels, focusing on particularly vulnerable points (e.g., 

enough accessible vehicles to service rural communities). 
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• Integrate in-depth subject matter expert interviews from varied perspectives, including 

those with lived experience, transportation companies, and policymakers. Our interview 

data demonstrated that interviews can provide rich information about the state of 

transportation beyond the availability of accessible taxis. 

• Explore methods to support ease of access to funding opportunities for companies to 

increase their accessibility and navigability.  

• Identify, through an environmental scan, where federal funding could most effectively 

impact accessible transportation (e.g., supporting the manufacturing of accessible 

vehicles, subsidizing insurance costs, etc.). 

• Investigate solutions to support relevant supply chains. There is a need for accessible 

vehicles for purchase by non-profits, cab companies, and transit services, especially in 

rural areas where non-profits are responding to needs but are limited in their ability to 

meet demands. 

• Conduct environment scans and explore solutions for accessible transportation in rural 

settings. Practical considerations could include a fund for new accessible vehicles for 

rural communities to meet local demand (both disability-related and aging). 

• To best identify the real-world consequences of transportation disparities for people 

with disabilities, root future studies in the voice of those with lived experience. The 

number of requests made to taxi companies alone may not demonstrate the actual local 

need for service. This project illuminated the important distinction between an existing 

need for transportation and its measurable demand; there may be a need, yet no 

requests made of taxi services due to previous negative experience, known lack of 

availability, or cost.  

 

Conclusion 
 
A specific goal of this pilot in the Atlantic provinces was to recommend a data collection 
strategy for the overall objective of this project, to determine the number of, and demand for, 
wheelchair accessible taxi and ridesharing vehicles in Canada. Through this pilot research, it has 
become clear that the transportation industry is complex and variable between regions, 
provinces and municipalities. To ensure that those with lived experience were represented, this 
pilot study interviewed self-advocates in accessible transportation within this complex 
ecosystem.  
 

The initial inquiry centred on demand. Through interviews, we heard why people look to on-
demand services in all aspects of daily living (medical appointments, social events, commuting 
to work, outings into nature, etc.). What we heard was more than a demand for transportation 
services, but also why these services are essential in the lives of people with disabilities. 
Temporary, intermittent, and systemic limitations of service diminish people’s autonomy and 
result in their exclusion from participating in society. 
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In light of the interview results, we recommend further inquiry into why people with disabilities 
look to on-demand accessible transportation services and the impact caused when such 
services are unavailable. A comprehensive understanding of needs and impacts from those with 
lived experience would be an essential base. Further, an investigation is also required into how 
those without disabilities view the provision of accessible transportation. Evidence from this 
study indicates that the impacts of accessible transportation are not well understood by those 
who do not rely on them. Building up this knowledge base and amplifying the voice of those 
with lived experience may help catalyze action to improve the state of accessible transportation 
in Canada. 
 
Similarly, we would recommend continuing to work with the taxi and ridesharing industry as 
subject experts, as they can offer insights into the barriers to providing accessible services that 
their industry faces. It also became clear from advocates and taxi companies that other services 
are integrated into the transportation space (public and not-for-profit organizations) and must 
be included in future studies.  
 
Overall, we feel that the lens with which we view accessible taxis and ridesharing must be 
reconceptualized to focus on need rather than demand, guided by the notion of seamless 
connectivity. Reorienting the focus to the needs of people with disabilities, while building a 
base of critical subject matter knowledge on the ways that multi-modal transportation systems 
function, can leverage a national discussion on accessible transportation. 
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Appendix A 
 

This section is a preliminary review of the available academic and grey literature on the current 
availability and governance options for accessible taxis and rideshares in Canada’s Atlantic 
provinces. This review guided and provided context for our parallel pilot survey and interview 
study. 
 
