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Dear Mr Edwards,
 
Consultation on the need for of Travel Tokens January 2012 

The proposal to withdraw Travel Tokens affects a high ratio of vulnerable individuals, many of who may find it difficult to respond individually to the current public consultation. West Berkshire Disability Alliance and West Berkshire Neurological Alliance have therefore joined together to make this joint submission.

We urge West Berkshire Council that Travel Tokens should remain available for those who need them in West Berkshire. This may be less than the number currently claiming them. A bus pass is not a suitable alternative for some individuals with certain types of disability. We believe the courts would not regard a blanket withdrawal of the scheme to be legally valid.

We recommend the following
1. Before Travel Tokens can be withdrawn from anyone, the Council should carry out individual assessments to determine needs and options.  
2. Travel Tokens should be provided to qualifying individuals wherever an assessment confirms them to be an appropriate or best solution. 

3. The Travel Token scheme should be consistent, fair and affordable in the current financial climate.
4. The current cost of administering the system should be investigated, as it may be higher than necessary.
5. The affordability of the scheme should be measured by the impact it makes on needy individuals and be financed by taking a balanced approach to the Council’s budget setting.
 
Individuals affected by certain medical conditions, including MS, Parkinson’s, Motor Neurone Disease, Huntington’s Disease, Dystonia, Stroke, Learning Difficulties, Dementia, Spinal Injuries, Traumatic Brain Injury, and many others may be prone to developing weakness, fatigue or have their mobility reduced such that either they are unable to walk safely to the nearest bus stop, or may be unable to transfer their wheelchair or scooter onto a bus or clamp it in place for a secure journey.

Some conditions or situations can cause individual psychological infirmity, poor mental health, sight impairment, balance impairment or feelings of disorientation, such that some individuals are unable to travel safely on public transport. Some elderly people may also develop problems similar to those described above and some people inevitably will be affected by a combination of these things.

Those falling into the above categories who live too far away to walk to a bus stop, or those in the more rural areas where there may be few or no buses are at an additional disadvantage. Such individuals are more likely to be able to prove that a bus pass would have little or no value to them and that they are more dependent upon private transport. This might include a combination of receiving lifts from family and friends, using voluntary sector adapted vehicles or using taxis. In the case of these latter options, Travel Tokens are the only valid alternative form of support that the Council can provide. Tokens are a vital element of the support some individuals need to get out and about.    

We do not have detailed data on the prevalence of need for help with transport, but the existing demand for Travel Tokens may give an indication. Since this consultation period began we have had numerous individuals express their concern to us that they depend on their tokens. That said, we suspect that some other recipients may be sufficiently served if they had a bus pass. Individual need should be assessed to determine whether or not Tokens are the most efficacious form of help provided.

Many if not most people in such situations wish to remain active in society. Travel Tokens offer flexibility that alternatives do not offer. People falling into the above categories tend to have an increased need to attend medical appointments, with their GP, at hospital, with a dentist or with therapists. Many need to make family visits, get to church, attend public events, go shopping, pay bills, etc, all part of continuing to lead a ‘normal’ life. Those who must carry things such as portable oxygen supplies or who are unable to determine when or how to dismount from public transport are dependant on very flexible transport solutions.

The Council has a statutory duty, under certain conditions, to provide bus passes and also has duties under the Chronically Sick & Disabled Person’s Act 1970, and Disability Discrimination Act, such that the Council is obliged to assess the individual needs of each of those affected and make suitable provision for assistance with transport, for specified reasons. In determining matters, the Council must take due regard of all relevant legislation, taken as a whole. Case law such as Meany & Ors v Harlow District Council (2009) is pertinent, along with a recent ruling by the Ombudsman.

Tokens offer unique flexibility and value. They make an important difference to people's quality of life and well-being. They are popular with users, taxi drivers and voluntary groups and many current users are genuinely concerned that they may be withdrawn. Where Tokens are withdrawn, local needy residents are likely to travel less, leading towards social isolation and possible worsening of health and well-being status.
Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments. 
Yours sincerely,
signed electronically on the instructions of 

Mick Hutchins                          David Roberts

Chairman                                Chairman
West Berkshire                        West Berkshire
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