The importance of flexible transport for older people

Transport provides an essential link to friends, family and the wider community for older people, a vital lifeline to maintaining independence. Research has shown that a lack of mobility can prevent older people from participating in social activities and lead to low morale, depression and loneliness. It can also impact upon others, such as carers, social services and health agencies. 

Despite the rising number of older driving licence holders, declining driving ability and financial constraints mean that many motorists will have to adjust their driving practices and probably ultimately give up their car. A high proportion of the older population will be dependent on public transport. However, evidence suggests that many will experience difficulties in using bus and rail services. 

Amongst the largest barriers to mobility are physical difficulties associated with walking and accessing public transport. Poor access to travel information can also deter potential users. Lack of awareness, particularly awareness of special transport schemes like Local Link and Ring and Ride, can mean that those with the greatest need fail to benefit from services that have been specifically implemented to help them. 

Older people worry more about their safety because they are likely to be more severely injured, take longer to recover and suffer greater psychological impact than a younger person in a similar incident. 

Cost is a significant factor determining people's ability to travel as often as they would like. The high cost of rail fares, compounded by the inaccessibility of many railway stations is a major deterrent to using a train. Fuel and car insurance prices are also impacting on the travel patterns of older people using cars. Taxis are an important mode of travel for those who do not have a car available to them and are unable to use public transport because of mobility or timetable constraints. 

For those with more severe mobility impairments, door to door transport provides a valuable service, but often has barriers of its own, such as no projects or provision for those with mental health issues, long advance booking times, a restricted choice of destinations, limited operating hours creating anxiety over completing the return trip. 

Legislation and licensing

The operation of most flexible transport services is currently determined by Section 19 of the Transport Act 1985, which permits the provision of transport for education, religion, and social welfare purposes. Carriage of the general public is limited to those who are registered as members of the agency delivering a specific service. The Government has indicated, in the proposals contained in Putting Passengers First (DfT, Dec 2006), that these arrangements will be reviewed in advance of the publication of a draft Road Transport Bill. The intention will be to assist with the filling of gaps in service provision in a cost effective and complimentary way.

Background

The Salford Senior Transport Group was formed due to actions outlined in the Salford Wellbeing Development Action plan directed by the Link Age Development Board for older people in Salford (now the Wellbeing Development Board).

In 2005 more than 150 older citizens were involved in working with professionals from the city council, the National Health Service and the voluntary sector to develop a Strategy for Wellbeing, for people growing older in Salford. Development of this plan has involved older people identifying the things which they think help them to enjoy a good quality of life as they grow older. 

Transport came up as a major issue for older people in many different ways, and has continued to be so since. 

The group realise there are certain transport issues that can be dealt with at neighbourhood community committees as they affect everyone, but the consultation showed that there was a need for older people to challenge services about issues that especially affect them. Some issues had been dealt with previously at the Salford Forum for Older People (SFOP) but it was felt that the issues were so many that a sub group needed to be formed to deal with them.

The group were formed in May 2010, to provide a direct link with the Wellbeing Board, SFOP and the Salford Travel Partnership (STP), the group has representation from most of the eight neighbourhoods in Salford.

