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Subject:   Support Services Review – Senior Railcards  
 
Purpose: This report presents the findings of the Senior Railcards project (part of the 
Finance work stream of the Support Services Review).  The project has learned of a change 
being introduced by the Senior Railcard suppliers to the supply to councils and resale to 
residents.  This report identifies the impact of this change and outlines three options for how 
to proceed. 
 

 
Recommendation(s): 
 

• To consider the report and agree the recommended Option B (to cease the Senior 
Railcards resale service from 13 September 2013). 

 

 

1. BACKGROUND 
 
1.01 Following on from last year’s ‘Shaping Breckland’ and ‘Could We Should We’ events, 
  on 10th December 2012 the Executive agreed that a process review of central  
  administration and financial services be undertaken by the Business Development 
  Team. That review has targeted high volume transactions in the service to re-design 
  and improve. The first phase of the work will be complete in July 2013 and  
  senior railcards have been identified as an area in need of urgent attention. 

   
1.02 Senior Railcards are provided by the Association of Train Operating Companies 

(ATOC), also known as National Rail, which works for passenger rail operators and 
operates national processes such as ticket clearing, customer services and selling a 
range of railcards.  Senior Railcards are available to all people aged 60 and over.  
They offer a 1/3 saving on standard and first class rail fares for a 12 month period for 
journeys at almost any time during the week and at weekends.  A Senior Railcard 
costs £30 (increased from £28 on 19 May 2013).  Nationally over 1 million Senior 
Railcards are sold annually and on average each railcard holder saves £113 per year 
on rail travel by using their Senior Railcard to purchase discounted tickets. 

 
1.03 Many local authorities have historically provided discounted railcards to their 

residents.  In Breckland, a Bulk Sales Agreement was made in 1994 that committed 
councils in a buying group to collectively purchasing a minimum of 10,000 railcards 
per year in return for a 25% discount, which is passed on to residents.  The buying 
group initially comprised 15 councils in East Anglia – this has since reduced to 13 
councils as some authorities merged and others withdrew from the scheme. 

1.04 Breckland Council was designated as the ‘clearing centre’ in the Bulk Sales 
 Agreement.  This means that Breckland is responsible for purchasing railcards on 
 behalf of the buying group including ordering the railcards, arranging delivery to train 
 stations and coordinating collection by councils.  No charge is recovered from the 
 other councils for this service.  Some councils charge the maximum permitted fee of 
 £1.00 to residents to cover administration, though Breckland does not charge this fee 
 and sells railcards to residents at the same price they are purchased at. 
 



1.05 The Senior Railcards ordering process was selected as a project as part of the 
Support Services Review as it was identified as lengthy, complex and time 
consuming with no recovery of the incurred costs.  Senior Railcards administration 
has never been reviewed and selling railcards has not been consulted on, for 
example as part of the ‘Could We Should We’ consultation.  The project’s original 
aims were to streamline the ordering process and make it more efficient. 

 
1.06 During the course of the project, it was discovered that ATOC has been reviewing its 

own processes and is planning to introduce changes to the way railcards are sold and 
distributed through local authorities.  The changes are fundamental and mean that 
the current ‘as-is’ situation is no longer an option.  They have forced the project 
objectives to be reconsidered, and this report outlines the changes and options for 
their management. 

 

2. PROJECT FINDINGS 
 
2.01 There are two distinct processes that support the Senior Railcards scheme: 
 

Ordering Process 
 
2.02 The ordering process involves the Breckland Exchequer team placing orders on 

behalf of other local authorities and coordinating the distribution of railcards to train 
stations.  This takes 2-3 hours per week on average to administer.  The project has 
identified that the process comprises up to 15 steps and is complex with many hand-
offs.  The basic process steps are outlined below: 

 

• Breckland receive order from local authority 

• Breckland send order to ATOC 

• ATOC send order to Chelmsford (where cards are produced) 

• Chelmsford produce railcards 

• Chelmsford deliver to train stations using internal courier network 

• Breckland advised that cards delivered 

• Breckland advise local authority that cards delivered 

• Local authority arranges payment 

• Local authority collects railcards 
 

2.03 There is significant potential for error, rework and duplication in the process.  Orders 
may go missing or be misplaced, information may be missing and railcards may be 
misprinted, get lost or not be collected.  All of this costs time for Breckland’s 
Exchequer Team to manage and coordinate. 
 
