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20.1  Free Travel Scheme 

 

 

20.1.1  Introduction 

 

In 2005, Government took a good initiative to provide free transport facilities to students 

attending primary, secondary and post secondary institutions and for old-aged pensioners 

(OAP)/disabled persons. The National Transport Authority (NTA), the implementing agency, 

was entrusted with the responsibility to operate the Free Travel Scheme. Free transport 

facilities for old-aged pensioners and students started on 15 August 2005 and 1 September 

2005 respectively. Despite its good intention, implementation of the scheme has been a 

challenge to Government. There have been several complaints where the free travel service 

has failed to reach the intended beneficiaries. In that respect, the NAO has reviewed the 

scheme which has been in operation for almost five years. 

 

 

20.1.2  Characteristics of the Scheme 

 

The fundamental principle of Free Travel Scheme is to relieve parents from the financial 

burden relating to travelling expenses of their children that usually impeded access to free 

education and improve the quality of life of old age pensioners/ disabled persons. The scheme 

has the following characteristics:  

 

 transparent so that Government disburses the most appropriate amount on the scheme; 

 

 flexible, especially bearing  in mind the realities of the Mauritian context; 

 

 simple and easily administered by Government, bus operators and other stakeholders; 

 

 adaptable so as to account for yearly growth in the target population as well as any future 

increase in the tariff of bus fares; 

 

 cost-efficient and well-managed to meet the test of audit scrutiny, and 

 

 effective so as to contribute towards the enhancement of the quality of life of the 

beneficiaries. 

 

 

20.1.3  Implementation of the Free Travel Scheme 

 

Under the Free Travel Scheme, OAP/disabled persons are allowed to travel free of charge 

along any route, at any time of the day and without restriction on the daily frequency of travel 

simply by presenting either their existing concessionary bus pass or free bus pass to the 

conductor. Students attending primary and secondary schools are allowed to travel freely 

only twice a day during school days while post secondary students benefit from free travel on 

Saturdays also. For students, free travel is restricted to trips from residence to their respective 
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educational institution and back. The Scheme applies to those living beyond a walking 

distance of 1.5 km from their respective school. 

 

Initially, the two options identified for implementing the scheme were either by making a 

refund to students or a disbursement to the bus operators. As data regarding the addresses and 

schools attended by the students was not available, Government decided as an interim 

measure that bus operators be paid an amount based on the proportion of travelling students. 

Regarding OAP/disabled persons, as statistics on the travel pattern were not available 

disbursements to bus operators was the most appropriate option. The other option has so far 

not been explored for unknown reasons and the measure which was initially temporary has 

been allowed to continue till now.  

 

 

Total Disbursements -. Rs 2.5 billion 

 

When the Scheme was introduced in August/September 2005, the total annual cost of the 

scheme was estimated at Rs 570 million – (Rs 385 million for students and Rs 185 million for 

pensioners/disabled persons). The beneficiaries of the scheme were estimated at some 

102,000 old-aged pensioners, 20,000 disabled persons and about 150,000 students. As of 

June 2009 some Rs 2.5 billion have been disbursed to bus operators as shown in  

Table 20-1. 

 

Table 20-1  Grant to Bus Operators for Free Travel 

 

 
Financial 

Year 

Amount 

Rs 

% increase 

2005-06 456,731,812 - 

2006-07 613,927,429 34 

2007-08 639,410,577 4.1 

2008-09 770,654,665 21 

Total 2,480,724,483  

 

 

 

20.1.4  Key Observations 

 

 

Formula used for computing the compensation of free travel for students and for pensioners/ 

disabled persons. 

 

 

The NTA has devised a formula to determine the compensation payable to bus operators for 

free travel for students and for pensioners/disabled persons. The formula has never been 

revised during the last five years. 
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NTA made several assumptions in computing the value of each variable (bus fleet, 

percentage of bus utilization and travelling student) in the formula. The NTA contended that 

the data used in the formula were based on its past experience and analysis of records 

submitted by bus operators prior to 2005. However, these assumptions and data used in the 

formula have never been subjected to independent validation checks since the introduction of 

the scheme. 

 

The formula does not take into account for yearly growth in the target population and the 

different loading factor of bus operators as the location of schools and student population are 

not evenly dispersed throughout the island. 