Nova Scotia 
In 2017, concerns were raised regarding the unreliability of accessible transportation services in 
Halifax (Berman, 2017). One source of this problem was a dramatic decline in the number of 
accessible taxis. In 2015 there were 47 wheelchair accessible cabs in Halifax, while in 2018 
there were only 18 (Chiu, 2018). Casino Taxi, the city’s largest taxi dispatch company, had 35 
accessible taxi drivers in 2015-2016, with only 5 remaining in 2018 (Chiu, 2018). Much of this 
decline was attributed to drivers quitting their jobs or being let go by taxi companies for “poor 
performance.” Some alleged that drivers repeatedly refused ride requests from people with 
disabilities, though others disputed these claims. Accessible calls for taxis require additional 
time, compared to other calls, to load and unload the passenger. Because of this, drivers may 
earn less from accessible fares per unit of time (Chiu, 2018). 
 
Halifax Transit offers and funds Access-A-Bus, a multi-passenger, door-to-door, transit service 
for people with disabilities that are unable to use the conventional Halifax Transit service 
(Halifax Transit, 2021). However, this paratransit requires that requests be made at least seven 
days in advance (Chiu, 2018; Wentzell, 2021). This service was reviewed in 2021 as part of the 
“Access-A-Bus Continuous Improvement Service Plan” implementation, aiming to improve the 
service and ensure that people with disabilities have equitable access to transportation (Myers, 
2021). 
 
The province used to offer a grant for accessibility retrofitting, spending nearly $200,000 to 
transform 11 taxi vehicles. However, this funding has since been reallocated to not-for-profit 
community transit groups (Chiu, 2018). As of 2018, the municipality planned to disburse $3.9 
million for the addition of 10 new accessible buses and the replacement of 21 of the 40 Access-
A-Bus vehicles. To further incentivize growth, the city did not place a cap on the number of 
accessible vehicles allowed, whereas conventional taxis were at that time capped 1,000 (Chiu, 
2018). 
 
Nova Scotia had explored the option of mandating that all taxis be accessible to relieve 
pressure on their Access-A-Bus system (Levesque, 2020). Halifax proposed to alter the existing 
three license classification system for taxis to a single standard taxi license requiring all taxis to 
be accessible. The proposal was rejected in 2016, however, due to industry concerns of vehicle 
expense and lower fare returns for accessible rides (Levesque, 2020). In 2019, the Halifax City 
Council expanded the number of taxi licenses from 1,000 to 1,600, consolidated the three taxi 
zones into one, and required all drivers to complete several training courses which included an 
accessibility course (Campbell, 2019). In February 2021, the Regional Council approved a new 
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accessible taxi-style service. Users of this service pay a standard taxi rate for rides, which the 
municipality subsidizes by paying an additional fee to the contract company (Wentzell, 2021). 
 
New Brunswick 
In 2014, there were several transportation services for people with disabilities in the Moncton 
area. However, many of them ran on limited schedules and had limited space for pick-ups 
(Steeves, 2014).  
 
In 2018, New Brunswick signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Transport Canada to 
supply funding for 11 projects to improve accessibility, including a new accessible intercity bus, 
additional driver training, and new vehicle retrofitting (Abilities Canada, 2018). In 2020, the 
New Brunswick Department of Transportation and Infrastructure collaborated with Ability New 
Brunswick on a pilot project in which a non-profit organization implemented the province’s 
Vehicle Retrofit Program (Government of New Brunswick, 2020a, 2020b). The program included 
funding for 80 percent of the cost of eligible accessibility features (such as wheelchair 
lifts/ramps) for vehicles to a limit of $8,000. 
 
In November 2020, provincial legislation was passed allowing the introduction of ridesharing 
services under certain conditions, but local municipalities must also change bylaws to permit 
such services (Gill, 2021). Fredericton began permitting ridesharing in April 2021 (Gill, 2021). 
Uride, a ridesharing service that announced plans to operate in Fredericton, does not currently 
have wheelchair accessible vehicles but has expressed a willingness to add them to their 
platform (Saulnier, 2021; Uride, 2022). 
 
Prince Edward Island 
In 2018, Charlottetown taxi companies struggled to keep up with demand during peak hours 
due to difficulties finding enough drivers (MacMillan, 2018). In 2019, the government of PEI 
permitted a ride-booking phone application, PEI Online Taxi, to operate on the island in 
response to the shortage of taxis (MacMillan, 2019a, 2019b; Yarr, 2019). Although it resembles 
popular ridesharing applications like Uber and Lyft, PEI Online Taxi is a licensed taxi stand 
(MacMillan 2019a). 
 
