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1. Summary
1.1  Age UK is the new force combining Age Concern and Help the Aged. We are a national charity and social enterprise working to transform later life in the UK and overseas. Our vision is of a world in which older people flourish. We aim to improve later life for everyone through our information and advice, services, products, training, research and campaigning.
1.2 In responding to this inquiry, Age UK would like to highlight the following issues:

1.2.1 We are concerned the reduction in Bus Service Operators Grant will lead to a direct impact on older people’s ability to travel, because of further reductions in bus services. This potential reduction in services is likely to have a disproportionate impact on rural areas. 
1.2.2 Community transport is at risk if there are reductions to BSOG. The risk is amplified in some cases where they rely on a range of funding, including local government grants, which are also facing spending cuts.

1.2.3 The value of free off-peak travel for older people who would otherwise be unable to travel locally to access services and visit friends is considerable. Passenger Focus undertook a survey in July 2009 that revealed that 39% of older pass holders made a greater number of local journeys by bus than before they obtained their pass
. We would urge the Government to think very carefully before making any changes to eligibility. 
1.2.4 Age UK recognises the benefits of the bus concession are set against spending of around £1 billion per year, which means some administrative savings are necessary. However, the universal nature of the bus concession should be protected. 

1.2.5 National and local government must take into account the needs and views of older people in all transport planning. The process of seeking people’s views needs to allow people to see the outcomes of their involvement.
2. Impact of reductions to BSOG 
2.1 Impact on public transport
2.1.1 It is essential that as people age, they can still get out, access local services and travel further if they want. The Secretary of State has indicated that the average reduction in bus services, as a direct result of the 20% reduction to the Bus Service Operators Grant (BSOG), would be around 1.5%
.  We are concerned the reduction in BSOG will lead to a direct impact on older people’s ability to travel, because of further reductions in bus services.
2.1.2 Furthermore, this potential reduction in services is likely to have a disproportionate impact on rural areas.  The percentage of households with an hourly or better service within 13 minutes walk is just 50% in villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings
. However, more than 350,000, or 35% of pensioner households in rural areas have no access to a car or van. 
2.1.3 Bus services in rural areas are at greater risk unless the ‘rural premium’ is taken into account in the assessment of service provision. The rural premium is the extra cost of delivery of services to people living in a rural area, compared to those who live in an urban area. To protect an already poor service, the decision to reduce services in rural areas cannot be based simply on cost and the number of people using the service; rather a broader impact assessment needs to be undertaken. 

2.2  Community transport

2.2.1 Community transport schemes fill an important gap in places where private travel is not possible or the public transport system does not fully serve the needs of older people in the area. There are a range of community transport schemes providing vital services for older people, such as transporting them to day centres or providing a ‘ring and ride’ service. These schemes currently benefit from the BSOG.
2.2.2 A number of local Age Concern organisations provide community transport schemes for older people in their area and benefit from BSOG contributions. Each community transport scheme is different. However, whatever their size or the specifics of the schemes, the common feature is that they do not operate on a profit and managers of these schemes have raised significant concerns about maintaining the current level of service if BSOG is reduced at the same time as wider funding cuts. 

2.2.3 For example, Age Concern Cornwall has a fleet of 9 mini-buses. They provide a range of services for the local area, including dial-a-ride and group hire for other voluntary organisations. The service does not make a profit and customers are charged for the service. They receive £6,500 from the Bus Service Operators Grant, which they say keeps their head above water so they can continue to run the service. A reduction in grant could affect their service and they are concerned about the knock-on affect this will have to their customers.

