Accessibility Forum 01/04/2026 – Meeting Summary 

Attendees
· Dave Richardson and Allison Friday (Chairs)
· Aaron Rook - North East Autism Society 
· Claire Hoggeth & Michelle Perrie - Deaflink 
· Newcastle Airport Staff Members:
Charlotte Birkett (Passenger Services Manager)
Aaron Buckingham (Passenger Services Operations Manager)
Tara Hurst (Customer Operations Manager)
Passenger Services Team members
· Steve Wilson - Jet2 Accessibility & Assisted Travel Manager 
· Newcastle Airport Assisted Travel users:
Martin Rhode
Scott Davis
Diane Wilson 

1. Welcome and Introductions
· Attendees introduced themselves and outlined their roles.
· Nial provided an overview of current airport expansion and ongoing projects.

2. Airport Development and Infrastructure Updates
· Expansion of the gantry is underway, with additional ambulifts planned to increase operational capacity.
· Toilet Facilities: 
· No “Changing Places” facility included in the new toilet block.
· A facility is aimed be included as part of the Gate 19 project.

3. Operational Update
· Aaron Buckingham provided an update on current operations, including passenger assistance volumes and ongoing service delivery focus.

4. Jet2 Accessibility & Assisted Travel – Presentation (Steve Wilson)
Steve Wilson (Jet2) delivered a presentation covering accessibility initiatives and his extensive experience within the sector:
Background
· Personal insight:
· Experience across major UK airports including Heathrow, Gatwick, Luton, Edinburgh and Bournemouth.
· Previously worked with ABM delivering Special Assistance services.
· Co-Chair of the Department for Transport (DfT) Aviation Accessibility Implementation Group (AAIG), chaired by Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson.
· Engaged with multiple accessibility forums.
Jet2 Assisted Travel Overview
· Dedicated assisted travel team: 45 core staff, expanding to over 100 during peak demand.
· Approximately 49,000 assisted passengers handled at Newcastle Airport.
Key Initiatives
· Introduction of: 
· Braille onboard safety briefings
· British Sign Language (BSL) interpretation
· SignLive integration for live BSL support throughout the passenger journey
· Development of a one-stop Assisted Travel Guide for customers.
· Launch of an internal mobile application to support passengers.
· Enhanced disability awareness training across the business.
· Use of accessible and inclusive training programmes.
Additional Services
· “ZoomDoc” fit-to-fly assessments available on the day of travel.
· SignLive accessible from booking stage through to travel completion.
Discussion Points
· EMA’s (Electric Mobility Aids) and aircraft boarding: 
· Jet2 actively exploring solutions such as aviramps.
· Industry subgroup established within AAIG, involving manufacturers and Aviation Services UK.
· Focus on safety, secure restraint of equipment and battery compliance for aircraft transport.
· Anticipated new IATA guidance on EMAs expected soon.

5. Customer Experience & Communications
Caroline introduced brand expectations and accessibility-focused initiatives:
· “True Colours Theatre” concept focusing on the passenger journey.
· Use of video content across social channels.
· “My Airport Adventure” book for passengers.
· Planned addition of accessibility content to the CSR wall.

6. Forum Feedback and Discussion
Accessibility Content & Inclusivity
· Concerns raised (Martin) that current accessibility videos: 
· Are more suited to children rather than adults or senior travellers.
· Do not fully represent a diverse range of disabilities and age groups.
· Could be improved by including broader representation.

Customer Experience & Communication
· Feedback that: 
· Airport staff support is inconsistent.
· Sunflower lanyard recognition is variable and sometimes overlooked.
· Lack of clear communication from check-in to the assistance lounge.
· Suggestion to: 
· Improve two-way communication, avoiding assumptions about passengers’ needs.
· Consider process-led videos that clearly explain what passengers should expect at each stage.

Sunflower Lanyard Awareness
· Concerns raised: 
· Recognition varies internationally (e.g. not recognised by AENA without pre-notification).
· At Newcastle, not always acknowledged consistently.
· Discussion around: 
· Potential stigma attached to wearing the lanyard.
· Desire from some passengers to travel independently without drawing attention.

Training & Standards
· Forum noted: 
· Limited influence over 3rd party providers (e.g. Swissport).
· Need for consistent training standards across all parties within the airport 
· Upcoming accessibility forum (Chair of Accessibility Forums) to provide updates on training.

Facilities & Environment
· Feedback on: 
· Private search room described as cramped and claustrophobic.
· Lighting and design of the Gate 3 corridor perceived as not fully accessible.
· Suggestion for future projects to be reviewed with the forum prior to implementation.

Communication Accessibility (BSL)
· Positive discussion around tools such as: 
· QR code access to live interpreters (e.g. SignLive/Convos).
· Enhancing communication between staff and deaf passengers.
· Highlighted benefits: 
· Reduced anxiety
· Improved clarity during security and boarding processes
Action: AB to review Convos solution for BSL integration.

Passenger Experience Feedback
· Mixed feedback received: 
· Some experiences described as “brilliant” (including named staff recognition).
· Others noted inconsistencies.
· NEAS shared: 
· Two service users recently travelled with a positive experience.
· Airport website resources were particularly helpful for pre-travel planning.
.

8. Ongoing Actions / Considerations
· Review of BSL communication tools (Convos / SignLive)
· Consider improvements to accessibility videos (broader representation)
· Explore consistent training expectations with 3rd party providers
· Feed accessibility requirements into upcoming infrastructure projects
· Continue discussions on digital solutions for sunflower lanyard recognition