Selling Process 

 
2.04 Once railcards have been collected from train stations, they are re-sold to residents at 

the discounted price.  This takes 2-3 hours of Customer Service Centre (CSC) time 
per week to administer.  In Breckland railcards are sold by the CSCs and the basic 
process is as follows: 

 

• Railcards collected from train stations 

• Record railcards in log book 

• Distribute railcards to CSCs 

• Customer applies for railcard and completes form 

• CSC checks eligibility using proof of ID provided 

• Customer makes payment 



• CSC issues railcard immediately (unless paid by cheque) 

• CSC submit return to Finance 

• Returns collated and submitted to ATOC with forms 
 

2.05 The selling process is simpler than the ordering one and generally has fewer issues.  
However, problems can be experienced with delays in courier runs, lack of 
identification, delays from cheque payments and card issuing errors. 
 

2.06 The current price of a Senior Railcard to Breckland residents is £21, offering a £7 or 
25% discount on the full price of £28.  This price will remain in force until the current 
stock of railcards is depleted (estimated July/August) and will increase to the new 
purchase price of £22.50 at that point, as railcards are sold at the purchase cost.  On 
19 May the national Senior Railcard price increased to £30, meaning that Breckland 
residents are currently benefiting from a £9 or 30% discount.   

 
2.07 ATOC, the Senior Railcard supplier, is changing its processes so that all ticket 

purchases with a railcard are validated at the point of purchase by checking a central 
database.  The changes are outlined in ATOC’s document ‘Bulk Railcard Service 
Update February 2013’ (Appendix A).  ATOC have identified a need to standardise 
and centralise the issuing of railcards so that all customers purchase their railcards 
direct from ATOC, either at stations, online or over the telephone. 

 
2.08 ATOC propose to migrate all local authorities to a temporary process for a one year 

transitional period.  This would extend the ability for authorities to offer their residents 
access to current discount levels for one year only.  After this time discount codes 
would be withdrawn and authorities will no longer be able to offer residents access to 
discounted railcards at all.  ATOC’s proposed process is as follows: 

 

• Set up Breckland on ATOC’s online/telesales system 

• ATOC issue Breckland with a unique 25% discount code 

• Customer apples for railcard 

• CSC checks eligibility (in person or over phone if possible) 

• CSC directs customer to ATOC website/telephone number and provides 25% 
discount code 

• Customer purchases railcard direct from ATOC and makes payment 

• Railcard is sent in post to customer 
 

2.09 If the customer is unable to purchase direct, for example they do not have online 
access or can pay by cash or cheque only, ATOC’s process is amended as follows: 
 

• Set up Breckland on ATOC’s online/telesales system 

• ATOC issue Breckland with 100% discount code 

• Customer apples for railcard 

• CSC checks eligibility (in person or over phone if possible) 

• Customer makes payment 

• CSC purchase railcard online on customer’s behalf using 100% code 

• Railcard is sent in post to customer 

• ATOC invoice Breckland for all purchases 4 weekly 

• Breckland raise purchase order 

• Breckland pays for discounted cards 
 
2.10 The project team became aware of the proposed changes to the Senior Railcard 

ordering and selling processes during the project.  It is such a fundamental change it 



has forced the project objectives to be reconsidered as current procedures will no 
longer be an option. 
 

2.11 The project team has collected a range of data about the ordering and selling of 
Senior Railcards to highlight issues and inform any decision making: 

 

• On average 770 railcards are sold per year in Breckland 

• 689 railcards were sold in last financial year (2012/13) 

• On average between 50-70 railcards are sold per month 

• Most railcards are sold at Thetford CSC followed by Elizabeth House 

• 74% of sales were renewals, 20% were new railcards and 6% unknown 

• On average customers had renewed their railcard for 4 or 5 years 

• 98% of customers pay by card 

• 28% of application forms have some kind of error requiring clarification 

• 4% of railcards issued are ‘spoils’ – voided due to incorrect issue 
 
2.12 The project team also conducted a customer survey to understand customers’ 

reasons, preferences and experiences in relation to railcards.  The survey was 
conducted by telephone with residents that had purchased a Senior Railcard in the 
preceding 2 months.  30 responses were received with highlights as follows: 