 

The formula used for payment of compensation does not make the scheme adaptable, simple 

to administer and cost effective. Even if the NTA allocate more resources for collecting and 

processing data to update the value of different variables in the formula, still it cannot be 

ascertained that the characteristics of the scheme will be met. Also, if more controls are put to 

check the validity of the variables, the application of the formula will be prohibitive in terms 

of cost and may not be practical. 

 

 

Quality of service to beneficiaries 

 

Free travel is granted to students from residence to their respective educational institution and 

back. It is known that a large number of students take private tuition after school hours 

whereby they have to meet the additional cost of bus fares from their pocket for attending 

tuition and returning back home, as the place where private tuition is delivered is often 

outside the allowed trip. These students are therefore not benefiting fully from free travel. On 

the other hand, bus operators are being compensated for daily return trips although these 

students are not travelling. The formula does not make provision for those students attending 

private tuition and who are travelling beyond/outside their normal route. 

 

Major issues identified by the Implementing Agency 

 

 Very often, students, old-aged pensioners or disabled persons are not picked up by bus 

crew at bus stops. 

 Some bus conductors charge bus fares to students in possession of their student pass. 

 Students arrive late at schools. 

 School buses pick up students late at school in the afternoon. 

 Bus operators unwilling to provide school buses. 

 Students, old-aged pensioners or disabled persons cannot travel in air-conditioned buses 

of certain operators. 

 

 

Quality of Service Offered by Bus Operators 

 

 Some bus operators no longer divert to the school compound but drop the students further 

away, creating safety and security concerns. 
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 Schools are not evenly distributed, so some bus operators may be over-compensated and 

others under-compensated. 

 Some bus operators are abusing the system of free transport by either not performing the 

required number of trips or using buses for special route trips and enjoying the full 

compensation. 

 

 There are no performance indicators as to the number of trips that a bus should perform 

on any route to be eligible for compensation – thus, by simply performing one trip on a 

given day, a bus operator qualifies for the compensation. 

 

Other Demerits of the Present System 

 

 Students and old age pensioners/disabled persons residing in localities where no bus 

transport facilities are available are penalized as they have to pay for their travel by using 

other modes of transport. 

 

 Students and old age pensioners/disabled persons do not have the possibility to choose 

their own means of transport i.e taxis, contract buses or public buses.  

 

 Taxis and contract (school) buses have not benefited from the present Scheme. 

 

 Reduction by bus operators in the number of buses previously scheduled to perform 

school services. 

 

 It involves lot of administrative controls to manage the Scheme. 

 

 There is an increase in the number of old age pensioners using public transport, especially 

during peak hours, thus causing seats capacity problem for other bus users. 

 

 

Recommendations for Free Travel Scheme 
 

Government has taken a laudable initiative to provide free travel to students, pensioners and 

disabled persons. However, the problems highlighted above indicate that the objectives of the 

Scheme are not being fully met. Government needs to revisit the operating mechanism of the 

Scheme to make it more effective and efficient. It may consider the following options in 

respect of: 

 

 

(a) Free Travel to Students 

 

 To work out a flat fare (tariff) for student irrespective of their place of residence and 

school. This will require an amendment to the Road Traffic ( Bus Fares) Regulation 1999.  

 

 To reimburse a fixed amount periodically of the cost of travel based on this flat fare to 

responsible parties/guardians of students.  

 

 The responsible parties bank account of each eligible student be credited. 

 

 Students be provided with a concessionary bus pass. 
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 Free travel scheme be applied to those living beyond a walking distance of 1.6 km, for 

example for secondary students, from their respective school. 

 

 Refund be based on attendance. 

 

 

(b) Free Travel to Pensioners/Disabled Persons 

 

 To work out a flat fare for pensioners and disabled persons. This will also require an 

amendment to the Road Traffic ( Bus Fares) Regulation 1999. 

 

 To refund a fixed amount of the flat fare on a regular basis by using the existing system 

for the payment of social benefits. 

 

 Pensioners and disabled be provided with a concessionary bus pass. 

 

 

The Options (a) and (b) have the Following Benefits: 

 

 Students and old age pensioners/disabled persons have the possibility to choose their 

own means of transport especially in respect of regions where buses are not available or 

bus services are erratic. 

 

 It will remove the restriction on the time of travel. 

 

 Bus operators will be less inclined to leave behind students and old age 

pensioners/disabled persons at bus stops. 

 

 There will be less complaints from schools/colleges/students/parents and pensioners. 

 

 It will be relatively easy to compute fares for each and every student. 

 

 It is more cost effective and the administrative burden will be reduced. 


