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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 About Active Retirement Ireland 

Active Retirement Ireland is a national network of 539 local Active Retirement Associations with over 

22,500 members. ARI believes that older people have the right to be full and participative members of 

our society. ARI combats ageism through the reality and everyday work of the self-organised local 

associations and the regional councils. ARI has a large voluntary base with local, regional and national 

voluntary committees. The purpose of Active Retirement Ireland is to enable retired people to enjoy a 

full and active life and to advocate for them. 

 

1.2  About this position paper 

The purpose of the paper presented here by Active Retirement Ireland is to underline the importance of 

the Free Travel Scheme to the quality of life of older people in Ireland. Free Travel is available to 

anyone aged 66 or over who is resident in the State. It allows the holder of the pass to use public 

transport, and a number of private bus and ferry services, free of charge.  The Free Travel Scheme is a 

“benefit-in kind scheme that confers a specific non-cash benefit on the recipient, usually in addition to 

a social welfare cash payment”1

This paper sets out the benefits of the Free Travel Scheme to older people by presenting unique case 

studies which document the experiences of ARI members who hold Free Travel Passes. The paper also 

enumerates the many contributions made by older people to communities, local economies and tourism 

which are facilitated and supported by their possession of the Free Travel Pass. The paper also argues 

for the retention of the Scheme in future, based on the large number of Government cuts which are 

having a negative impact on the lives of older people in Irish society, including cuts to the Fuel 

Allowance and loss of the annual Christmas bonus. Finally, this paper puts forward some 

recommendations concerning the future of the Free Travel Scheme. 

such as the State pension. 

2. Background & Context  

2.1 Recession and austerity measures  

The collapse of the Irish economy has been the subject of intense debate nationally and internationally 

and has been at the top of the political agenda for the past number of years. On its website, the 

Economic and Social Research Institute, deftly synopsises the events which led to this collapse: 

“The huge growth in the building and construction sector generated by a property market bubble left 

Ireland in a very precarious position by 2007. The pace of economic growth decelerated ..., largely due 

                                                           
1 Quinn, Orlaigh (2000)  A Review of the Free Schemes Operated by the Department of Social, Community & Family Affairs, TCD, Pp. 15 
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to a contraction in housing construction. This turned into a major recession in the economy beginning 

in 2008. In turn this produced a major collapse in the financial sector, which was already massively 

overexposed to the property market. Exceptional payments [were made in the form of] bank bailout 

monies for Anglo Irish Bank and Irish Nationwide Building Society. The global credit crunch and the 

associated recession ... [also] reduced external demand for Irish exports. The recession was at its 

deepest in 2009.”2

 

 

The efforts of the current Government to address the crisis, by introducing severe fiscal budgets, have 

resulted in a loss of income and secondary benefits for older people, including many members of Active 

Retirement Ireland. Older people in Ireland are shouldering a considerable portion of the burden 

including loss of the Christmas bonus and the automatic entitlement to a medical card and a reduction in 

the fuel allowance payments from 32 to 26 weeks. These losses and others will be discussed in greater 

detail in Section Three of this paper.  

 

Fortunately the Free Travel Scheme, along with State pensions, has not been affected by cuts to date. A 

brief summary of the Free Travel Scheme is outlined below. 

 
2.2 Free Travel Scheme 

Passengers over the age of 66 years3 can avail of a Free Travel Pass, entitling them to free travel at any 

time on bus, road, rail and DART services operated by Dublin Bus, Bus Éireann, Irish Rail, LUAS 

services, the Aran Islands ferry service and on certain private transport services which have opted into 

the scheme, including the 36 schemes under the Rural Transport Programme. People who are entitled to 

free travel are also entitled to have their spouse/partner travel for free with them or may be entitled to a 

Companion Pass on medical grounds. On 7 April 2007, the Free Travel Scheme was extended to 

include public transport services in Northern Ireland for people over 66 years of age. Passengers must 

apply for a Senior Smart Pass card to use these services.4

2.3 Government’s commitment to the Scheme 

  

Some 700,000 people currently avail of the free travel scheme, which is issued by the Department of 

Social Protection. The scheme costs between €73.5 and €77 million a year to run5

                                                           
2 

. The scheme 

represents an important component of the Department’s mission to “promote active participation in 

society through the provision of income supports and other services” and is in keeping with the 

www.esri.ie  
3 Or those in receipt of a carers' allowance or certain other social welfare payments 
4 Citizen’s Information Website: www.citizensinformation.ie 
5 Estimates vary 

http://www.esri.ie/�
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Department’s role in “supporting those most in need, including ... people with disabilities and the 

elderly”6

These commitments are reiterated in a review of a raft of Free Schemes available from the Department, 

including the Free Travel Scheme. The review was conducted in 2000 by Trinity College Dublin (TCD) 

on behalf of the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs (DSCFA), as was. The author 

had this to say about Free Schemes, including the Free Travel Scheme: 

.  

“The schemes perform an income maintenance function in that they provide goods and services in kind 

which would otherwise have to be purchased or foregone.  The main benefits of the scheme result from 

their role in supporting and encouraging recipients to be active and participate in the community.”7

Our case studies, which document ARI member’s experiences of the Travel Pass, also strengthen the 

legitimacy of the review’s findings in relation to the Free Travel Scheme. More about the case studies in 

Section Three. 

