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  Unite Submission to the Committee on Transport, Tourism and Sport 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

Unite would like to thank the Joint Committee on Transport, Tourism and Sport for the invitation to 

make this submission.  We will focus on two areas:  the subvention to Dublin bus services in 

European comparison and the under-funding of CIE to cover the costs of the free travel scheme. 

1. Comparison of European Subventions 

By European comparison, Ireland devotes relatively low levels of subvention support to public 

transport.  This results in poorer services and higher fares which drive up traffic congestion.  This is 

an unnecessary burden on households, businesses, the providers of public transport, and the 

environment and life-quality.  We need new policies and a new vision for transportation in Dublin 

and throughout the country – and this will require investment and subventions to match it. 

Deputies and Senators will be aware of the reductions in the Dublin Bus subvention since 2008 – a 

cut of €28 million or 32.6 percent.  This contrasts to the cut in Government public expenditure since 

2008 or 9.7 percent.  Public transport has taken a disproportionate hit during the austerity period.1 

Irish investment in Dublin public transport compares poorly with other EU cities as measured by the 

level of public subvention.  2 

 

                                                           
1
 EU Ameco:  General government primary expenditure (excluding interest payments) fell from €71.1 billion to 

€68.7 billion between 2088 and 2015.  
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/ameco/user/serie/SelectSerie.cfm  
2
 European Metropolitan Transport Authorities (EMTA), Comparative study of the public transport financing 

and of the fare policy in different metropolitan areas of Europe 2010:  
http://www.emta.com/spip.php?article750 and  Deloitte, Cost and Efficiency Review of Dublin Bus and Bus 
Éireann 2009: http://www.transport.ie/sites/default/files/node/add/content-
publication/Cost%20and%20Efficiency%20Review%20of%20Dublin%20Bus%20and%20Bus%20%C3%89ireann.
%20January%202009.pdf .  Paris includes both a general subvention and a dedicated tax on businesses which is 
ring-fenced for public transport. 
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Unfortunately, the data lags as there is no comprehensive database to cover the subventions made 

at national, regional and local levels of government throughout Europe but at the height of the 

speculative boom, the subvention to Dublin Bus fell well behind other major European cities.  Since 

then, the subvention has fallen even further, as a percentage of total revenue. This chronic, low-

level of subvention has been identified by a number of reports and sources.3 

To put these percentages in perspective, the subvention in 2015 was €57.7 million, or 20 percent of 

total revenue.  If the subvention was increased to 50 percent of total revenue (which would still 

leave Dublin trailing many European cities) the subvention would increase by €170 million. 

While some might call this a cost, it is actually an opportunity.  This increase to close to the 

subvention averages in other European cities would have the potential to transform public bus 

transport in Dublin – expanding services and reducing fares. 

Free Travel Subsidy 

It has been contended that CIE and Dublin Bus has not fully recouped the costs of operating the Free 

Travel scheme from the Department of Social Protection.  There is evidence to support this 

contention.  The Secretary-General of the Department of Social Protection, Niamh O'Donoghue 

discussed the free travel payment to CIE with the Public Accounts Committee. 

‘ . . the funding provided for the [Free Travel] scheme was originally based on 

ridership surveys.  The last such survey on the predominant beneficiary of the 

scheme, CIE, took place in October 1973. It has been quite some time since a 

ridership survey has been conducted there. Since then, there have been many 

changes to the scheme in terms of extending the benefits, including in 2006 

where there had been restrictions on when people could avail of free travel . . . I 

would think that we [Department of Social Protection] are getting value for 

money because the actual scale of benefits and the number of beneficiaries has 

increased dramatically since that ridership survey was conducted in 1973 . . . the 

benefits available under the scheme have increased very substantially, at no 

particular additional cost, and the number of beneficiaries has increased 

substantially.4 

It is clear from this that the Exchequer has not fully compensated CIE for the operation of the Free 

Travel scheme.  This has forced CIE to externalise this cost on to the public through reduced services 

and higher fares, and on to the workforce through depressed wages and working conditions.    

                                                           
3
 Comparison of Subvention Levels for Public Transport Systems in European Cities: 

http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/node/add/contentpublication/Comparison%20of%20Subvention%20Le
vels%20for%20Public%20Transport%20Systems%20in%20European%20Cities.pdf and EMTA, 2014  Barometer: 
http://www.emta.com/IMG/pdf/2014_barometer_brochure.pdf and Oireachtas Debates:  6

th
 December 2006: 

http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/takes/dail2006120600012
#N5  
4
 Public Accounts Committee 14

th
 March 2013:  

http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/committeetakes/ACC2013
031400021?opendocument  

http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/node/add/contentpublication/Comparison%20of%20Subvention%20Levels%20for%20Public%20Transport%20Systems%20in%20European%20Cities.pdf
http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/node/add/contentpublication/Comparison%20of%20Subvention%20Levels%20for%20Public%20Transport%20Systems%20in%20European%20Cities.pdf
http://www.emta.com/IMG/pdf/2014_barometer_brochure.pdf
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/takes/dail2006120600012#N5
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/takes/dail2006120600012#N5
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/committeetakes/ACC2013031400021?opendocument
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/committeetakes/ACC2013031400021?opendocument
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We can assess some of this under-funding by examining the period between 2010 and 2015.  The 

total subvention paid by the Department was frozen at €755 million during this period, with CIE 

receiving approximately €61 million.6  However, during this period the number of Free Travel 

recipients increased by 116,000, or 16 percent.  Assuming a relationship between the rise in 

recipients and the rise in costs, we could expect the Free Travel payment to CIE to increase from €61 

million in 2010 to €70.8 million.  This should be treated as indicative but it does show the short-term 

under-funding of the Free Travel scheme, in addition to the long-term underfunding referred to by 

Ms. O’Donoghue.   

Conclusion 

Unite makes the following suggestions for members of the Committee to consider. 

First, that Committee undertake a detailed study of the subventions to public transport and public 

bus services in European cities comparable to Dublin.  The Committee should consider approaching 

the European Metropolitan Transport Authorities to carry out this survey. 

Second, that the Committee request or even commission a ridership survey on public transport in 

order to assess the true costs of the Free Travel scheme to CIE and, therefore, make more 

transparent payment patterns from the Department of Social Protection. 

Third, accepting that public transport and, in particular, Dublin public transport is considerably 

under-subsidised, the Committee could initiate a consultation process among the stakeholders in 

public transport in planning a modern public transport system that is fully subsidised.  This shouldn’t 

be confined to employers, employees, the Government and public agencies.  It should extend to the 

public through inclusion of community and other civil society groups.  This could be an exciting, 

democratic, and inclusive process to make Dublin a living city, supported by a modern, innovative 

public transportation system. 

End. 

Jimmy Kelly 

Ireland Secretary 

Unite the Union 

                                                           
5
 Department of Social Protection, Annual Statistics:  http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Annual-SWS-Statistical-

Information-Report-2015.aspx  
6
 Unite does not have access to the data on annual payments to CIE; therefore it is assumed that the CIE 

subvention was frozen in line with the overall freeze. 

http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Annual-SWS-Statistical-Information-Report-2015.aspx
http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Annual-SWS-Statistical-Information-Report-2015.aspx

