THE CASE FOR A NATIONAL SCHEME

1.
Introduction

This document is based on a paper given to the Association of Transport Co-ordinating Officers (ATCO) Conference on 19th July 2005 which was called to consider the implementation of meeting the April 2006 statutory requirement regarding free travel on local bus services.

Firstly however it must be recognised that the NPC commitment is for:-
“Free nationwide travel on all public and local Transport”

I recognise there are problems that Operators and indeed Politicians face but I believe they are not insurmountable and the benefits of a national scheme greatly outweigh them which I will try and demonstrate.

1.1
It should be noted that in some parts of the country as much as 60% of the people have no 
access to a car.

1.2
The NPC response to the free local bus travel initiative is not churlish and we believe it is a 
step in the right direction as it commences to redress the lack of equality that exists up and down the nation.  

1.3
Over recent months I have heard speakers on various schemes which serve to illustrate the 
complexity.  It is fair to say we at the NPC have long looked at the detail of the different schemes and marvelled at the bureaucracy that divides them up in so complicated a way.  There are sometimes 20 or so different arrangements in the same County. 

2. Interface with Government

2.1
The Secretary of State, when we have met with him, has talked primarily of costs but I 
believe it can be demonstrated that many of those costs are avoidable.  It has also been suggested that the nationwide facility might jeopardise other transport investment.  We, as older people, always strive to avoid being at variance with other sections of the community and would suggest this view ignores the many cross benefits to society and the economy.

2.2
Only just over a year ago on 5 July 2004 the Secretary of State stated, “A national ‘go-
anywhere’ bus pass involving a local authority based mandatory scheme would be very complicated and costly to establish and administer because local authorities who receive a large number of visitors – seaside resorts and the capital being the most obvious examples – would need to be reimbursed accordingly.”  I am convinced that added visitors to the coast and places of interest would be welcomed by those resorts as such places rely on attracting visitors.

2.3
We wish the government to understand our requirement for travel will not be a drain on 
resources but of benefit to all sections of society and I hope to illustrate the pros and cons in this paper.

3.
Problems (of a General Nature)

3.1
Free public transport does not deal with infirmity or extreme disablement so money has also 
to be found for those schemes that do - Dial a Ride, Taxi card, Post bus, disability cars, hospital transport and other solutions.

3.2
We are not unreasonable and we recognise that peak travel with its high load factor does 
mean that free travel has to be regulated and it is for us to try and convince some older people that if you are running a heavily used service it is difficult enough without the injection of the less agile into the system.  I speak having operated the Southern Region of the old BR and do therefore believe if older people are to be respected there is a need for us to be reasonable and debate issues.  It needs to be noted that not all older people agree with this pragmatism.  Indeed, in some existing schemes no closed periods exist but as a principle we do not seek peak travel unless it is offered.

3.3
In connection with the ban in the Peak referred to above, Doctor and Hospital appointments 
do need separate funding and separate finance.  Since the health of the nation’s older people would improve with the inclusion that free travel allows, then the health services must either give later appointments or separately fund the travel.

3.4
Smart card technology is considered an essential but complicated aspect of concessionary 
fares.  However there are solutions to this which should enable operators to know what the user statistics are and to debit Government accordingly.  In my view we might do better to focus on examples of where receipts and rewards are split without smart cart technology.  The present fragmented railway provides the best example by using sophisticated sampling of journeys and different operators serving the same stations, and analysis of receipts is able to allocate revenue between 25 different companies plus LUL, Eurostar and others.

3.5
Persons living where there is no local train or bus may well say we do not want the Freedom 
Pass but our view is the pass should be usable on any service in the nation, so that even if there were no services at home, when visiting Manchester or any other city the services would be available.

4
Problems (Associated with April 2006)

4.1
Because the schemes are local rather than national in application the travel passes will only 
be eligible for areas served by the administering local authority or PTA.  It is clear from the conferences I have attended and from the briefings of the PTEG, which represents the seven UK Passenger Transport Executives, that the funding is in disarray.

4.2
What is proposed for local implementation is unworkable in the short term and is likely to be 
shelved for a national scheme when the fact that it is unworkable is demonstrated.  My concern is a number of excellent schemes presently in place will be in part dismantled to cover the financial black holes that have been created.

4.3
The main concern is that several schemes will be downgraded with consequent severe 
problems for some older people.  Examples of that down-grading are listed below and represent the tip of the iceberg.