 

The Department of Transport, Sport and Tourism also has a role to play in relation to the Free Travel 

Scheme. In February 2009, the Department produced Smarter Travel: A Sustainable Transport Future, 

a sustainable travel and transport policy for Ireland for the period 2009-2020. The policy includes the 

following pertinent aim:  

 

“To improve quality of life and accessibility to transport for all and, in particular, for people with 

reduced mobility and those who may experience isolation due to lack of transport”8

 

 

The Department of Transport also funds the Rural Transport Programme under the National Development 

Plan 2007-2013. Pobal, the national agency for social inclusion, manages the programme. The aim of the 

Rural Transport Programme is to provide a quality nationwide community based public transport system 

in rural Ireland which responds to local needs, particularly among those at risk of isolation. Passengers are 

predominantly over the age of 65 years (nearly 56%) and a high proportion of them use the Free Travel 

Pass (62%).9

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
6 Department of Social Protection website: http://www.welfare.ie/EN/AboutUs/Pages/dsp_overview.aspx#2 (Sourced 02nd March 2012) 
7 Quinn, Orlaigh (2000)  A Review of the Free Schemes Operated by the Department of Social, Community & Family Affairs, TCD, Pp. ix 
8http://www.transport.ie/transport/Sustainable/index.asp?lang=ENG&loc=1913 
  
9 Towards Integrated Rural Transport: Achieving More for Less (August, 2011) Rural Transport Network Submission to Government, Pp. 4 

http://www.welfare.ie/EN/AboutUs/Pages/dsp_overview.aspx#2�
http://www.transport.ie/transport/Sustainable/index.asp?lang=ENG&loc=1913�
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2.4 Position of the Older & Bolder Alliance 

As a proud member of the Older and Bolder Alliance, Active Retirement Ireland supports the campaign 

to ‘Make Home Work’. In particular, we support calls for “the recognition - and safeguarding - of ... 

local transport and vibrant community activity as real health inputs not expendable luxuries.”10

3. Free Travel does not equal a free ride for older people  

  

3. 1 Impact of the recession on income supports for older people  

3.1.1 Background 

In the past five years the impact of recession has been far reaching for all sections of Irish society. It has 

affected older people in terms of opportunities to access a wide range of income supports.  

However, the main impact of changes to income supports for older people is primarily concentrated in 

the areas of access to fuel and medical care. For recipients, this has resulted in the likely threat of fuel 

poverty and exacerbation of health problems. These income supports, along with the Free Travel 

Scheme, were originally devised to support older people to live full, active and dignified lives, while 

remaining in their homes and communities for as long as possible.  

The following table illustrates the disparity between sample income supports for older people in 2007 

compared with current provision in 2012. 

Table 1: Comparison of Income Supports 2007 and 2012 

Income Supports  2007 2012 

Fuel Allowance 
€18.00        

(29 wks) 
€20.00       

(26wks) 
   

Medical Card Entitlement (Over 70 years old) Full Eligibility  Means Tested 
 
Prescription charges per item (medical card 
holders) €0.00 -€0.50 
 
Drug Payments Scheme threshold €85.00 €132.00 
 
Carbon Tax €0.00 -€14.40 
 
Christmas Bonus  €200.00 €0.00 
 
State Pension (Non-Contributory) €200.00 €219.00 

                                                           
10 Older & Bolder website: http://www.olderandbolder.ie/content/make-home-work 

 

http://www.olderandbolder.ie/content/make-home-work�
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State Pension (Contributory)                                                                      
Carer's Allowance 

€218.00 
€218.00 

€230.30 
€239.00 

   
Household Benefits Package 

  -Bottled Gas Allowance €9.40 €9.40 
-Telephone Allowance €22.60 €22.60 
-Television Licence Free Free 

 

The following sub-sections provide details of the income supports listed above and document the likely 

impact of changes to these supports, which so many older people rely on. 

3.1.2 Household Benefits Package 

The Household Benefits Package is made up of a telephone allowance, a free television licence and one 

of the following: 

• The Electricity Allowance or 

• The Electricity (Group Account) Allowance or 

• The Natural Gas Allowance or 

• The Bottled Gas Allowance 

Applicants may qualify for the Household Benefits Package if they are aged 70 years or over or are 

already in receipt of Carer's Allowance or if they are between 66 and 70 years old and are receiving: 

• State Pension (Contributory) 

• State Pension (Non Contributory) 

• Widow's/ Widower's or Surviving Civil Partner's (Contributory) Pension (among other 

payments) 

Changes to the Household Benefits package in Budget 2012 saw heating and energy allowances return 

to 2007 levels.11 This reduction is compounded by the all too familiar pattern of price hikes by gas and 

electricity suppliers. Changes to the Household Benefits package, combined with other reductions (for 

example in Fuel Allowance, discussed in greater detail in 3.14 below) is likely to result in greater 

numbers of older people experiencing fuel poverty.12

Fuel poverty can have a negative impact on health and in some cases can even be fatal, especially 

among certain frail and vulnerable groups of older people. According to Age Action “Each winter in 

  