Nonetheless, in 2020 the lack of wheelchair accessible taxis remained an issue that varied 
across the province (Brown, 2020). The City of Summerside, for example, has three accessible 
taxis that claim to operate at all times of day, yet none of Charlottetown’s five taxi companies 
had wheelchair accessible vehicles in their fleets (Brown, 2020). Moreover, PEI has no rural and 
small-town public transit services (Levesque, 2020). 
 
In 2021, the province announced the launch of the Accessible Transportation Rebate Program, 
which aims to increase accessible transportation options by subsidizing the costs of wheelchair 
accessible vehicles for both taxi owners and ridesharing companies (Government of Prince 
Edward Island, 2021). The province announced $95,000 to be administered by the PEI Council 
of People with Disabilities, with the City of Charlottetown adding $5,000 more (Yarr, 2021). 
Transportation operators can apply for rebates for both vehicle and equipment purchases. 



38 
 

Drivers of accessible vehicles are required to complete a training course on the needs of 
passengers with disabilities (Government of Prince Edward Island, 2021).  
 
Newfoundland & Labrador 
Newfoundland and Labrador has focused on St. John’s in addressing issues associated with 
accessible transit. Other communities in the province continue to lack accessible transportation 
(Levesque, 2020). In 2017, taxi companies in the St. John’s metro area struggled to meet 
demand for accessible transportation. In response, the City of St. John’s provided $190,000 and 
the province $25,000 to acquire several accessible taxis (Fitzpatrick & Power, 2017). 
 
Since 2021, St. John’s has maintained 374 taxi operation licenses, 10 of which are reserved for 
accessible vehicles (Mullaley, 2021a). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of taxis 
registered in the province decreased from 764 to 644 (Mullaley, 2021a). Provincial legislation 
and city bylaws currently prohibit rideshare companies from operating in the province 
(Mullaley, 2021b). 
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Appendix B 
 
Company fleet sizes in 2019 (pre-pandemic) 
 

No. of Vehicles 
Reported 

No. of Companies Total Vehicles 

1 5 5 

2 6 12 

3 2 6 

4 4 16 

6 1 6 
7 2 14 

8 3 24 

14 1 14 

15 1 15 

16 1 16 
20 1 20 

80 1 80 

132 1 132 

400 1 400 
Total 30 760 

 
Company fleet sizes in 2021 (during pandemic) 
 

No. of Vehicles 
Reported 

No. of Companies Total Vehicles 

0 1 0 

1 6 6 
2 7 14 

3 1 3 
4 1 4 

5 2 10 

7 3 21 
8 1 8 

11 1 11 
12 2 24 

13 1 13 

20 1 20 
50 1 50 

51 1 51 
missing 1  

Total 30 235 
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Wheelchair accessible vehicles in company fleets in 2019 (pre-pandemic) 
 

No. of Accessible 
Vehicles 

No. of Companies Total Accessible 
Vehicles 

0 22 0 

1 3 3 
2 3 6 

4 1 4 

50 1 50 

Total 30 63 

 
Wheelchair accessible vehicles in company fleets in 2021 (during pandemic) 
 

No. of Accessible 
Vehicles 

No. of Companies Total Accessible 
Vehicles 

0 23 0 
1 2 2 

2 2 4 

4 1 4 

50 1 50 
missing 1  

Total 30 60 
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Appendix C 
 
Requests for wheelchair accessible vehicles in 2019 (pre-pandemic) 
 

No. of requests No. of Companies Total Requests 

12 1 12 
15 1 15 

50 1 50 

2478 1 2478 

missing 26 unknown 

Total 30 2555 
 
Requests for wheelchair accessible vehicles in 2021 (during pandemic) 
 

No. of requests No. of Companies Total Requests 

12 1 12 
15 1 15 

50 1 50 

279 1 279 

missing 26 unknown 
Total 30 356 
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