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Sadiq Khan has committed to making the transport network fair and affordable for
everyone. The Mayor has already introduced a concessionary scheme for care leavers
aged 18-25, frozen fares to put £123 million back into the pockets of Londoners, and
introduced the ‘Hopper’ bus fare which gives passengers two journeys for the price of one
within one hour.’

We celebrate these changes, and believe that free bus travel for asylum seekers aligns
directly with these priorities. London is for everyone.

Free Bus Travel as a Necessity

Asylum seekers are provided £49.18 per person per week on a prepaid Aspen card.
However, for those in catered accommodation, which constitutes at least 62% of asylum
seekers in London?, the total amount is lowered to £8.86 a week.? With the cost of
travelling by bus in London for up to an hour being £1.75, and a return journey thus being
£3.50, asylum seekers living in catered hostels or hotels are left with £5.35 after one
round trip to cover food, non-prescription medicine, clothing, and other necessary items.*

The Home Office draws these numbers from an assessment of the necessary amount to
cover essential living needs. Travel is an essential need, as prohibitive travel costs often
mean that asylum seekers are unable to access health appointments, ESOL classes,
educational bodies, social support networks, and religious and/or cultural establishments.
This has significant negative ramifications for the integration of asylum seekers into
the UK, their ability to access essential services, and public health.

Some of the most significant issues are:

e Whilst primary school children can access free bus travel, their parents cannot.
Consequently, parents of primary school children or children themselves may
walk long distances to school despite themselves or their children having
acute health conditions. One mother we spoke with was forced to miss her GP
appointments in order to pay for just some of her children’s journeys to school.

e English Language learners are unable to access ESOL classes. One learner told
us that she was only able to afford the journey to three out of five classes a week,
and was reprimanded by her teacher for missing the others. Whilst some ESOL
providers contribute to bus travel, this often only covers part of the fare and does not
occur in all places.

e \We are aware of countless stories of patients unable to access their GP
appointments due to the cost of travelling to these appointments. Often,
patients have had to prioritise other journeys - like their children's school run - at the
detriment to their own health.
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e Many asylum seekers of faith find challenges in accessing their places of
worship, especially where they are relocated or have very specific needs, e.g.
LGBTQ+ sensitive faith communities.

e Many people seeking asylum are desperate to contribute to their new
communities by volunteering, but the cost of travel prevents them from doing so if
they cannot walk to local organisations.

e People seeking asylum are excited to get to know their city and experience the
vibrant culture of London, but the cost of travel often traps asylum seekers in the
vicinity of their accommodation.

“Accessing transport is life. It gives me freedom. If | can’t go outside, it means I'm in a
prison. If | want to go to any place, | need to take transport - London is a very big city...
Transport gives me freedom of movement.... Transportation would solve a lot of issues
and problems. A mother [in the hotel] has three babies and an older daughter... The
school is 30 minutes away from the hotel, and sometimes she has to take all of them and
walk that long as she doesn’t have money to take the bus to bring her daughter to school.”
- S E, Asylum Seeker in Lambeth

Inaccessibility of Existing Concessionary Schemes

e Travel to legal appointments can be reimbursed through the Legal Aid Agency, but
solicitors and asylum seekers are both often unaware of this.

e Asylum seekers may be eligible for the NHS Healthcare Travel Costs Scheme
(HTCS) but this does not cover visiting a GP, dentist or another primary care service
provider for routine check-ups or other services, such as vaccinations.

e London colleges can issue travel passes or cash payments to asylum seekers, but
eligibility often requires living more than 2km away, a challenging distance to cross
without bus access. Travel bursaries can take months to arrive, so students risk
being deregistered from their courses if they do not attend classes.

e ltis difficult for asylum seekers to apply for concessionary travel cards which require
photographic ID, specific forms of proof of address, and/or administration fees.

Impact on the Third Sector

Migrant-focused charities and support centres in London often subsidise travel costs to
ensure asylum seekers can continue to access their service. Hackney Migrant Centre spent
a total sum of £895 on travel costs between September to December 2023 for all the
migrants they support.

“At Hackney Migrant Centre, our mission is to offer free and accessible legal advice to
migrants within Hackney and across London, as well as comprehensive support services.
However, the pervasive issue of inadequate access to bus transportation significantly
impacts our visitors in accessing our services. This, in turn, places strain on our limited
resources... a significant portion of our service delivery budget is allocated toward
transportation expenses. Supporting our visitors with transportation costs is key in
making our legal services and holistic support accessible to people experiencing financial
hardship... A considerable portion of our budget for community events is directed towards



transportation... Consequently, we heavily rely on volunteer support to maintain our
community engagement efforts...” - Hackney Migrant Centre Volunteer and Participation
Manager

‘Il am an academic GP and currently working on a qualitative interview study working with
migrant participants with lived experience of hepatitis B, many of whom cite lack of money
to pay for transport as a barrier to being able to attend appointments. They are often
living far away from the hospital sites and either have to walk up to two hours to get
to the appointment, spend some of their limited income on going or don’t go at all,
which impacts on their health.” - J C, Academic GP at St George’s University of London

“...in emergency cases we have given away around £120 across 7 families going for
their hospital or GP appointment. This excludes a one off £140 fee to a 19 year old
asylum seeker who travels to her college in Westminster from her hotel in Orpington. This
doesn’t solve her issue at all and we are looking for a generous donor to cover her cost for
the rest of her academic year.” - F J, Community Change Manager at Hackney Foodbank

Implementation of Similar Schemes in the United Kingdom

Across the UK, there have been several pilot schemes and feasibility studies from which a
London-based study could draw and learn.

Free Bus Travel Scheme for Refugees in Wales, March 2022-March 2024

e Provides free bus travel for all refugees and those seeking international protection in
Wales.

e Funded by the Welsh Assembly in response to a request from the Welsh Refugee
Coalition.

e Issues arose from the fact that applications had to be made on the basis of a
category of need, meaning that every individual had to be assessed when tickets
were issued to ascertain why they were required.

Glasgow “Travel Choices” 12-week Free Bus Trial, January-July 2023

e Before the trial, 77% of participants said that the cost of tickets was their major
barrier to travelling by bus more frequently.®

e After the trial, participants reported that having the bus pass had had an
overwhelmingly positive impact on their life, as it freed up funds to spend on food,
created freedom to travel and explore, enabled participants to attend health
appointments with no problems, and led to an overall improvement on their mental
health.

Free Bus Travel Pledge for Asylum Seekers in Scotland, November 2023

e £2 million has been allocated in the next year’s budget to progress free bus travel for
asylum seekers in Scotland.®
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e No negative political fall-out or press coverage was reported; both the Labour Party
and the Green Party were fully on board with the policy, and there was general
support from the Conservative Party as well.

e Difficulties with implementation in Scotland arise from the existence of 200
privately-owned bus operators, but this issue is negligible in London as TfL is a
publicly funded body and has sole responsibility for bus travel in London.

Northern Ireland Concessionary Fares Scheme for Asylum Seekers, November 2023-April
2024

e Sought to promote social inclusion by improving public transport accessibility
through free and concessionary fares for vulnerable community members.

e Travel cards distributed by the contracted provider of asylum accommodation in
Northern Ireland, Mears, directly to the residents.