                                                           
11 Irish Times article Wednesday, 13th July 2011 €65 million cuts to social welfare criticised 

12Fuel poverty refers to a situation when someone is unable to afford to heat their home to a level that is healthy and safe. An important aspect 
of fuel poverty among older people is the requirements that people go without other essentials in order to keep warm. Fuel poverty is caused 
by the interaction of high fuel prices, low income and poor energy efficiency in the home. Goodman, P. et.al., Fuel Poverty, Older People and 
Cold Weather: An all island analysis, CARDI, Pp. 16 www.public health.ie   
  

http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/social_welfare_payments/carers/carers_allowance.html�
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/social_welfare_payments/older_and_retired_people/state_pension_contributory.html�
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/social_welfare_payments/older_and_retired_people/state_pension_non_contributory.html�
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/social_welfare_payments/death_related_benefits/widows_contrib_pension.html�
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Ireland we have up to 2,000 excess winter deaths, many of whom are older people dying of cold-related 

illnesses.”13

3.1.3 Fuel Allowance 

 

A Fuel Allowance is a payment under the National Fuel Scheme to help with the cost of heating a 

recipient’s home. It is a means tested payment which is paid to people who are dependent on long-term 

social welfare and who are unable to provide for their heating needs. 14 In Budget 2012 the duration of 

the fuel allowance was reduced from 32 to 26 weeks per year. This has been described by Age Action 

as “a most retrograde step because it will be imposed on people whose incomes are already so low that 

they have passed a means test.” 15

As with the cuts to the Household Benefits Package, the reduction in fuel allowance could exacerbate 

the threat of fuel poverty. “Older people ... experience a ‘dual burden’ in terms of fuel poverty. They 

are more likely to experience fuel poverty and are also particularly vulnerable to health and social 

harm as a result of this experience.”

  

16 One of the reasons this age group is more likely to experience 

fuel poverty is that they are living on a fixed income. Another is that older people tend to live in older 

housing stock which may not meet modern standards for heating, insulation or energy efficiency. 17

One purpose of this payment, along with the other initiatives in this umbrella scheme is to support older 

people to remain in their homes and communities for longer; which was also an original objective of the 

Free Travel Scheme. Therefore, proposed cuts or reductions to any of these schemes should be seen as a 

retrograde step. 

 

3.1.4 Carbon Tax Increase  

The scheduled carbon tax increase which relates to fossil fuels (solid fuels are currently exempt), came 

into effect in May 2012. 18It takes the form of a €20 per tonne tax on fossil fuels; an increase of €5. The 

additional Carbon Tax rate will add €14.40 to the cost of 1,000 litres of home heating oil and €14.46 to 

the average household’s natural gas bill” 19

3.1.5 Reductions to Home Care Packages & payments to Carers 

 This constitutes a considerable price hike for those on a 

fixed income. To make matters worse, the increase has not been accompanied by any proposals for a 

waiver for people on lower incomes. 

In Budget 2012 reductions of up to 4.5% were announced in home help hours. This equates to 5,000 

fewer people receiving home help in 2012 than did so in 2008. The cuts will amount to 2 million fewer 
                                                           
13 Irish Times article Wednesday, 13th July 2011 €65 million cuts to social welfare criticised 
14 www.citizensinformation.ie 
15 Ageing Matters Dec. 2011 – Jan. 2012, Pp. 2 http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Ageing-Matters-Dec-Jan-2012.pdf 
16 Goodman, P. et. al., (no year) Fuel Poverty, Older People and Cold Weather: An all island analysis, CARDI, Pp. 11 
www.public health.ie   
17 Goodman, P. et. al., (no year) Fuel Poverty, Older People and Cold Weather: An all island analysis, CARDI. 
www.public health.ie   
18 http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/money_and_tax/tax/motor_carbon_other_taxes/carbon_tax.html 
19 Ageing Matters Dec. 2011 – Jan. 2012, Pp. 2 http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Ageing-Matters-Dec-Jan-2012.pdf  

http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/social_welfare_payments/extra_social_welfare_benefits/fuel_allowance.html�
http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Ageing-Matters-Dec-Jan-2012.pdf�
http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Ageing-Matters-Dec-Jan-2012.pdf�
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home help hours being provided this year.20  While carer’s allowance payments were not altered in 

Budget 2012 “Carers incomes have decreased by up to €64 per month since Budget 2009.”21 In 

addition, new applicants for Carer’s Allowance, who are not living with the person for whom they are 

providing care, will no longer be entitled to the Household Benefits package.22

These recent changes to entitlements affect older people in a number of ways: 

  

• Older people who need care in order to remain in their homes lose out on home help hours and 

the likelihood that they will remain in their homes is diminished 

 This is due to the fact that“45.7% of people who receive the home care package are aged over 85 

years, while 14.2% are between 65-74 years.”23

• Older caregivers, who are surviving on a very limited income, lose secondary benefits and 

crucial opportunities for respite 

  

There were 18,152 carers in Ireland aged 65 and over, according to the 2006 census. This constitutes 

more than 11% of the total number of carers in the country. Furthermore “22% of full-time carers are 

aged 65 and over.” 24

3.1.6 Medical Card Eligibility & Prescription Charges  

 

Between 2001 and 2008 everyone over 70 in the State was automatically entitled to a medical card. 

Under the Health Act 2008 automatic entitlement to a medical card for this age group came to an end. 

This change in Government policy was vigorously resisted by Active Retirement Ireland at the time. 

