
 
 

COSLA Officer Update on Free Bus Travel for Under 22s  
 

As Members will be aware, from January 2022, nearly a million 5-21 year olds living in Scotland 

will be eligible to benefit from free bus travel. 
 

Children and young people who are 5-21 years old will need a new or replacement National 

Entitlement Card (NEC) or Young Scot National Entitlement Card (Young Scot NEC) to travel 

for free by bus. Parents or guardians of 5-15 year olds must apply on their behalf. Children 

under 5 years old already travel for free on commercial bus services and do not need a card. 

Full details on how to apply will be advertised in January 2022. 

The Scottish Government continues to work with the Improvement Service – who is accountable 

for the NEC Scheme - and National Entitlement Card Programme Office – who is responsible 

for the management of the NEC and support local authorities with the application process – and 

Young Scot to deliver the scheme, which it is currently expected to become operational on 31 

January 2022. 

More information on the scheme can be found here: 

https://www.transport.gov.scot/concessionary-travel/young-persons-free-bus-travel-scheme/  

Impact on Local Authorities and Islands Communities Impact Assessment (ICIA) 

The Environment and Economy Board agreed in December 2020 that COSLA should work with 

Transport Scotland and the Association of Transport Coordinating Officers (ATCO) to better 

understand the scheme’s implications for local authorities, on the proviso that there is no 

detriment to Local Government as a result of the initiative. 

Work has been ongoing to look at the possible immediate and longer-term impacts on local 

authorities, with a specific focus on the interaction of the scheme with school transport. A 

number of potential issues have been identified via engagement with LAs; however, it is difficult 

to say to what extent these issues will materialise or to confidently quantify the overall impact on 

Local Government as the scheme has not been launched yet.  

COSLA will continue to regularly monitor the impact of the scheme after its launch in January 

2022.  

Transport Scotland committed earlier this year to carry out an Island Communities Impact 

Assessment (ICIA) for the scheme before its introduction. The ICIA has recently been published 

and is available here: https://www.transport.gov.scot/media/50833/concessionary-travel-under-

22s-island-communities-impact-assessment-icia.pdf. 

The Scottish Government recognises the concerns the concerns raised by consultation 

respondents (including COSLA), calling for free ferry travel to be included in the new Scheme or 
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provided separately. However Scottish Government does not consider it to be appropriate for 

the free bus travel scheme to incorporate free ferry travel.  
 

The reasons for this view provided in the ICIA include: 

• the cost of expanding the scheme;  

• existing action through Road Equivalent Tariff on Clyde and Hebrides ferry services to 

significantly reduce passenger and car fares for all; 

• existing fare discounts for young people on ferries; 

• the way in which funding for bus, air and ferry travel differ, and 

• the fact that the scheme was originally only intended to apply to buses.  

The ICIA does indicate that the issues raised in the consultation will be taken into account when 

undertaking the forthcoming Islands Connectivity Plan and the recently announced Fair Fares 

Review.  

COSLA will continue to represent to Scottish Government that not extending the scheme to 

ferries will clearly disadvantage island communities contrary to the intentions of the Island Act 

and be guided by Members as to further action(s). 

COSLA officers will assess the ICIA document more fully as part of an update paper on the 

Scheme to be discussed at the February meeting of the EE Board. 
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