4.4
It should have been foreseen that to bring a substantial change in on day one of a new 
financial year would require budget provision in the previous year and a longer lead time than that provided.  It was debated in Wales for two years before implementation so the 8 months for this scheme is ludicrously short.  Certainly if the “Keynote” address to the ATCO Conference is anything to go by little or no detailed consideration has been given.

4.5
It seems clear the very hurried way the Chancellor’s gesture is being implemented has 
caused a major difficulty with the larger players causing the funding lower down the chain to be, of necessity, vague.  Those PTAs with a large and successful Tram system are the ones being penalised since the obvious way to meet the shortfall in funding would be to give the free bus pass travel as instructed and withdraw anything that is not a requirement under the 2000 Transport Act.  Tyne and Wear and the Manchester to Altrincham and Manchester to Bury services are a case in point.  It is clear that until the NEXUS and GMPTE problems are addressed the rest of the Country must wait.

4.6 I recognise the £350 Million has to be allocated and understand the present methods and the 
implications on other National Schemes presently in place ie Wales etc., but must point out from the examples below how, what was supposed to be a fine gesture by the Chancellor in a budget speech, will unintentionally cause upset and difficulties to older people.

4.7
The examples are:-

4.7.1
HAMPSHIRE - There is a proposal to save £190 000 by cancelling over 30 bus services in 
the County.  Evidence and examples are available and both older people and other paid for users are inconvenienced.  Ironically, as Southampton itself is a Unitary Authority and therefore not part of Hampshire for transport purposes, no-one can say what will happen and what the cross boundary situation is or will become in April 2006.  Incidentally and incongruously, Southampton is in the local transport plan!

4.7.2
LUTON - Luton Borough Council Unitary Authority stated that to fund the changes in April 
2006 they are looking to considerably downsize the existing travel conditions.  Luton at present allows travel to certain towns outside the county of Bedfordshire (e.g. Hitchin, Stevenage, St Albans and Watford) which may be withdrawn as a consequence.  In addition the off peak National Rail travel presently enjoyed may be downgraded to only include Luton Airport Parkway and Leagrave.

4.7.3
NEXUS - This provides a perfect example of the problems and illustrates why more thought 
should have gone into the proposals.  I have studied the NEXUS documentation, benefited from the PTEG briefs and, in a nutshell, of the £350 Million NEXUS will get £7.9 Million.  All the Chancellor’s gesture has done is highlight the stupidity of the present system and make organisations propose different schemes.  In this case a count of users rather than using heads of population.  The Tyne and Wear Metro is key.

4.7.4
GMPTE - The Tram factor can be used in this case as with NEXUS above.  Trams are the 
future it would seem unless the government proposes to cancel and restrict Tram schemes. 

4.7.5
SHEFFIELD & SOUTH YORKSHIRE - A detailed examination of this location reveals 
what appear to be deliberate moves by government to shift responsibility from Central Government to PTEs and local authorities.  In addition the exclusion of Trams and Trains in the Chancellor’s offer makes it likely those facilities will be withdrawn from people over 60 in Sheffield as with the other examples.  (Because of this recurring Tram confusion in each example see 4.7.7 below).

The present South Yorkshire scheme is a good and satisfactory arrangement with a charge of 35p after 09.30 Mondays to Fridays and all day Saturday and Sunday and Bank Holidays.  These concessions apply to Bus, Tram and Train.  In addition there is a reciprocal arrangement for cross boundary travel by Bus with Lancashire County Council, GMPTE and South Yorkshire PTA.  The arrangements from April 2006 for free bus only will weaken the facilities on offer and remove Train and Tram thus further marginalising that mode of transport to the inconvenience of travellers and with consequent increased damage to the environment.

4.7.6
ESSEX - Because the new arrangements are so demonstrably unworkable there is now a plan to deal with Essex as an entity which will perhaps prevent some of the illustrations above applying there.  Details will be available at the meeting on 21 September.

4.7.7.
TRAMWAYS - Because of the importance of Trams/Light Rail and Metro environmentally I have joined in debate with the Confederation of Passenger Transport (CPT) whose Director General also spoke at the ATCO conference.  He has very kindly supplied me with the June 2005 booklet “On the Move” which I have found of great value.  I was particularly interested in the Foreword by Karen Buck MP to whom this paper is submitted for consideration.  “On the Move” is an informative and useful document on Bus travel and the statistics in many ways support our views.

I am disappointed however not to find any reference to Trams until page 44 of 45 pages, and only then do Light Rail and Metro systems get a mention and it is to be sincerely hoped that the exclusion of Tramways from the Chancellor’s statement was anything other than a slip of the tongue and the free bus travel will include also Tram and Metro services.  Croydon, Midlands Metro, Sheffield Super Tram, Manchester Metrolink, Docklands Light Railway, Tyne & Wear Metro and Glasgow Underground should all be treated in like manner.

