
 
 

MANDATORY CONCESSIONARY FARES SCHEME IN WALES 

Maintaining free bus travel for older people, disabled people 

and injured service veterans 

Response by the Bevan Foundation 

 

About the Bevan Foundation 

 

The Bevan Foundation is an independent and charitable think-tank that generates lasting 

solutions to poverty, inequality and injustice in Wales.  

It has substantial experience of policy development in respect of public transport as follows: 

• CEO is a non-executive director, Traveline Cymru (2013 – date) 

• CEO chaired the Bus Policy Advisory Group (2014-15) 

• Reviewed the operation and development of TrawsCymru (2014) 

• Researched older people’s experiences of buses for Age Cymru.1 

 

The Bevan Foundation also has substantial experience of identifying and seeking solutions 

to poverty and deprivation, working with a wide range of people in disadvantaged 

communities across Wales as well as with leading bodies such as the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation.  

 

The views in this paper draw from this wide experience and are not necessarily 

representative of the views of our funders or supporters.  

General Comments 

 

Our starting point is that public transport is a key ‘enabler’ of participation in the economy 

and society. Public transport is particularly important for people on low incomes, disabled 

people, young people and older people, all of whom are much less likely to have access to 

private transport than others. The cost and availability of public transport are absolutely key 

to these groups of people being able to participate in and benefit from opportunities for 

employment, learning and leisure and to access essential services. 

We therefore warmly welcome any measures which increase the availability and 

affordability of public transport to the people who most need it.  

The current concessionary fares scheme does not, however, meet this requirement and is 

in many ways regressive. We say this for the following reasons.  

1. It is not focused on people in most need 

Concessionary fares for older people were conceived of at a time when retirement 
                                                           
1 Buses – a lifeline for older people (2013) 
https://www.bevanfoundation.org/publications/buses_lifeline_older_people/  

https://www.bevanfoundation.org/publications/buses_lifeline_older_people/


 
 

typically triggered a fall in household income, and nearly 1 in 3 (29%) older people lived 

in relative income poverty. Today, someone eligible for a concessionary fare at age 60 

is in a very different position. He or she has another 6-7 years of working life ahead, and 

on retirement is the least likely of all age groups in the population to experience poverty 

(18% of pensioners are now in poverty).  

 

Now, the people who are most likely to have a low income are children and young adults 

yet the concessionary fare schemes for these age groups are much less generous than 

for older people. It is not uncommon for children to be the only fare-paying passengers 

on a day-time bus service.  

 

Amongst older people, the current concessionary scheme favours older people and 

disabled people who are physically able to use bus services and those in urban and 

semi-urban areas which have relatively dense bus networks. Our research with Age 

Cymru found that ‘older’ old people are unable to use standard bus services and so 

cannot make use of their concessionary passes, while those in more rural and isolated 

urban locations simply have no bus services they can use.   

 

2. The benefits of transport are needed by everyone not just older people 

The consultation paper cites the benefits of participation in physical and social activities 

for older people. We recognise these benefits but note that everyone benefits from 

these kinds of activity. Indeed there is at least a strong a case for ensuring that young 

people are able to access learning and leisure opportunities.  We would suggest that 

people who do not have their own transport who should receive the greatest help to 

access vital services.  

 

3. The scheme has not stimulated the provision of public transport services 

During the operation of the scheme, bus services (measured by mileage or passengers) 

have contracted especially outside cities. The services that remain are arguably skewed 

towards the concessionary fares market. As a result, many towns having few if any early 

morning or early evening services and large parts of rural Wales have very limited bus 

services at any time.  

 

The scheme also appears to have increased fares for those who pay, as the 

consultation paper hints, including adults on low pay. In many areas it is cheaper for two 

adults to travel by taxi than to go on the bus.  

 

4. The scheme is unsustainable 

The Welsh Government currently pays the fare of more than half of all bus passengers 

in Wales. The forecast increase in the number of older people is likely to increase the 

cost of funding their bus travel even further. 

 

We estimate that the public sector contributes around two-thirds of the bus industry’s 

operating costs and only a slightly smaller proportion of operating revenues. This is a 

rather different picture to that painted in the Welsh Government’s consultation on bus 



 
 

services,2 which said that 58% of operating revenues were from fare paying passengers 

(i.e. 42% was from the public sector).   

Our estimate is based on: 

• operating costs in 2016/17 of £161 million3  

• operating revenues in 2016/17 of £173 million.4   

• Concessionary fares expenditure £59 million 

• Local concessionary schemes £10.5 million 

• Scheme administration £2.2 million 

• Bus Services Support Grant £25 million 

• Young persons concession £7.37 million,  

• TrawsCymru £2 million.  

 

Whichever figure is correct, the Welsh Government is contributing a substantial sum 

towards bus transport with very little input into the quantity or quality of services provided. It 

is hard to imagine any other procurement arrangement operating with no specification of 

the service to be provided.  

 

We think there is potential to secure better bus services for everyone by focusing current 

expenditure on subsidising supply rather than demand, and operating a wider, contributory 

concessionary fares scheme. For example, if the operating cost of the current network is 

£161 million a year, allocating current expenditure of £100 million to costs leaves £60 

million a year to be raised. With 100 million trips a year, this is equivalent to charging 60p 

per trip by all passengers.  

