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Transport Briefing Paper

Update on free local bus travel 

Introduction

In his Budget statement on March 16, the Chancellor, Gordon Brown announced that the government would introduce free concessionary travel on local bus services for older and disabled people in England from April 2006.
The purpose of this briefing paper is to clarify the terms of this announcement, outline the general position with regards to free travel throughout the UK and reiterate the Convention’s policy recommendations for further action.

What does the Budget statement mean?
· It is unclear at this stage whether or not legislation will be needed before April 2006 to introduce a statutory free local bus travel scheme, in the same way that the Transport Act 2000 introduced the statutory half-price fare currently in operation in many areas. The Convention will therefore be seeking clarification from the Department of Transport.
Current bus travel across the UK

	
	Current Travel Concessions
	Geographical Restrictions
	Time Restrictions
	Age Restrictions
	Future Travel Concessions

	England
	Half-price statutory bus fare, except in London, Merseyside, West Midlands, and a few smaller districts where bus travel is free.
	Only within those county/district boundaries mentioned
	After 9.30am
	Men and women at 60
	Free local bus travel by April 2006

	N Ireland      
	Free bus travel
	None
	None
	Men and women at 65
	None


· All pensioners aged 60 and over will be entitled to a free bus pass, allowing them free local bus travel within the local authority area, from 9.30am Monday to Friday and all day at weekends.
· Local authorities will retain their existing discretion to offer enhancements to schemes, including concessions on other modes of transport (eg. rail, ferry) and weekday travel before 9.30am.

· Local authorities will also be able to continue to offer travel token schemes as an alternative to a free local bus pass where appropriate.

· It also remains open to local authorities to co-operate with neighbouring authorities to provide wider area cross-boundary schemes.

· The additional cost of providing this service to all pensioners in England will be £350m in 2006/7. This will be allocated to local authorities by central government and should not require additional funding unless the authority wishes to provide services beyond those proposed by the Government. An additional £70m will also be allocated between local authorities in Scotland and Wales to maintain their existing schemes.
	Scotland
	Free bus travel
	Free travel only within county/district boundaries
	None
	Men and women at 60
	From April 2006 all boundary restrictions will be abolished

	Wales
	Free bus travel
	None
	None
	Men and women at 60
	None


NPC policy recommendations
The NPC has long campaigned for a truly nationwide travel scheme that enables all pensioners and the disabled to travel free of charge on public transport. The announcement by the Chancellor is a step towards that goal, but it is important that we continue our campaign for the following:
1. The introduction of a nationwide travel scheme that enables pensioners, disabled people and their escort, where necessary, to travel on buses, coaches, ferries, trams, tubes/metro and trains free of charge at all times. This should also be administered nationally, relieving local authorities of the necessity to provide such schemes, as will be the case in Scotland next April.
2. A pensioner travel pass issued nationally in the same manner as a driving licence.
3. Compulsory smart card operation to determine accurate usage of concessionary schemes and transport operators should be reimbursed by national government on such usage.
4. Where an existing scheme provides better provision and the authority wishes to retain it, this should continue.
5. Free travel services such as dial-a-ride, community buses and taxi-card systems should be provided to serve local communities where a nationwide travel scheme is inaccessible.
6. All taxi cab and car hire services should be properly regulated to ensure that older people can travel safely at any time.
7. Carers and medical staff providing services to older people in the community should be allowed to use bus lanes to travel to work
8.  
Local authorities should provide adequate free parking facilities for the disabled.
9.  Legislation should be enforced to ensure bus and train operators improve the design of their vehicles and buildings to make them safe and accessible for pensioners and disabled people.

10.
The frequency and accessibility of public transport services for pensioners and disabled people to and from local hospitals should be improved and publicised.
11.
Timetables and other travel information should be available in a format that is easily accessible - particularly to those with visual impairments.

Action points

The NPC therefore encourages all its affiliates and supporters to continue the campaign for free nationwide travel by: 

· Lobbying local MPs to amend any proposed legislation so that the free local bus travel scheme is turned into a truly nationwide, cross-boundary scheme.
· Contacting local authorities to also put pressure on government to amend the proposed scheme.
· Proposing local authorities approach neighbouring councils to promote the idea of free cross-boundary travel.
· Keeping the NPC office informed of any local developments or campaigns.
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