Concerns have been expressed in several places about the failure to implement Tram schemes.  Portsmouth and Cambridge to St Ives being two cases that will suffice to illustrate this although ironically the schemes in Scotland are going ahead.

4.8 ATCO Conference:

Without wishing to labour the point the debate at the conference in July clearly illustrated a muddle and although some localities are trying to address the issue there is no doubt what was intended to be a helpful gesture and a benefit to older people will in reality mean a considerable diminution in many places.  To quote further examples would be unhelpful but I do urge notice is taken of the situation.  

5
Benefits

Let me say therefore that all the paper shuffling problems illustrated above would be easily dealt with by a national scheme and that to open up Public Transport would be of benefit to all sections of the community as I hope this paper demonstrates.

5.1
Transport has a major part to play in enabling older people to continue to live in their own 
homes and participate fully in the life of the community.

5.2
The presence of Pensioners in the town centres and precincts is good for local business. 
There are illustrations from the Welsh experience to demonstrate this. 

5.3
The older person travelling out of the peak times can improve the marginal costs of services 
and thus retain services to the good of the community as a whole.

5.4
The Welsh experience has again demonstrated that an increase in revenue resulted from the 
free travel as other persons increased their paid for user.  At the ATCO conference the Chairman of the CPT for Wales was clear in his assertion that the free travel whilst initially a great concern to operators and local government has in reality caused. 
a)
More Investment in new vehicles

b)
Service Enhancements

c)
Non concessionary passenger growth from those service upgrades.

d)
Increased demand

e)
Increased frequencies

f)
Improved non concessionary revenue.

So our contention is that the travel in those conurbations that offer the facilities are benefiting in like manner although not quantified and that a nation wide scheme would therefore do the same.

5.5
The need for transport increases with age.  The use of cars for short journeys is a high 
pollution factor.  An assessable free transport system would solve both problems.

5.6
There is a proven link between improved health and the ability to be included in the 
community rather than isolated at home.

5.7
The administrative cost of the many different schemes which takes up several hundreds of 
clerks and administrators and revenue protection people issuing tickets and tokens to different sections of the community could for the most part be saved.

5.8
Older people could provide unpaid well informed persons to contribute to committees on 
services, mobility and other older peoples’ issues.  By this I must stress we do not mean more attendance at “Stakeholder Groups”.  We want involvement, inclusion and participation all of which would benefit the community and the free travel is the key that unlocks those advantages.

6.
The Requirement

6.1
There are excellent schemes where the political will exists and where the common sense 
approach in management allows an authority to both specify and dictate the provision.  There is London where the Mayor both specifies and controls, and similarly Reading where the Bus Company is Council controlled. Merseyside is a flagship scheme and from 24 July 2005 the West Midlands implemented a revised Concessionary Travel Scheme which  allowed persons aged over 60 years of age and eligible disabled people free bus, train and Metro travel after 9.30am Monday to Friday and all day Saturday and Sunday and Bank Holidays, within the West Midlands County.

6.2
I understand that the West Midlands PTA is prepared to extend the scheme to adjoining 
counties so we are on the way to having a sensible nationwide scheme.

6.3
The requirement in essence is a nationwide scheme administered nationally not determined 
by your post code.  It should be recognised that there is no justification for different treatment of pensioner groups as everyone receives the same basic pension.

6.4
I do not believe we are asking for an uneconomic alternative.  Older people do not want 
charity and something for nothing.  Older people for the most part have contributed to society and in their retirement if they are “included” will feel they are still able to contribute by that inclusion.

6.5
Apart from the contribution to the debate on travel arrangements, ie access to vehicles and 
premises, vehicle design, staff training, location of pick up points etc, there are many other subjects on which Older Persons and Disabled people could contribute.  To my personal knowledge there are many older people on voluntary work – Samaritans being one such example, or another case where an older person is passing on his skills by teaching woodwork to blind people.

6.6
There is a vast untapped resource out there and if the Government recognised the cross 
departmental benefits that accrue from the Freedom Pass – to health, to increased economic activity, to voluntary work and had the political will to achieve those desirable things – Mobility is the key.

So I repeat - society as a whole will gain from the free travel and it should be seen as a benefit and not a drain on resources.  It is illogical if the West Midlands, Greater London and Merseyside can have the political will and the rest of the UK, excluding Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, cannot.
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