ARI encouraged the junior Minister for older people to make alternative savings in the medical card 

system by addressing issues of maladministration instead. This would ensure that person in the State 

who were over 70 and belonged to the 5% of older people over the means tested income limit would 

still keep their medical card25

Despite the efforts of ARI, since January 2009 people in this age bracket who apply for a medical card 

are subject to means testing. If a person’s weekly gross income is below €700 (or €1400 for a couple) 

they are deemed eligible for a medical card.

. 

26

In October 2010 a 50 cent charge per item was introduced for medicines and other items on prescription 

from pharmacies. This charge covers up to a maximum of €10 per month per person or family.

  

27

                                                           
20 

 There 

www.olderandbolder.ie Link to You Tube clip ‘Home Help Cuts’ from RTE One 9 O’clock news, 18th January 2012) 
21 Carer’s Association Pre-Budget Submission 2012 ‘If you don’t care, then how can we?’ 
http://www.carersireland.com/userfiles/file/Pre%20Budget%20Submission%202012(1).pdf 
22www.citizensinformation.ie   
23 http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Age%20Action%27s%20Age%20Fact%20Sheet%20-
%20compiled%20April%202011%20Final%20version.pdf 
24 Age Action Ireland Fact Sheet 
 
25 Pensioners show cool heads in round two of medical card row, Irish Independent article, Wednesday 29 October 2008 
http://www.independent.ie/national-news/budget/news/pensioners-show-cool-heads-in-round-two-of-medical-cards-row-1511931.html 
26 http://www.hse.ie/eng/services/Find_a_Service/entitlements/Medical_Cards/70medicalcard.html 

http://www.olderandbolder.ie/�
http://www.carersireland.com/userfiles/file/Pre%20Budget%20Submission%202012(1).pdf�
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/�
http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Age%20Action%27s%20Age%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20compiled%20April%202011%20Final%20version.pdf�
http://www.ageaction.ie/sites/default/files/pdf/Age%20Action%27s%20Age%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20compiled%20April%202011%20Final%20version.pdf�
http://www.independent.ie/national-news/budget/news/pensioners-show-cool-heads-in-round-two-of-medical-cards-row-1511931.html�
http://www.hse.ie/eng/services/Find_a_Service/entitlements/Medical_Cards/70medicalcard.html�
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is also speculation that prescription charges may increase further in the near future.28

3.1.7 Drugs Payment Scheme 

 These charges are 

detrimental to vulnerable groups within society, including older people on low incomes. 

 

Under the Drugs Payment Scheme, an individual or family in Ireland will only ever have to pay a 

maximum set amount each month for approved prescribed drugs, medicines and certain appliances for 

use by that person or his or her family in that month. This scheme is aimed at those who do not have a 

Medical Card and normally have to pay the full cost of their medication. It also applies to those who 

have a GP Visit Card. Anyone ordinarily resident in Ireland can apply to join the scheme, regardless of 

family, financial circumstances or nationality.29

 

 However, in budget 2012 the threshold for the Drugs 

Payment Scheme increased by €12, from €120 to €132 per month. Once again, this will result in 

additional medical expenses for older people living on a fixed income who are already financially 

stretched. 

3.1.8 Universal Social Charge  

The Universal Social Charge is a tax which replaced the income levy and the health levy. It is not 
applied to social welfare payments but it is payable on occupational pension contributions. This poses a 
considerable financial burden on a cohort of ARI members. The Older & Bolder Alliance of which ARI 
is a member has lobbied for the removal of this “regressive charge”30. Following changes to 
Government policy in Budget 2012, the Universal Social Charge is no longer levied on gross income of 
less than €10,036 per year.31

 

 

3.1.9 Christmas Bonus 

The Christmas bonus is equivalent to 100% of certain weekly social protection payments. In effect, it 

constitutes a double payment of entitlements (the normal weekly payment plus the bonus) every 

December; in recognition of the additional expenses incurred at this time of year. Those in receipt of the 

contributory and non-contributory pension were eligible to receive the payment. The Christmas bonus 

was first issued in the 1980’s and continued uninterrupted for three decades. However, the bonus has 

not been paid since 2008.  

ARI members consulted at the time about their reactions to losing the Christmas bonus expressed 

disappointment and concern for the many recipients who would struggle to pay for even modest 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
27 www.citizensinformation.ie  
28 http://www.thejournal.ie/govt-criticised-over-proposed-medical-card-and-prescription-charges-286268-Nov2011/ 
29 www.hse.ie Your Guide to Drugs Payment Scheme 
30 http://www.olderandbolder.ie/content/state-pension-avoids-direct-cut-budget-2011 
31 www.citizensinformation.ie  

http://www.citizensinformation.ie/�
http://www.thejournal.ie/govt-criticised-over-proposed-medical-card-and-prescription-charges-286268-Nov2011/�
http://www.hse.ie/�
http://www.olderandbolder.ie/content/state-pension-avoids-direct-cut-budget-2011�
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/�
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indulgences such as small Christmas gifts for their grandchildren; a popular use for the bonus among 

pension recipients in years past.  

3.1.10 Future Cuts to Contributory Pension  

The Contributory Pension, which has so far escaped direct cuts, will be targeted later this year. From 

September 2012, applicants with fewer than 48 contributions per year will receive a reduced pension 

from the State. Those with 30-39 contributions will only receive €207 per week while those with 40-47 

contributions will receive €225.80 per week.  