  

• All customers bought a Senior Railcard to save money on rail travel 

• 88% of customers bought their railcard from Breckland Council because it is 
cheaper  

• 12% of customers bought their railcard from Breckland Council because it is 
easier with more convenient local access 

• On average customers make 5.7 rail journeys per year 

• Rail journeys are most commonly for visiting friends and family (70%), holidays 
and day trips (43%) and shopping (20%) 

• All customers feel the Senior Railcard is good value 

• Customers reported saving between £5 and £300 per year on rail travel costs – 
on average £53 per year (Breckland residents) 

• The most frequently used train stations by Breckland railcard customers are 
Thetford, Norwich, Attleborough, Downham Market and Diss 

• 87% of customers expressed a desire to renew their railcard 

• 60% of customers have access to the internet (all at home) 
 
2.13 The project team is now in a position to assess the available options and make 

recommendations for how to proceed. 
 

3. OPTIONS 
 
3.11 A number of options would have been considered and put forward for discussion that 

are no longer available due to changes to the processes for ordering and selling 
railcards being introduced by ATOC.  These options could have including recharging 
other authorities for ordering, or transferring the ordering function to another authority 
in the buying group.  As it stands these are no longer options, ‘do nothing’ is not an 
option because of ATOC’s changes and therefore only two options remain available 
for consideration: 
 
Option A – Implement temporary ATOC process for one year, followed by ceasing the 
Senior Railcards service 
 



Option B – Cease the Senior Railcards resale service 
 

3.2 Do Nothing 
 

3.21 The ‘do nothing’ option would have meant continuing to buy railcards from ATOC at 
discounted prices on behalf of the buying group, and selling the railcards at the 
discounted price to residents.  However, changes being introduce by ATOC mean 
councils will no longer be able to buy railcards from ATOC at all (whether discounted 
or not) as ATOC are migrating customers to purchase from them directly.   
 

3.22 Due to the change being introduced by ATOC, no matter which option is chosen, 
residents will no longer be able to walk into a CSC, purchase a railcard at a 
discounted price and be issued with it there and then.   
 

3.23 Doing nothing would therefore incur a significant risk of a sudden change to current 
processes, which if unplanned would disrupt the ability to deal with requests for 
railcards from residents.  The two available options to avoid this situation are 
presented below.   

 
3.24 Other local authorities in the buying group that have been consulted have their own 

concerns about ATOC’s changes and will need to make their own decisions how they 
will proceed with Senior Railcards going forward, as they will no longer be able to 
purchase discounted cards from Breckland and sell them on as they do currently. 
 

3.3 Option A – Implement temporary ATOC process for one year, followed by 
ceasing the Senior Railcards service 
 

3.31 This option would mean implementing the temporary process as proposed by ATOC.   
 

3.32 The benefits of this option are that residents would continue to have access to the 
25% discount for a one year period.  The Council would also benefit from an 
immediate time saving from no longer needing to bulk-purchase railcards on behalf of 
other authorities (up to 2-3 hours per week of Exchequer Team time). 

 
3.33 However, this option would mean a significant change for residents as they would no 

longer be able to obtain railcard on the same day in person at Council offices.  There 
would also be considerable cost and time involved to implement the temporary 
process.  Residents that are unable or unwilling to purchase direct from ATOC will 
need assistance from the CSC staff.  The processes necessary to achieve this would 
require the same amount of work (if not more) as the current process and are 
cumbersome, involving processing, raising orders and paying invoices for discount 
purchases.  Moreover, this option is temporary and only available for a one year 
transitional period, leading to the eventual need to cease railcard sales regardless. 

 
3.34 Were this option to be implemented the impact could be mitigated by signposting 

residents to alternative sources of same day railcards (train stations) and planning the 
implementation of the ATOC process to ensure it is as streamlined as possible.   
 

