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Department for Transport Consultation paper

‘PENALTY FARES RULES POLICY’

TravelWatch SouthWest

TravelWatch SouthWest (TWSW) was established in 2001 as The South West Public Transport Users’ Forum (SWPTUF) to promote the interests of public transport users in the South West of England government region (comprising the counties of Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire, Somerset and Wiltshire and the unitary authorities of Bath and North East Somerset, Bournemouth, Bristol, North Somerset, Plymouth, Poole, South Gloucestershire, Swindon and Torbay) – the Forum became a Community Interest Company, limited by guarantee, in August 2005. SWPTUF adopted the trading name of TravelWatch SouthWest in June 2006 and the Community Interest Company changed name to TravelWatch SouthWest CIC in November 2008.

Membership of the TravelWatch SouthWest CIC is open to every ‘not-for-profit’ organisation in the South West England government region whose sole or principal purpose is to represent the users of any public transport service or to promote the development of public transport services – membership is also open to other ‘not-for-profit’ organisations’ in the South West England government region who represent the interests of special and potential classes of public transport users e.g. the disabled or the elderly. TWSW currently has over ninety affiliated organisations.

TWSW, which is a social enterprise company, acts as an advocate for passengers to lobby for the improvement of public transport in the region and works closely with the South West Regional Assembly and with the South West Regional Development Agency – with the dissolution of the former Rail Passengers Committee for Western England in July 2005, TWSW is the sole representative body for public transport users throughout the South West England region. TWSW is currently funded by the South West Councils, South West Regional Development Agency, local authorities and a number of public transport operators. 

Response to consultation

This response to the Department for Transport consultation paper is based on responses from member organisations.

Appeals

The members of TravelWatch SouthWest (TWSW) are strongly opposed to the present existing penalty fares appeals system which is neither independent or transparent – the appeal body/bodies must, in future, be totally independent of both the train operating companies and of the debt collection agencies employed by them. 

The Department for Transport must make it a condition of the operation of all penalty fare schemes that all appeals must be handled by a totally independent body/bodies which has no connection whatsoever with the train operating company or any debt collection agency authorised to act on behalf of the franchise holder. It is recommended that an independent appeals body for penalty fares be established, which could be funded by a fee payable by the train operating company for every appeal handled, irrespective of the outcome. Independent appeals bodies must, in future, adhere to common standards – for example, the appeals body must respond to any appeal within twenty-one days of receipt giving a full explanation as to the rationale for the decision or a request for further information (the appellant to be given a reasonable time period to respond).  

Future appeals from customers against penalty fares must not be determined by a subsidiary of the train operating company, by another company with the same common shareholding as the train operator or by a debt collection agency authorised to act on behalf of the train operator or any connected business.

Other issues

i) All penalty fares notices must clearly indicate the amount of the penalty fare, full details of the appeals process and must advise the customer of any additional administrative charges might be payable – the penalty fares notice must advise the amount and date (e.g. ‘twenty-one days after the issue of this notice’) that any additional administrative charges will be added to the original penalty charge fee.

ii) Where a customer makes an appeal within the relevant time period, then the period taken to adjudicate on the appeal must not be included in the calculation of the time period for the addition of any additional administration charges.

iii) The train operating companies must make the necessary arrangements for customers to pay penalty fares in cash, with a cheque, by electronic transfer or by credit and debit card payments.

iv) Train operating companies should offer a discounted penalty fare charge if payment is received within a stipulated time period.

v) The independent appeal body/bodies must consider disability issues in their determinations – the appeals body/bodies must also understand that the present fare and ticket system is highly complex and make proper allowance for customers not understanding the correct ticket which it is necessary to buy for their particular journey, particularly when purchased from a TVM (Ticket Vending Machine).

vi) The current requirement that a customer should purchase a ticket at the earliest opportunity, including interchange stations, should be withdrawn The introduction of automated ticket gates at many railway stations has made this requirement more difficult, while there is frequently insufficient time between connecting trains to undertake the necessary transaction. Customers must be offered every opportunity to purchase a correct ticket before the commencement of their journey – if there is no facility to do so; customers should buy the relevant ticket during or the end of a journey, without a penalty fare becoming payable.   
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