3.1.11 Findings from a recent Vincentian Partnership Report 

A new report from the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice analyses the level of income for a 

minimum standard of living in Ireland. “A minimum income in itself does not guarantee a minimum 

standard of living, however individuals or households with an income below that minimum cannot have 

a standard of living which meets their physical, psychological, spiritual and social needs”.32

In the report examples are generated for two pensioner households: 

 

33

• Female pensioner (age 70+), living alone 

 

• Pensioner couple (age 66-69) 

 

In three of the four scenarios examined with a female pensioner living alone, income was inadequate to 

meet her needs. Even in the one scenario were income was adequate “the small surplus highlights the 

vulnerability of this household to poverty and social exclusion as a small reduction in pension rates or 

a change to the Household Benefits Package could impact negatively on this individual’s ability to meet 

their minimum expenditure requirements.” 

 

In all scenarios with the pensioner couple, their income, as long as it was combined with the household 

benefits package was sufficient to meet their needs. However, rural pensioner couples were at a distinct 

disadvantage to their urban counterparts. “The necessity for private transport and higher food costs 

means that the cost is noticeably higher in rural areas and for this reason rural households have a 

much smaller surplus above what they need to meet their minimum expenditure costs.”34

In both cases, it is evident that older people in similar situations to theses are forced to maintain a 

delicate balancing act in order to make ends meet. 

  

 

                                                           
32 Pp. 8 
33 In the case of the female pensioner two scenarios are examined: one on a contributory pension and one on a non-contributory pension. In the 

case of the couple, three scenarios are examined: both on non-contributory pensions, in receipt of one contributory and one non-contributory 

pension and one contributory pension with a qualified adult. Each of the households was also examined in an urban and a rural context. 
34 Pp. 100 
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This section of our position paper has illustrated that Government policy since 2008 has resulted in 

increased taxation (both direct and indirect) and reduced income supports, thus diminishing the quality 

of life of many older people living in the State. It has become more expensive for older people to heat 

their homes (due to rising fuel prices and the introduction of the carbon tax), at a time when their 

entitlement to the fuel allowance has been reduced. In many cases this will lead to fuel poverty, making 

it difficult for many older people to stay warm in their homes, especially during winter months. This 

will have an impact on their health and make it more difficult for them to remain healthy and well. If 

they succumb to illness changes to medical card entitlement and prescription charges will make it more 

difficult for some older people to afford the health care and medicines they need when sick. Changes to 

eligibility criteria for supports such as the home care packages and suspension of the Christmas bonus 

payment chip away at the foundations on which older peoples’ quality of life rests. In simple terms, the 

overall impact is that older people find it more difficult to age well at home or to remain in their 

communities for as long as they wish. 

In section 3.2 of this position paper we examine another scheme which was designed to prolong older 

people’s desire to remain in their communities and to reduce their isolation – the Free Travel Scheme. 

Section 3.2 ARI members & the Free Travel Pass 

3.2.1 Case Study One: Member couple living in a remote, rural area 

This couple are returned emigrants from the UK. She is in her 70’s and her husband is in his 80’s. They 

returned to Ireland six years ago and live in a “very rural” area with little or no public transport.  

They have been members of their local ARA for four years. Both hold Free Travel Passes. They cannot 

use their travel passes to get to ARA meetings as there aren’t any buses servicing the area at a 

convenient time. Instead, they are collected by a fellow member who has their own transport. If the 

Travel Pass was discontinued or they found that they were no longer eligible the couple would still 

make every effort to attend the ARA meetings. They enjoy the opportunity to meet people and make 

friends. “We have made more friends in our time at [ARA] than we ever did during 50 years in 

England.” 

Their area is serviced by two “community” buses per week, provided as part of the Rural Transport 

Initiative35

                                                           
35 The aim of the Rural Transport Initiative is ‘to provide a quality nationwide community based public transport system in rural Ireland which 
responds to local needs’. It was officially launched in 2006 as a response to the growing acknowledgement of the economic and social impacts 
of inadequate transport in rural areas and the increasing level of interest amongst community and local development groups in developing and 
implementing locally based solutions. 

. The first bus runs on a Tuesday and the last on a Friday. Both buses service the nearest 

town. There is a third bus servicing another nearby town once a week but, according to the couple, it is 

“not convenient” because it leaves at 12pm and does not return until 6pm. “This is too long for an older 

https://www.pobal.ie/funding%20programmes/rtp/pages/background.aspx 

https://www.pobal.ie/funding%20programmes/rtp/pages/background.aspx�
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person to be hanging around. You get tired.” They use the Tuesday and Friday services almost every 

week, unless one of them is sick. 

The couple use their passes on the “community bus”36 every Tuesday and Friday to go grocery 

shopping and sometimes to go clothes shopping too. If they have a medical appointment37

The couple feel certain they would use their Free Travel Passes more often if additional bus services 

were introduced. “Definitely we would. It would give us more freedom. Having only two buses means 

you feel hemmed in. If there were more buses we would have plenty of things to do and places to go. We 

would be out and about.” 

 they can also 

phone the service provider and request an out of hour’s bus to take them to their appointments. 

