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Subject Matter

The Director of Corporate Services submitted Report RB.09/06 advising on the results of the review of the current Consessionary Fares scheme which operated as follows:-

- Free concessionary travel 24 hours a day for journeys within the City Council's area;

- 60% concession on journeys within Cumbria 'outside' the District (where bus journeys start or finish in Carlisle.

The Council, on 23 February 2006, had resolved that the Executive should review the Concessionary Fares scheme after five months of operation.  The review found that the new concessionary fares scheme had proved very popular with pass holders.  Based on the April to August 2006 ridership trends there has been a 43.7% increase in ridership.  This is well above the estimated increase in ridership built into the 2006/07 budget of 30%.  There have also been increased reimbursement costs of payments to operators.  The likely cost of the current Concessionary Fares scheme over the full 2006/07 year could be in the region of £1.688 million based on the April to August 2006 figures.  This figure is in excess of the 2006/07 budget provision (£1.542 million) by in the region of £146,000.

During the review period, the following factors had also been  investigated:

- Government Grant - there would be no grant distribution amendments available to influence the review and no prospect of additional Government grant until 2008/09;

- Liaison with County Council Officers supporting further representations being made to the Minister of Local Government early in 2007 when the full implications are known;

- Stagecoach had conceded, in principle, a compromise generation factor proposal which would reduce the Council's exposure to payments to operators by approximately £30,000 in 2006/07, £60,000 in a full year.

The Director then outlined the following 4 options for addressing the predicted budget shortfall in the short term and the implications of each option:

Option1 - Restrict the scheme to free 24/7 concessionary travel within the district and discontinue the 60% concession for outside district travel;

Option 2 - Restrict the scheme to "off peak" free travel within the district and 60% concession for "out of district" bus travel;

Option 3 - Restrict concessionary travel to "off peak" times within the district only;

Option 4 - Maintain the current arrangements to 31 March 2008 by agreeing a supplementary estimate in the region of £96,000 in 2006/07 and a non recurring budget bid for 2007/08 of £96,000.

Since the despatch of the report, a petition had been received from Mrs A Farren and signed by 85 persons expressing concern that the flat fare for journeys within Cumbria had been increased from 50p to £1, particularly given that passholders in other parts of Cumbria enjoyed the privilege of free fares for journeys throughout the County.

Mrs Farren was present at the meeting and addressed the Executive reiterating the above points.  A Ward Councillor was also present and spoke, suggesting that a review after five months operation of the current scheme might not be appropriate and that it would be better to review later for consideration as part of the Budget process in February 2007.

Councillor Bloxham, Environment and Infrastructure Portfolio Holder, explained the reasons for the increase in the flat fare charge for journeys within Cumbria starting or finishing in Carlisle.  The current scheme operated is for free travel 24/7 for journeys within the District and a 60% concession outside the Carlisle District but within Cumbria.  The grant from the Government was £200,000 less than the cost of providing the off peak concession.  However, the Government grants to the other Local Authorities in Cumbria were more generous and at least covered the cost of concessions in these areas.

Whilst the cross border journey concession had been set at 60%, Stagecoach had advised that their ticket machines could not carry out this calculation and so a 50p flat fare, meant to reflect the 60% concession, was introduced as a temporary measure.  Stagecoach had since increased fares by 10% and it had been necessary to increase the flat fare to £1 to more accurately reflect the Council's policy of a 60% concession.

The cost to the Council Taxpayer in Carlisle for providing the current concessionary travel scheme was £35.28 compared to between £8 and £26.40 in other County Districts.  The value of a pass to a passholder in Carlisle was £109.93 per annum compared to £39.86 to £95.44 in other County Districts.  Carlisle had the largest local bus network in Cumbria.

The City Council had written to the Government suggesting that they should provide their grant for concessionary travel on a Countywide basis to the County Council so that it could be distributed in a more equitable way to the District Councils in Cumbria but the Government were not prepared to do this.

Summary of options rejected

Option 1 - Restrict the scheme to free 24/7 concessionary travel within the district and discontinue the 60% concession for outside district travel;

Option 2 - Restrict the scheme to "off peak" free travel within the district and 60% concession for "out of district" bus travel;

Option 3 - Restrict concessionary travel to "off peak" times within the district only;

Option 4 - Maintain the current arrangements to 31 March 2008 by agreeing a supplementary estimate in the region of £96,000 in 2006/07 and a non recurring budget bid for 2007/08 of £96,000.

DECISION

1.  That the decision to increase the flat rate for "out of district" bus travel to £1.00, with effect from 3 September 2006, to better reflect the Council policy of a 60% concession on such bus journeys be endorsed.

2.  That the Executive will report to the City Council that, having undertaken the five month review, it is recommended that the current scheme be continued for the remainder of 2006/07.  The City Council be informed of the financial implications.

3.  That the Director of Corporate Services be requested to arrange a meeting with Stagecoach to review the current contract arrangements.

4.  That the petition from Mrs Farren be received.

Reasons for Decision

To meet a City Council resolution to undertake a 5 month review of the new "free" concessionary fares scheme and address the issue of the budget shortfall.







