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Purpose of the report
1. The purpose of this report is to

(a) inform members of the Access Committee of the Department for Transport’s Consultation on the definition of eligible services for the statutory bus concession in England; 
(b) explain the implications of this on bus services to and within the National Park; and

(c) agree a response to the consultation. 
Strategic Planning Framework
2. The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and it’s approved strategic planning framework:
National Park Management Plan

AR6. Through sustainable travel partnerships increase the integration and use of sustainable transport modes for leisure and everyday life within and to the National Park to ensure that by 2011:

(a) the main visitor locations in the Dales are accessible by public transport from their main catchments between Easter and October on Saturdays, Sundays and Bank Holidays;

(b) the key corridors in the Dales, linking Kendal, Richmond, Leyburn, Skipton, Settle and Ingleton, have Monday to Saturday public transport access all year;

Background
3. The statutory bus concession guarantees people, aged 60 or over and eligible disabled people who are resident in England, free off peak travel on local bus services anywhere in England between 9.30am and 11pm on weekdays and all day on weekends and bank holidays.
4. Since the 1 April 2008 improvements to the scheme mean that it now covers services that cross local authority boundaries. This has particular benefits for people, eligible for concessions who wish to visit the Yorkshire Dales, by bus, from one of the local authorities that surround the National Park such as: West Yorkshire, Lancashire, Cumbria, Durham, Middlesbrough and the rest of North Yorkshire.  It has also meant that people visiting the Yorkshire Dales from elsewhere in England can use their concessionary pass whilst visiting the Dales.  
The Department for Transport Consultation 

5. The Department for Transport has received feedback from authorities, and operators, that the current criteria allow for ‘unhelpful uncertainty at the margins’, in their view leading to the potential inclusion of some services that they believe are not within the spirit and original intention of the concessionary travel scheme. For example reference has been made to a tourist bus with an onboard guide that charges fares that are significantly higher than local bus fares.  Using the current criteria the local authority still has to pay the concessionary fares on this service. 
6. In order to remove these types of ‘uncertainty at the margins’, the Department for Transport are proposing that some services could be made explicitly exempt from the concession this includes:
· Services on which the majority of seats can be reserved in advance of travel;

· Services that do not run at least once per week for a period of at least 6 consecutive weeks;

· Services operated primarily for their historical interest or for tourism;

· Rail replacement services;

· Services where the fare charged by the operator has a special amenity element.
7. The Department of Transport (DoT) has requested that organisations and individuals responding to the consultation respond to a number of questions and also highlight any un-intended consequences of the proposal.  These questions are listed in the Appendix to this report along with a suggested response.  The DoT consultation document can be found at http://www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/open/busconcession/ .  The consultation period began on Wednesday 29th October 2008 and will run until Friday 23rd January 2009.

Financial implications
8. Whilst there are no direct financial implications for the Authority, the proposal could result in an increase in the cost of providing bus services to and within the Yorkshire Dales and therefore an increase in requests being made to the Authority for contribution towards their provision.  This is because since the 1 April there have been increased numbers using concessions on the Yorkshire Dales services, which results indirectly in:
(a) North Yorkshire operators receive a percentage of the adult fare for each concessionary passenger carried although operators are not meant to be worse or better off through the scheme.  
(b) lower subsidy per passenger trip for North Yorkshire County Council, and therefore they are more likely to fund the services.  
Conclusion

9. Although it is understandable why there has been a lack of clarity over the eligibility of certain services for the statutory bus concession in England, it is clear that some of the proposals may result in un-intended consequences for users of some services to and within the Yorkshire Dales.

10. Therefore it is suggested, subject to any further comments from Members at the meeting that the Authority responds to the consultation as outlined in the Appendix.
RECOMMENDATION
11. It is recommended that the Authority responds to the Department for Transport’s Consultation as outlined in the Appendix.
Andy Ryland

Transport and Visitor Management Officer

20 December 2008
Background documents:
12. Consultation on the definition of eligible services for the statutory bus concession in England see http://www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/open/busconcession/
Appendix

Suggested Consultation Response from the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority
1.
Do you agree that services that do not run at least once per week for a period of at least 6 consecutive weeks should be made ineligible for the statutory concession?
This is primarily aimed at services operating to special events. In the Dales such services have operated to the Grassington Dickensian Festival for the three Saturdays of the Festival. It would therefore be a shame if such as service was excluded just because it only runs for a short period. The festival is very much marketed as a Christmas shopping event so the users would be accessing goods and services.
Recommended response.
The Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority does not agree that services that do not run at least once per week for a period of at least six consecutive weeks should be made ineligible for the statutory concession as such services in the Yorkshire Dales provide access to good and services; an example being services that have been run in the past to the Grassington Festival which runs for three Saturdays in December each year.

2.
Do you agree that services operated primarily for their historical interest or for tourism should be explicitly excluded from the statutory concession?

The Department for Transport do not anticipate that "normal" bus services which happen to stop at a tourist location would be affected by this exclusion and believe that there is a clear difference between this and a sightseeing or tourist bus and are making local authorities responsible for assessing which services should be included within the scheme.

There is a problem with this: which local authority would be responsible for making this judgement if it runs across authority boundaries? And there may be reasons why a particular local authority may wish to exclude a service from the scheme. For example an urban authority may wish to exclude a service to a National Park or rural market town on the basis that they would not wish to see their funds used to provide a service which takes people to spend their money in an another local authority area and therefore define the service as a “Tourist Services”. 

Although the Department for Transport has attempted to "Rural Proof" their proposals their assessment implies that the local concessionary authority being the rural authority will wish to continue pay the concession due to benefits visitors bring to the local area and they would appear to have overlooked the cross boundary situation where the boarding authority is different to the destination authority. 

Recommended response 
The Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority does not agree that services operated primarily for their historical interest or for tourism should be explicitly excluded from the statutory concession as by their very nature such services will be providing significant benefits to the areas they serve. In particular service providing access to rural areas and National Parks provide access for people to enjoy the countryside and access shops in rural market towns and villages thereby providing important custom to such communities. 
3.
Do you agree that services where the fare charged by the operator has a special amenity element should be explicitly excluded from the statutory concession?

There are examples in National Parks where a ‘’special amenity element’ has been included  in order to add value to a rural bus service and make it more attractive to visitors to use (and therefore increase the revenue and patronage of services).  It has for example been common practice to use an open top bus, provide a guide, or recorded commentary for passengers, or even to use a vintage bus to provide the service.

Legally it would be very difficult to prove that the fare does not include some amenity element, as clearly by providing these extra facilities the operator will have experienced extra costs.  However it is expected that these will either have been met by the extra passengers attracted to the service or from a third party. Therefore there is a very real danger that some concessionary fares authorities might seek to remove such services from the scheme. 

Recommended response
The Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority does not agree with proposal as written as many rural services have a special amenity element added to make them more attractive to people staying or visiting area. In this way extra passengers are attracted to travel on the service making it more viable for local people to use. It would be very difficult to prove that no amenity element has been added to the fares in these situations. Therefore unless the fare charged on a service with an apparent amenity element is significantly higher than other local bus fares in the area it is considered that it should continue to be eligible under the scheme.
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