The couple feel the fact that they can book a ‘free’ bus to take them to medical appointment is highly 

beneficial. The service provider occasionally provides other additional services, such as Christmas 

shopping trips to city locations. “It’s nice to be able to go somewhere different for a change.” 

Being able to travel for free to larger towns means the couple can access supermarkets which provide 

greater choice, are better value and offer cheaper goods than the local convenience shop in their area, 

which is expensive and limited. This is important for the couple as their only sources of income are UK 

pensions (which are smaller than the Irish pension). The recession, especially the new taxes and charges 

which have been introduced, has had an impact on the couple’s finances too. “You have to plan ahead, 

think about how much you need to save to pay for things.” The couple say they are extremely concerned 

that in the future transport will be yet another expense they have to find the money to pay for. “We 

don’t have anything else in this area and yet they’re talking about taking that away from us. That would 

mean paying for transport which is another expense that we can’t afford.”  

The couple also spoke about the social element inherent in taking the bus. The journey provides them 

with an opportunity to meet people living outside their village. The couple have developed friendships 

with other regular commuters and they say there is a sense of community among retired people using 

the service. If the bus was scrapped or they had to pay each time they used it they know they would not 

be able to afford to take it as often. They feel certain other commuters wouldn’t either, so the sense of 

community among retired people on the bus would be damaged or lost. 

3.2.2 Case Study Two:  Female Member Living Alone in an Urban Centre   

This woman is a widow living in one of the major cities. She is a committed member of Active 

Retirement Ireland at local, regional and national levels. She also owns a car. While she appreciates the 

alternative options which the Free Travel Pass provides, she admits that she is not as reliant on it as 

                                                           
36 Provided under the rural transport initiative 
37 Doctor, dentist or hospital appointments 
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some of her contemporaries. “Living as I do within walking distance of church, schools and the city 

centre I wouldn't be the worst off if we were to lose the travel pass, but having said that I use it to get to 

hospital appointments. I also use my ‘free travel’ when going to ARI meetings.  

 

This causes the woman to reflect on the broader impact on ARI if the scheme was cut in future: 

If the pass was taken away the overall affect on ARI would be serious too as volunteers on Regional and 

Executive committees who use their pass to attend AGMs and various meetings would perhaps look to 

be reimbursed for expenses incurred in attending these meetings. ARI can’t afford that, so we would 

find it increasingly difficult to recruit volunteers, I think.” 

 

She also highlights the positive side effects of the Scheme on Irish business and cultural institutions and 

the subsequent fallout should the scheme be abandoned in future: 

 

“Members of our ARA use their passes to attend matinee shows in Dublin, mostly by train & Luas. 

Those trips would cease if the pass was revoked because the whole trip would be too expensive for older 

people living on a fixed income; resulting in a loss of revenue for theatres and cinemas!” 

This woman, who is so actively involved with ARI and, as a result, so familiar with the needs and 

wishes of its members, is adamant that the impact of the loss of the scheme, especially for those living 

in remote locations, would be catastrophic: 

 

“There is absolutely no doubt that having free travel is invaluable to older people but especially to men 

and women living in satellite towns and rural towns and villages. If the Free Travel Pass is taken from 

them, they would, without a shadow of doubt, end up living out the remainder of their lives in loneliness 

and isolation. How sad is that!!” 
 

This, she believes, would have a detrimental effect on older people and would be a damning indictment 

of Irish society as a whole: 
 

“In my mind, the result of the loss of the pass would be - MORE older people spending MORE time in 

medical and psychiatric hospitals, MORE time in Nursing Homes, requiring MORE Home Care 

Assistance and sadly an increase in the suicide rate among older people. Not a happy picture!! It 

depresses me to even think about it but I sincerely believe this to be the awful outcome. Is this a fitting 

or caring way for our country's elders to live out what should be their ‘Golden Years’? I think not.” 
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Section 3.3 Benefits of the Free Travel Scheme 

In this section we examine the benefits of the Free Travel Scheme. ARI recognises that the benefits of 

the scheme vary greatly among members, largely due to their geographical location, mobility or level of 

access to other forms of transport. However, this significant issue notwithstanding, there are many 

benefits to be had from the Free Travel scheme, firstly for older people and secondly, more broadly 

speaking, for society in general. 

The free travel pass has an income support function since it allows older people to access transport 

services which they would otherwise have to pay for from their own pockets or do without. This is 

likely to be most keenly felt among older people living in rural areas. In 2003, when the Free Travel 

Pass was extended to Rural Transport, it was estimated at the time that passengers would save up to 

€160 per year (based on travel costs of €3-5 per journey). 

This can lead to positive benefits to recipient’s health, illustrated in our second case study above, for 

example if older people use the pass to attend hospital appointments. The scheme also targets groups 

who are at greater risk of poverty, such as older people living alone.38

Furthermore, as identified in previous sections (Section 2), other benefits of the scheme for older people 

are that it encourages them to be more active and it facilitates greater participation in communities. The 

pass provides “quantifiable benefits to the recipient and society, which exceed the value of an 

equivalent cash payment, e.g. social inclusion benefits.”

 The scheme alleviates demand on 

their limited income and frees up cash which can be spent elsewhere. 