3.4 Option B – Cease the Senior Railcards resale service 
 

3.41 This option will mean planning and preparing to cease Senior Railcard sales entirely 
from 13 September 2013 and offer a signposting service only.   

 
3.42 The benefits of this option are an immediate time saving from no longer needing to 

bulk-purchase railcards (up to 2-3 hours per week of Exchequer Team time) as well 
as immediate time savings from no longer reselling the railcards in CSCs (approx 2-3 
hours per week of CSC staff time).  These time savings are non-cashable; however 



will be accumulated with time savings from other reviews to identify opportunities for 
further efficiency gains.  

 
3.43 Along with Option A, this Option will mean a significant change for residents by no 

longer having access to same day railcards from Council offices.  In addition, 
residents will no longer have access to the 25% discount. 
  

3.44 These negative impacts can be mitigated in a number of ways.  CSC staff can 
signpost residents to alternative sources of discounted railcards, including: 

 

• Online renewals:  Nationally 35% of railcards sales were online in 2012/13, a 
figure that increased by 32% on the previous year and is set to reach 42% in 
2013/14.  Customers renewing online are offered a 10% discount. 

 

• Online 3 year railcard:  Nationally 13% of customers purchase a 3 year railcard 
online, which offers a 22% discount.  Our data shows that 74% of Breckland 
railcard sales are renewals and 66% of customers have renewed for 3 years or 
more and will benefit from this option. 

 

• Tesco Clubcard scheme:  Customers that collect Tesco Clubcard points can 
purchase a free 1 year railcard for the equivalent of £15 in Clubcard vouchers. 

 
3.45 Communications will include the above alternatives as well as promoting other 

benefits of the Senior Railcard, such as the national average £113 annual saving and 
other railcard holder discounts and offers available through the ATOC website.  
Residents can also be signposted to alternative sources of same day railcards (train 
stations) and telephone sales options. 
 

4 REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION 
 
Option B – Cease the Senior Railcards resale service – is recommended for the 
following reasons: 
 

4.11 Because of the changes being introduced by ATOC, both options will mean a 
significant change for residents.  Customers will no longer be able to walk in to a 
Council CSC, buy a railcard and walk out with it there and then.  The main benefit of 
option A is that residents will continue to receive the current discount level, though 
only for one year, and it will take considerable planning and resource to implement 
the temporary process.  In effect, Option A will mean the council introduces changes 
twice in one year that have a negative impact on residents – once to adopt the 
temporary ATOC process (resulting in residents losing access to same-day railcards) 
and again a year later to cease selling railcards (resulting in residents losing access 
to the 25% discount).  The project team feel there is little merit in implementing 
change that will negatively impact residents twice and that a single change will be 
easier to implement, have less overall impact on residents and with less potential for 
negative publicity.  The Communications Team has been consulted and shares this 
view. 

 
4.12 Option B will have the same impact as Option A (no same day option) and also mean 

that residents will not be able to access the discounted price during the one year 
transition period.  This impact is well mitigated as other means are available to 
residents to obtain discounted railcards from alternative sources.  In addition, the full 
cost of a railcard (£30) is more than covered by national average annual savings on 
rail travel costs (£113).  This option also avoids the need for two sets of changes and 
two sets of negative publicity.  Only one change will need to be implemented and 
publicised, and the reason (ATOC’s changes) can be made clear at that point. 

 



5. EXPECTED BENEFITS  
 
5.01 The expected benefits of the recommended option B are: 
 

• Minimising the need for negative communication and risk of negative publicity 

• Estimated time saving of 5-6 hours per week between the Finance and Customer 
teams (non-cashable), which will be accumulated with time savings from other 
support service reviews to identify opportunities for further efficiency gains 

 
6. IMPLICATIONS 
 
6.1 Legal 
 

None identified. 
 
6.1 Risks  
 

There is a risk of negative reactions from residents and associated negative press.  
However this risk is assessed as small given the small size of the customer group.  
The risk can be mitigated by emphasising that the changes driven by ATOC are the 
main reason for ceasing the service. 

