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Introduction:

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association (Guide Dogs) and The Joint Committee on Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People (JCMBPS) welcome the opportunity to respond to the Department for Transport’s consultation on Possible Changes to the Administration of Concessionary Travel.
Guide Dogs is the UK’s largest single provider of mobility and other rehabilitation training for blind and partially sighted people.  Each year, we help thousands of visually impaired clients to live independent lives, either with a guide dog or long cane.   

Our vision is for a world in which all people who are blind and partially sighted enjoy the same rights, opportunities and responsibilities as everyone else.  We help blind and partially sighted people to achieve independence and mobility through the provision of guide dogs and rehabilitation services – yet this independence is limited by the environment in which they must live.  We therefore campaign for equal access to transport and the built environment, shops and services, health and social care for all blind and partially sighted people.

The JCMBPS is an independent body consisting of representatives from the principle organisations of blind, deafblind and partially sighted people, with a specific interest in access and mobility. Guide Dogs provides secretariat support for the JCMBPS. 

The JCMBPS believes that blind, deafblind and partially sighted people should be able to move around and use buildings, streets and transport facilities safely and independently. At the present time, this is not the case, as they experience enormous barriers to freedom of movement, seriously limiting their opportunities and choices. 

Please find attached our consultation response. 
We are pleased to have had an opportunity to comment on this consultation document which has been drawn up after consulting members of the Guide Dogs Consultative Users Forum and the Joint Committee on the Mobility of Blind and Partially Sighted People, many of who are visually impaired and use concessionary fares.   We would be happy to provide further information or discuss any part of our response.   We have organised our response under the different questions in the consultation document but have not answered all the consultation questions.
We would appreciate feedback on how our response has been taken into account in preparing the final policy. 

Question 2: Do you think that the current level of administration is the most appropriate?

There is some concern from blind and partially sighted people that localised management and funding of the scheme becomes a localised political issue that drags them unwittingly in. Some anecdotal evidence suggests that Bus drivers remonstrate with disabled passengers. Local authority meetings and news items outlining the problems of funding the scheme, leaves some blind and partially sighted people feeling like they are personally held to account for local funding issues.

Also locally administered discretions, as to the start and end time of the discretionary allowance by borough/district councils, generate inequity in the ability or inability of some blind and partially sighted people to travel, and when they travel and where to, especially those who may use buses for work.

Many blind and partially sighted people benefit from the locally administered extension to free bus travel; however, we believe that the postcode lottery should be removed. Therefore, our organisations campaigned as part of a collation during the passage of the Concessionary Bus Travel Act 2007 for extensions to the national scheme which would cover the following requirements:

· Free travel anytime

· To provide free travel on other modes of transport 

· To provide free travel for a companion where the person’s impairment means that they cannot access transport on their own

· Concessions to apply to community transport services such as ‘dial-a-ride’, when people’s impairments mean that they are not able to access mainstream public transport.
There is also an issue with the current definitions of disability used to determine eligibility for concessionary fares which serve to exclude many people with disabilities, particularly those with mental health problems.  We have supported the calls to address this issue as part of the collation although it does not affect visually impaired people.
Once the national minimum scheme covers these issues we believe that the power for local discretionary enhancements should be removed.  However, unless or until that point is reached we believe that all local authorities should retain the right to offer local discretionary enhancements, which greatly enhance the independent mobility of blind and partially sighted people.
Question 3:  Do you think a system of ‘higher-tier’ administration would be the most appropriate
We agree that concessionary fares would be better administered by a “higher tier” authority.  We agree that this would result in economies of scale in terms of pass production, and make it easier to move to smartcard technology for concessionary fare passes.  We also believe that any money saved by moving the administration to upper tier local authorities should be reinvested in the concessionary fares scheme to fund further extensions to the scheme and make sure that funding remains available for existing extensions.  Hopefully, upper tier local authorities will still have the local knowledge, which is helpful for negations with the bus companies, about reimbursement but will have the capacity, which lower tier local authorities may not have, to negotiate a deal which is in the best interest of the users of concessionary fare passes and the local council taxpayers who pay for the scheme.
Question 4:  Do you think a centrally administered statutory minimum concession would be most appropriate at this time?
We do not support a centrally administered statutory minimum scheme at this time because the National minimum scheme does not include the enhancements which we campaigned for during the passage of the Concessionary Bus Travel Act 2007.  As paragraph 7.29 of the consultation suggests that local enhancements would all have to removed, and this would prove to be, “extremely unpopular”   because the Government believe that to upgrade the statutory minimum to include all the enhancements offered locally but on a national basis would be “prohibitively expensive.”
Question 5:  Do you think a regional tier of administration might ultimately b most appropriate

We only think that a regional tier of administration would be appropriate if we had elected regional government which replaced the County Councils.  We believe that concessionary fares are crucial to the mobility of blind and partially sighted people and must be administered by a democratically elected body so that blind and partially sighted people can approach elected representatives to address individual and collective concerns.
Question 7:  Should all Local authorities retain the ability to establish discretionary travel concession schemes using powers under the 1985 Transport Act as now?
In line with our answer to question 1, all local authorities should retain the ability to establish discretionary travel concession scheme until the national statutory minimum scheme covers all the things mentioned in question 1.
Question 8:  Should the ability to establish discretionary travel concessions using powers under the 1985 Transport Act be limited to upper tier authorities only?

No, see response with question 9.

Question 9:  Should lower tier authorities ability to establish discretionary travel concessions using powers under the 1985 Transport Act be limited to circumstances where they had to act jointly with upper tier authorities 
Our answer is no to both questions 8 and 9. Many blind and partially sighted people benefit from discretionary enhancements.  In response to the lobbying by the coalition in favour of the enhancements mentioned in answer to question 1, during the passage of the Concessionary Bus Travel Act 2007, the Government said that local authorities would retain their discretion to offer enhancements and that the government would encourage them to use that discretion.  In paragraph 7.28 of the consultation document it says “As the illustrative map at Annex B shows, there are a large number of enhancements to the statutory concession already in place, delivering real improvements to the quality of life of concessionaires across the country.”
Whilst we would support economies of scale being gained by the administration undertaken by upper tier local authorities, we would not support them losing their ability to offer discretionary enhancements.  
As is suggested in the consultation, even if the power was removed lower tier local authorities could probably use their Wellbeing powers to offer discretionary enhancements.  Therefore, we believe that upper tier local authorities should be required to administer any discretionary enhancements providing that lower tier local authorities are prepared to reimburse the upper tier local authorities for the extra cost of the discretionary enhancement.
Question 11: Bearing in mind that there would be a separate consultation on the funding implications of any changes to the administration of concessionary fares, are thee any other issues around funding that are not considered here?
In some local authority areas, there is a suggestion that funding of this scheme reduces the funding for bus services.  Our organisations would like to see a clear delineation between the funding of bus services and the funding of the concessionary bus pass.  Once again, blind and partially sighted people are led to believe that their right to a concessionary fare has a direct impact on the provision of bus services or the lack of them.  Having a free bus pass is helpful, if there are buses and routes are at the time and place a blind or partially sighted person wishes to travel on when using the pass.

We also believe that it is necessary to make sure that any changes to the funding regime as part of any move to change the tier of local government which administers the scheme are done in such a way so as not to reduce the amount of money available to fund the scheme as a number of the statutory enhancements have been lost during the introduction of the new statutory minimum scheme because local authorities say that they have been not fully reimbursed for the cost of the new statutory minimum scheme.
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