
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

Petition Number: PE1355 

Main Petitioner: Katy Simmons and Scott Currie (on behalf of Arran High 
School pupils and the Arran Youth Forum) 

Subject: Fair public transport costs for secondary school students 

Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to consider the need 
to lower the prices for travelling on public transport for all school and further 
education students age 18 and below. 

 

Background 

Fares charged by public transport operators are influenced by a number of 
factors, including capital and fuel costs, staff costs, patronage levels, the need 
for private operators to make a profit and local authorities wanting to secure 
socially necessary but loss-making services.  It is important to note that fares 
are the main sources of income for a public transport operator, which includes 
compensation paid for the carrying of concessionary travellers.  The only 
other source of funding is normally direct public subsidy. 
 
Typically, public transport operators provide lower “child” fares for people 
aged between 5 and 15 (children aged 0-4 usually travel for free) although 
there is no legislative requirement for them to do so. 
 
Details of the ownership and legislative background to each mode of transport 
and how these influence fare levels are outlined briefly below. 
 

Buses: The provision of bus services in Scotland was de-regulated by the 
Transport Act 1985.  This Act ensures national and local government 
ordinarily have little direct control over the provision of bus services.  Issues 
such as routes, fares and timetables are considered to be matters for 
operators and not public authorities.  The only way that a local authority could 
control bus operations, including fares, is through a statutory “Bus Quality 
Contract” made under the provisions of the Transport (Scotland) Act 2001.  
Bus Quality Contracts are agreements between a local authority and bus 
service operators under which:  
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 the local authority grant a local bus service operator the exclusive right 
to operate the services to which the contract relates;  

 that operator undertakes to provide those services on such terms as 
may be specified in the agreement.  

 
A local authority can consider establishing a Bus Quality Contract where it is 
necessary to implement their Local Transport Strategy or other relevant 
general policies and then only after undertaking a consultation exercise. 
Quality Contract Schemes must be approved by Scottish Ministers before they 
can be implemented.  There are no Bus Quality Contracts in operation.   
 
The Scottish Government provides financial support for local bus services 
through the Bus Service Operators Grant, previously known as the fuel duty 
rebate, which amounts to £61.2m in 2010-11.  In addition the Scottish 
Government will spend £194m on concessionary fares in 2010-11.  In 2007-
08 local authorities spent £51m on supporting socially necessary bus services 
that were not commercially viable. 
 
Rail: All of Scotland’s passenger rail services are provided by Train Operating 
Companies that have been granted a franchise by either the Scottish 
Government (ScotRail) or the Department of Transport (all other operators) 
under the provisions of the Railways Act 1993.  The Scottish Government 
spends around £315m per year to support the ScotRail franchise which is 
currently operated by First Group.  Any reduction in fare revenue could result 
in an additional financial burden being placed on the Scottish Government.   
 
Rail fares fall into two categories, regulated and unregulated.  Increases in 
regulated fares, which include season tickets, anytime and some off-peak 
tickets, are limited under the provisions of Section 28 of the Railways Act 
1993 to RPI+1%.  Unregulated fares, which include advance fares, are set at 
the discretion of each train operating company.   
 
Ferries: The majority of ferry services in Scotland are provided by companies 
directly owned by the Scottish Government, i.e. Caledonian Macbrayne and 
Northlink.  The Scottish Government spends approximately £90m a year 
supporting these services.  Any reduction in fare revenue could result in an 
additional financial burden on the Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government Action 

The Scottish Government offers a concessionary fares scheme for travel on 
bus, ferry and rail to Scottish residents aged 16 to 18 and full-time Scottish 
resident volunteers (i.e. those working 30+ hours a week) aged 19 to 25. The 
benefits of the scheme are: 
 

 Bus: One-third off adult single bus fares.  

 Ferry: Eligible island residents qualify for two free return journeys 
between their home island and the Scottish mainland each year. 
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 Rail: One-third off most adult rail fares and 50% off season tickets, 
subject to minimum fares for travel prior to 10.00. Discounted rail travel 
is only permitted for travel on the Scottish rail network.  

 
Any eligible person wanting to benefit from this concessionary travel scheme 
must obtain a Young Scot National Entitlement Card. Application forms are 
available from local authority offices, schools and libraries or direct from 
Young Scot or Transport Scotland. In addition, to benefit from concessionary 
rail travel it is necessary to obtain a Scottish Youth Rail Card (SYRC). This is 
done by exchanging the voucher issued alongside each Young Scot National 
Entitlement Card at any rail ticket office in Scotland for an SYRC.  This 
scheme cost £641,233.75 to operate in 2009-10. 
 

Scottish Parliament Action 

The Scottish Parliament has not considered the issue of concessionary travel 
for people aged 16-18 in any detail. 
 

Alan Rehfisch 
Senior Research Specialist 
10 September 2010 
 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk 

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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