 
6.2 Financial  
 

Staff time only from the following services to plan and support the implementation: 
 

• Business Development – planning and coordinating activity 

• Exchequer Team – implementing actions  

• Customer Services (minimal input) – changing and training on new 
procedures to offer signposting service only 

 
6.3 Timescales  
 

Proposed outline timescale for Option B (see Appendix B for more detail): 
 

• Portfolio Holder Briefing – 24 June 2013 

• Cabinet – 30 July 2013 

• Prepare information for residents – July 2013 

• Prepare CSC teams – early August 2013 

• Publish information for residents – August / Sept 2013 

• Last day of Railcard sales – 13 September 2013 

• Reconcile and close financial records – Sept 2013 to March 2014 
 

6.4 Equality and Diversity 
 
6.41 Senior Railcards are exclusively sold to those aged 60 and over.  As such, any 

change to current procedures will have greatest impact on this equalities strand.  It is 
proposed to minimise this impact in the following ways: 
 

6.42 Alternative methods of purchasing railcards being signposted to will be in line with 
current methods used by the customer group to avoid any exclusion or difficulty.  
These methods include purchasing by telephone, in person at rail stations and online 
– all of which are currently used by these customers. 
 



6.43 The most potentially vulnerable residents in the railcards customer group will be 
identified where possible and approached individually to explain the changes and 
offer tailored signposting to alternative methods of purchasing that suit their needs. 
 

6.5 Stakeholders / Consultation 
 
6.51 ATOC has been consulted to discuss the proposed changes and timescales for their 

introduction.  ATOC are willing to work with the Council on implementing whichever 
option is chosen. 
 

6.52 Residents have been surveyed to understand their reasons and preferences in 
relation to Senior Railcards.  While some residents expressed a preference for the 
Council continuing to sell railcards, others stated their intention to purchase online.  
As changes are being instigated by ATOC, it is not considered that wider resident 
consultation would be appropriate as doing nothing is not an option. 
 

6.53 The project team has spoken with other local authorities that currently purchase 
discounted railcards through Breckland.  They have expressed their concern about 
the impact of changes and the possible complexity of ATOC’s temporary process.  
Each council will be faced with the same decisions as Breckland and will need to 
choose to either adopt ATOC’s temporary process or cease railcard sales.  No 
information is available yet on which options may be chosen by which authorities. 
 

6.54 The Communications Team has been consulted and supports the recommendation of 
Option B due to the overall lessened impact of any negative communication or 
publicity. 
 

6.6 Contracts 
 

The ‘Senior Railcard Bulk Sales Agreement – Pre Purchase’ dated 01/04/1994 was 
made between The British Railways Board and Breckland Council.  The contract 
commits the Council to purchasing a minimum 10,000 railcards per annum in return 
for a 25% discount.  The agreement has been operating on a rolling basis since that 
date with ATOC as the suppliers. 
 
The changes proposed in this report have been instigated by ATOC’s desire to have 
a direct relationship with railcard customers and thereby avoiding the need for 
councils to have a role in railcard sales.  As such, it is considered that both parties 
would mutually withdraw from any contractual obligations. 

 
6.7 Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998 
 

No impact identified. 
 
7. WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED 
 

All districts in East Anglia that are currently part of the buying group: 
 

• Breckland Council 

• Broadland District Council 

• Forest Heath District Council 

• Ipswich Borough Council 

• Kings Lynn & West Norfolk Borough Council 

• Mid-Suffolk District Council 

• North Norfolk District Council 

• Norwich City Council 

• St Edmundsbury Borough Council 



• South Norfolk Council 

• Sudbury Town Council 

• Suffolk Coastal District Council 

• Waveney District Council 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lead Contact Officer 
Name/Post:     Jessica Woodhouse, Internal Consultant – Business Development 
Telephone Number:   01362 656388 
Email:      jessica.woodhouse@breckland.gov.uk  
 
Director/Officer who will be attending the Meeting 
 
Name/Post:  Ben Wood, Business Development Manager 
 
Key Decision – No 
 
Appendices attached to this report:  
 

• Appendix A:  ATOC Bulk Railcard Service Update February 2013 

• Appendix B:  Option B Outline Implementation Plan 

• Appendix C:  Senior Railcards – Frequently Asked Questions 
 