39

From its inception the Scheme was always intended to recognise the contribution made by older people, 

–their sacrifices and hard work, the high taxes they paid, the investments in their children’s education – 

all of which laid the foundation for the significant period of prosperity the country enjoyed before the 

recession. The Free travel Scheme is seen a “tangible expression of society’s appreciation and respect 

for older people”.

 Once again, this is illustrated in our case 

studies, for example, the members of ARAs attending theatre performances together. 

40

The Free Travel Scheme has benefits for wider society also. It encourages older people to make greater 

use of public transport thus improving traffic congestion, particularly in larger towns and cities. It also 

enables older people, who may otherwise have been restricted in their movements or even trapped at 

 Therefore, the scheme symbolises the public’s recognition of the efforts made by 

older people throughout their lives; a gesture which boosts morale and promotes feelings of acceptance 

and inclusion among this age group. 

                                                           
38 Collins, Michael, L., B. Mac Mahon, G. Weld & R. Thornton (2012) A Minimum Income Standard for Ireland on behalf of Vincentian 
Partnership for Social Justice, The Policy Institute, TCD. Pp. 90 
39 Quinn, Orlaigh (2000)  A Review of the Free Schemes Operated by the Department of Social, Community & Family Affairs, TCD, Pp. 21 
40 Quinn, Orlaigh (2000)  A Review of the Free Schemes Operated by the Department of Social, Community & Family Affairs, TCD, Pp. 21 
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home, to engage in a variety of pursuits which benefit local communities, for example the very 

important volunteering role which the woman in our second case study fulfils as an active member of 

the voluntary committees of ARI. Other older people use their passes to attend or teach classes, tutor 

and mentor people of all ages in leisure and sporting activities (intergenerational) or act as carers for 

sick or ageing relatives or friends. 

A further indirect benefit to society derived from the free travel pass is the boost to commerce, 

illustrated in our first case study by the ARI couple who use their pass to access supermarkets and other 

shops in the locality. The contribution which ARI members make to local economies, as well as to 

domestic tourism is detailed further in Section 3.4 below. 

 

Section 3.4 Contribution ARI members make to domestic tourism/local economies 

While the benefits of the Free Travel Scheme to older people are numerous it should not be viewed as a 

one way street. The benefits are reciprocal since older people who use the Free Travel Pass; many ARI 

members among them41

 

, also generate positive outcomes which benefit the Irish economy, namely 

through domestic tourism on the island of Ireland and in their support for local economies through 

patronage of businesses, eateries, hotels and other amenities which they access by using their Free 

Travel Passes. 

3.4.1 Domestic Tourism 

According to a report by Failte Ireland42

This is reflected in the number of ‘trips’ (holidays which involve at least one overnight stay) taken in 

2009

 the domestic market is the best performing market in Ireland at 

present, with more than half (54%) of all hotels surveyed reporting an increase in domestic volume. 

According to the report, repeat visitors are currently “holding up the industry …proving to be 

invaluable in keeping businesses going during hard times”.  

43 by domestic tourists. “In 2009, a total of 8.3 million trips were taken within the Republic by 

Irish residents, with an associated expenditure of €1.4 billion.” 44

 This is significant because the age of Irish domestic tourists is steadily increasing. “Holiday trips by 

those in the 20-49 age bracket have shown a downward trend in recent years while those aged 50 and 

 

                                                           
41 Initial findings from the 2012 ARI Membership Survey indicate that 65.1% of the membership regularly take short breaks in Ireland 
42 Failte Ireland Tourism Barometer Report, September 2011, Pp. 3  
43 Most recent year for which figures are available 
44 Failte Ireland website http://www.failteireland.ie/Research-Statistics/Tourism-Facts/Domestic-Market  

http://www.failteireland.ie/Research-Statistics/Tourism-Facts/Domestic-Market�
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over have shown a concomitant rise reflecting a trend towards increasing age in the domestic holiday 

market.” 

This is borne out by the statistics, as 42% of domestic tourists in 2009 were aged between 50-70 plus 

years, while 23% of domestic tourists were aged 60-70 plus years.  In 2009 revenue from domestic 

holiday trips was €843 million. €354 million of this revenue is due to those over 50 years old. This is 

42% of the overall revenue from domestic tourism for that year.  

Expenditure on the Free Travel scheme in 2010 on those aged 66 years or older was €53.5 million.45

 

The 

Department of Social and Family Affairs also provides funding of €1.5million towards the Rural 

Transport Programme, in addition to that provided by the Department of Transport, to cover the cost of 

journeys undertaken by Free Travel pass holders. To date no research has been carried out to ascertain 

the type of travel Free Pass recipients use their passes for or how many of those use it for the purposes 

of domestic tourism. However, it is acceptable to surmise that a withdrawal by Government of the Free 

Travel pass would have a detrimental impact on domestic tourism in the future.  

 3.4.2 Local Economies46

To date no research has been carried out to determine how much this target group contributes to their 

local economies. However, based on data released by the Department of Social Protection, it is possible 

to estimate a guess. 

 

Based on the latest figures available, there are currently 688,000 Free Travel pass holders in Ireland. At 

least two thirds of these recipients are 66 years of age or over.47

The Household Budget Survey 2009-10 conducted by the Central Statistics Office recorded an average 

expenditure per household on food, alcohol, clothing and footwear, household (non-durables and 

durables) of €257.42 per week. This equals 31.7% of an average household’s weekly net income.  