2.2.4 These community transport schemes are financed in different ways depending on local circumstances. Some Age Concern community transport schemes rely on a number of sources for funding, including local government grants. BSOG reductions are coming at the same time as spending cuts from local government, which puts community transport services at greater risk. 
2.2.5 The reduction in BSOG for community transport should therefore be considered in the round, taking account of the reductions in local government grant at the same time as changes to BSOG.
3. Implications of free off-peak travel
3.1 Free local bus travel is a life line for many in later life. It helps people to remain independent and access local amenities and services, and can be an important way to keep in contact with friends and family, helping to tackle social isolation. Age UK conducted research into the public’s views on a wide range of government spending that those aged over 65 benefit from. In response to the question, which two or three of the following benefits
 are most important to protect from spending cuts, two in five (40%) of those aged 65 and over thought free bus travel was the most important to be protected
. Given the value many people in later life place on free bus travel, we would urge the Government to think very carefully before making any changes to eligibility.
3.2  We welcome the Transport Secretary’s remarks that the national concessionary scheme is enshrined in primary legislation and that the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister have no plans to change it.
 Age UK welcomes this important commitment and were pleased to see this restated in the Spending Review. 
3.3 Free bus travel has been a success and remains very popular with older people. In a survey undertaken in June 2008
, 62% of those aged 60 or over living in England had received or registered for a concessionary pass. By July 2009 the figure for all of Great Britain had risen to 76%. 
3.4 Its value to those who would otherwise be unable to travel locally to access services and visit friends is considerable. Passenger Focus undertook a survey in July 2009 that revealed that 39% of older pass holders made a greater number of local journeys by bus than before they obtained their pass
. 14% of older pass holders also made more journeys outside of their local area compared to before the introduction of free national bus travel.
3.5 Age UK recognises these benefits are set against spending of around £1 billion per year on the bus concession, which means some administrative savings are necessary. We support efforts to simplify the administration of travel concessions in order to reduce costs. Changes should only be to administration and not to the provision of bus services, the age at which individuals become eligible or to the universal nature of entitlement. 
3.6 The Department for Transport has announced that it will look for administrative savings, by for example, shifting responsibility for the concession from district to county councils. The Under Secretary of State for Transport also recently announced that the government was looking at whether savings could be made through a more efficient method by which travel concession authorities reimburse bus operators. 
3.7 We support efforts to find savings in the following areas:
3.7.1 The way bus companies are remunerated. Bus companies should only be compensated for their costs in providing the service and should not make money out of the scheme, which is contrary to the Act. 
3.7.2 The complexity of funding arrangements: There are four separate allocations (none of which is ring-fenced) and the grant formulae are complicated and obscure to the public. This all makes it is difficult for local residents to assess whether or not the money is being used properly. Many local authorities have argued that the grants they receive are not sufficient to meet the costs, including that which arises from tourists visiting the area. The complexity of the funding arrangements means it is very difficult to validate or challenge these claims. 
3.7.3 The tier of local government: Most local authorities are in favour of the scheme being administrated at county council level, rather than at District level. However, consideration should be taken of the effectiveness of the bus service concession and local arrangements should not be automatically lost. For instance, in rural areas where districts have used their discretion to make the bus concession available at all times, rather than off-peak only, due to the small number of available services.
3.8 The universal nature of the bus concession should be protected. Age UK therefore opposes the idea of the concession being means-tested.
3.9 There are 11.7 million people in England aged over 60. If means testing were introduced and passes were only available to recipients of Pension Credit only 2.8 million people in England would qualify (the numbers could be slightly higher if recipients of Council Tax Benefit and Housing Benefit were included).  Around 1 million people who are eligible and not claiming Pension Credit would not receive the concession.
3.10 Councils have told us they are emphatically opposed to means testing free bus travel. They recognise the popularity of bus fare concessions for pensioners and wholeheartedly support them. The LGA commissioned an independent report to look at the issue of means testing, but concluded that it was not a way forward
. 
4. Taking into account passengers’ views
4.1 Understanding the needs and experiences of passengers is a vital part of planning bus services as part of an integrated transport system. National and local government must take into account the needs and views of older people in all transport planning. 
4.2 The Citizenship Survey 2009-10 showed that older people were less likely than younger groups to feel they could influence decisions locally and nationally. In addition research suggests that over 1 million people over 50 are socially excluded from society
. 
4.3 The process of seeking people’s views needs to allow people to see the outcomes of their involvement. Older people need to be partners in planning and delivering better outcomes for local transport. As individuals and collectively there needs to be a framework for participation that allows communities to define the problem and work with local agencies to find the solution.
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