 

5. There are major investments in rail 

At the same as bus transport is contracting, the Welsh Government is investing significantly 

in rail especially in south east Wales. The step-change anticipated in journey times, 

frequency and comfort on the rail network will need to be matched by improvements to bus 

it is to become a seamless network.  

For these reasons we think it is time for a more radical overhaul of how bus services can be 

made accessible and affordable for everyone in Wales. This should include considering: 

• how the current expenditure on subsidising demand could be refocused on 

improving the size and frequency of the bus network for all passengers; 

• whether revenues could be increased by introducing a modest, flat fare (including a 

modest concessionary fare); 

                                                           
2 Welsh Government (2017) Bus Services Policy Discussion 
https://consultations.gov.wales/sites/default/files/consultation_doc_files/170308-consultation-document-en.pdf  
3 Department for Transport Bus Statistics – Costs, Fares and Revenues Table BUS0406a 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/bus04-costs-fares-and-revenue  
4 Department for Transport Bus Statistics – Costs, Fares and Revenues Table BUS0401a 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/bus04-costs-fares-and-revenue 

https://consultations.gov.wales/sites/default/files/consultation_doc_files/170308-consultation-document-en.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/bus04-costs-fares-and-revenue
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/bus04-costs-fares-and-revenue


 
 

• establishing a concessionary fares scheme that better reflects ability to pay, 

including children and young adults, learners and apprentices, and people providing 

unpaid care.  

• Ensuring that the concessionary rate is standard for groups of people, so that the 

scheme for young people is on the same basis as that for older persons).  

Until a wider review of bus services and concessionary fares has taken place we would 

suggest that there should be no further extension of free travel to new groups of people.  

Last, we note that the Welsh Government’s current expenditure on bus is a fraction of its 

expenditure on rail, yet buses have many more passengers, cater for people on low 

incomes, young, older and disabled passengers compared with rail and operate across the 

whole of Wales.  Expenditure on improving bus services would be one of the most effective 

ways of transforming communities in Wales.   

Do you think that the Welsh Government should become the Travel Concession 

Authority for the administration of the All Wales Mandatory Concessionary Bus 

Travel Scheme in Wales, or should the functions remain with the local authorities? 

This is a matter of operational efficiency. If the scheme can be administered more cost 

effectively on an all-Wales basis without loss of service to citizens then it should change.  

Do you think that the eligibility age for older people who are new applicants to 

receive free bus travel should be increased to match the UK state retirement age in 

Wales, or be maintained at age 60 for men and for women? 

If the rationale is that concessionary fares reflect a drop in income at retirement and an 

increase in leisure time then the age of eligibility should match state pension age for both 

genders. It is hard to see any rationale for offering free travel simply because of reaching a 

historic retirement age.  

Do you think that the Welsh Government should maintain the entitlement for 

disabled people meeting the criteria to be issued with a free travel pass? 

Disabled people should be entitled to a concessionary fare. We are less convinced that the 

concessionary fare should be free, and suggest that a modest contribution for all 

concessions would be appropriate as mentioned above.  

Do you think that the Welsh Government should allow more than one companion to 

travel with a disabled concessionary pass holder where more than one companion is 

needed to make travel by bus possible? 

If more than one companion is essential to enable a disabled person to travel, then an 

additional companion pass should be issued.  We would expect that eligibility should be 

carefully controlled.  

Do you think that veterans meeting certain requirements should continue to receive 

a mandatory concessionary free bus travel pass at no cost? 

Veterans meeting certain requirements should continue to be eligible in the current scheme.  



 
 

Do you think that free bus travel should be extended to volunteers who volunteer for 

at least 30 hours a week? 

We do not agree that eligibility should be extended to other groups of people ahead of a 

thorough review of the whole scheme.  

In respect of volunteers, while we recognise the valuable contribution they make to society 

there are many other deserving people, such as carers, and we think it is unfair to single 

out one group arbitrarily.  

In addition, we question the choice of 30 hours as the threshold, ask how the concession 

would be managed if a person stopped volunteering, and note that it is common practice for 

charities to reimburse volunteers’ travel expenses. Our concern is that the main benefit 

would accrue to larger charities with strong volunteer programmes who would save on 

expenses, rather than to individuals on low incomes. 

Do you think that bus travel using a concessionary bus pass should allow free travel 

only during off-peak times, or should the ability to travel at any time be maintained? 

The question of time of travel should be included in the bigger review of concessionary 

fares. At present it is hard to see any rationale for subsidising the costs of travel to work for 

60-65 year olds.  

Do you think that the Welsh Government should introduce an application fee to be 

paid by some applicants if the fee is limited to the cost recovery for receiving, 

processing, issuing and auditing passes? 

We would not oppose the introduction of a modest fee – fees are the norm for rail cards, 

driving licenses etc. However this is not a major issue.  

Should the Welsh Government explore the extension of free concessionary bus 

travel scheme be to other modes of local transport services? 

We would support a common concession across rail, bus and community transport. The 

extension of concessionary fares to private hire taxis is potentially a major financial 

commitment. We would prefer that scarce funds were used to improve the bus network and 

introduce a fairer concessionary scheme.  

Your name/organisation and postal/email address 

Victoria Winckler, Bevan Foundation 

145a High Street, Merthyr Tydfil CF47 8DP 

info@bevanfoundation.org 

 

Please tell us which group you are responding on behalf of? (tick one) 

Other – independent think tank. 
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