 

If we calculate what this percentage equates to as a proportion of the State Pensions and multiply by 

450,00048

 

 we can cautiously estimate the potential financial contribution made by older people to local 

economies each week. 

                                                           
45 Department of Social Protection Comprehensive Review of Expenditure (September 2011) Pp. 202 
http://www.welfare.ie/EN/Policy/CorporatePublications/Finance/exp_rev/Pages/cre_11.aspx (Sourced 15 June 2012)  
46 Awaiting release of CSO further analysis on Household Budget Survey 2009-10 
47 Department of Social Protection Press Release http://www.welfare.ie/EN/Press/PressReleases/2006/Pages/pr250906.aspx (Sourced 15 June 
2012) 
48 A conservative estimate of less than two thirds of 688,000 people, i.e. those in receipt of the Free Travel Pass in 2010 

http://www.welfare.ie/EN/Policy/CorporatePublications/Finance/exp_rev/Pages/cre_11.aspx�
http://www.welfare.ie/EN/Press/PressReleases/2006/Pages/pr250906.aspx�
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Table 2: Potential Contribution of State Pension Recipients to Local Economies 

State Pension Payment 

Per Week 

Food etc. 

Per week 

% 

Food etc. 

Per week  

€ 

Potential contribution to 

local economy per week 

Non Contributory €219 31.7% €69.42 €31, 239, 000 

Contributory €239 31.7% €75.76 €34, 092, 000 

 

Table 2 above roughly illustrates the potential contribution of State Pension recipients to local 

economies each week. These figures can be considered highly conservative in nature as they do not 

reflect money spent on eating out in restaurant and do not fully represent the true number of older 

people in receipt of the Free travel Pass. The figures do not take into account additional money invested 

in local economies by older people who have other sources of income, such as private pensions. Nor do 

they take into account the use of Free Travel Pass for things like day trips e.g. to the theatre and the 

related expenditure on services during these trips, for example cafes, restaurants or bars. Therefore it is 

reasonable to surmise that the contribution made by Free Travel Pass holders to local businesses and 

related institutions is likely to be much greater than that calculated in Table 2. 

Of course, even without a Free Travel Pass older people would find a way to access these services, 

especially essential services such as groceries. However, in this scenario, it is unlikely that older people 

would travel as frequently, especially those living in rural areas, without access to a car or regular 

public transport services. This would create unnecessary hardship for many older people, especially 

those experiencing isolation or mobility difficulties. Furthermore, older people would have less money 

to invest in the local economy since they would be required to divert their income to cover travel costs 

previously provided gratis under the Free Travel Scheme.  

 

4. Recommendations 

• For Government 

• For other Ageing sector organisations 

• For older people/ARI members 

 

 

 

 



18 
 

 

 

4.1 Recommendations for Government 

4.1.1 Continue to fund the Free Travel Scheme  

• At a projected cost of €55 million per year, the Free Travel Scheme represents excellent value for 

money49

• Consider providing additional funding to the Rural Transport Initiative to increase services to 

older people living in rural areas. This would also benefit other members of rural communities, 

including carers and people with disabilities who can avail of the Free Travel Pass, but also other 

groups such as one parent families and those in or returning to employment.  

 and ARI recommends that the current Government continue to provide the scheme to 

everyone over the age of 66 years who is resident in the country.  

4.2 Recommendations for other ageing sector organisations 

4.2.1 Continue to advocate for the needs of older people  

• An example of this is the Make Home Work campaign run by the Older & Bolder alliance and the 

How Low Can They Go campaign by Age Action 

• Consider a joint campaign to promote awareness of the importance of the Free Travel Scheme and 

to lobby for its retention and expansion.  

4.3 Recommendations for older people/ARI members 

4.3.1 Lobby local TDs  

• Make an appointment to speak to them at their constituency office about the Free Travel  Scheme  

• Send a letter or email  

• Gather signatures for a petition 

5. Conclusions 

Older people in Ireland are shouldering their share of the burden in the current difficult economic climate. 

To take the free travel pass from them would constitute a further devastating blow. Such an act would 

most certainly increase isolation among older people, especially those in rural areas; and would contribute 

to feelings of loneliness or despair in those people who are already marginalised or socially excluded, and 

in some cases could even result in suicide. 
                                                           
49 This is equal to the cost of buying and storing the now scrapped and “valueless” electronic voting machines purchased in 2002. Irish Times 
article, 12 January 2012.  
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For many older people struggling with ill health and limited mobility, losing the Free Travel Pass would 

mean they could no longer remain in their homes or communities for the long term. It would also 

constitute a retrograde step in efforts to copper fasten a long standing commitment to the quality of life of 

Ireland’s older people, as outlined in the draft plans for a National Positive Ageing Strategy. 

The Free Travel Scheme enables older people to access a whole host of services, institutions and 

amenities which might otherwise fall beyond their reach, this is particularly true for older people living in 

rurally isolated areas. This allows pass holders to be more active and integrated in their communities. 

However, this benefit-in-kind support also enables older people to contribute to their local economies and 

to domestic tourism in Ireland, thus aiding in the country’s recovery and to participate in civic and 

cultural society through volunteering roles and patronage of numerous community and cultural 

institutions. This makes it a mutually beneficial Scheme for both recipient and State. 

 

 


