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1. Introduction

The number of children and young 
people with Special Educational Needs 
and Disabilities (SEND) has risen 
dramatically in London over the past 
five years. Since 2014, London has 
seen a 31 per cent increase in the 
number of children and young people 
with Education Health and Care Plans 
(EHCPs). This is putting considerable 
pressure on services for children 
and young people with SEND across 
the system, including SEN transport 
services, which are responsible for 
ensuring travel arrangements for 
eligible young people with SEND to 
and from their education setting. As 
demand increases across the capital, 
places in local special and mainstream 
schools are becoming scarcer, leading 
to growing numbers of children with 
SEND travelling greater distances to 
go to school. The increase in volume, 
as well as in longer travel distances, is 
creating significant budgetary strain 
for the London boroughs. In 2018/19, 
SEN transport services reported a 
collective overspend across 30 London 
boroughs of £21 million. Only 4 London 
boroughs amongst this group recorded 
an underspend, highlighting the 
considerable pressure facing London’s 
local authorities. 

1Bi-borough (Westminster and Kensington and Chelsea), Camden, Croydon, Lambeth, Merton, 
Newham, Tower Hamlets, Wandsworth. Barking  and Dagenham also provided information.

In order to better understand how 
boroughs can improve SEN transport 
services and generate savings, 
London Councils undertook both 
quantitative and qualitative research.  
A total of ten boroughs1 were 
involved in the qualitative research, 
representing a range of different 
areas of London. These boroughs were 
identified as areas of potential good 
practice, where savings had been 
generated in particular areas without 
a loss of quality to services. However, 
these boroughs were also largely 
typical of the majority, in terms of 
having to manage increasing demand 
and costs, with the accumulated 
overspend on SEN transport budgets 
across these ten boroughs amounting 
to almost £5.5 million in 2018/19. 
Two of the ten boroughs had an 
underspend. 

The interviews helped to identify 
successful initiatives and further 
opportunities for boroughs to 
work collaboratively to improve 
outcomes for children and young 
people with SEND and reduce spend 
in SEN transport across London. 
London Councils will be exploring 
these opportunities further with the 
boroughs as part of the next steps in 
taking this work forward. 
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In recent years, boroughs have 
focused on developing and extending 
Independent Travel Training (ITT) 
programmes. The boroughs that 
run ITT recognise that there are two 
main benefits of these programmes: 
increased independence for young 
people with SEND; and longer-term 
savings. 

A number of boroughs raised the issue 
of the lack of quality providers in the 
market. Some boroughs deliver their 
own ITT programmes, which they 
consider develop more consistent 
relationships with parents and young 
people, leading to more young people 
undertaking training and generating 
cost savings for the service. These 
boroughs would welcome London 
Councils working to increase the pool of 
ITT providers in London and supporting 
more joined-up approaches. 

Key learning points 

• The majority of boroughs interviewed 
favoured in-house provision, and some 
had established high-quality, in-house 
services (see Croydon case study on 
p.5), which can deliver improved 
outcomes for young people with SEND 
and realise savings. 

• Whichever type of provider used, 
it is important to establish a strong, 
consistent relationship with the young 
person undertaking the training in 

2.  Independent Travel Training 

order to achieve a successful outcome. 
Recruiting travel trainers, who 
have experience with young people 
with SEND, helps to strengthen the 
relationship between the young person 
and their travel trainer. For example, 
travel trainers could be teaching 
assistants from special schools or 
young people with SEND, who have 
successfully completed travel training. 

• Warm-up events for young people 
identified as potential candidates for 
ITT are an important way of engaging 
with young people and assessing 
whether they are ready to undertake 
the training. It is equally important 
to engage with parents to secure their 
support for ITT. 

• Being flexible about the age at which 
young people can try ITT is important 
to the success of the programme, 
enabling more young people to benefit 
from ITT over time. 

• There is scope for boroughs to 
work together on ITT to share staff 
and generate savings. For example, 
Croydon currently provides its ITT 
programme for Sutton. A similar model 
could be used to establish joint services 
elsewhere in London. 

•TfL works hard to make its network 
accessible to children and young 
people with SEND, but some boroughs 
have reported issues with bus drivers 



3

and members of the general public. 
It is important that boroughs raise 
these issues directly with TfL to deal 
with any issues with individual staff. 

Case study: Croydon
Croydon had experienced problems with their external provider of ITT, 
particularly around poor initial engagement with families. In August 
2016, the council decided to bring the service back in-house. As part 
of the transfer, they took the opportunity to restructure the service, 
changing staff and expanding the team in order to enhance performance.   

The in-house service has developed much better relationships with 
parents than the previous external provider. The council has been able to 
ensure greater stability in the team, which translates to more consistency 
and, therefore, better outcomes for young people. 

Thanks to more young people with SEND participating in ITT programmes, 
the council has generated significant savings. There are more than 1,200 
young people currently eligible for SEN transport in Croydon and demand 
has been growing. Therefore, ITT has become an important part of 
Croydon’s offer, delivering both cost savings and improved independence 
to help with long term outcomes for young people with SEND. Between 
2016-2018, the council estimates that it has saved around £2 million 
against initial assessments. 

Case study: Bi-borough
The Bi-borough (Westminster and Kensington and Chelsea) have over 
one hundred referrals to ITT ready to go. They have set up a pilot in one 
special school, where they have supported three teaching assistants 
to undertake travel training. The students already have an established 
relationship with the teaching assistants, so the model works well in 
terms of engagement from young people. They are now recruiting two full 
time travel trainers to work in the SEN team to roll out the training more 
widely.  

But London Councils could also take 
this forward with TfL directly to ensure 
a consistent approach is being taken 
across London.



4

Reimbursement provides parents 
with funding to organise their child’s 
transport to school. In many cases, 
this helps the child become more 
independent and allows families 
more choice and flexibility in how 
they support their child to get to 
school. It can also generate savings, 
for example, if a parent travels on 
public transport with their child, 
rather than getting a taxi, although 
the choice of transport a family 
makes depends on published criteria.

Key learning points 

• Direct payments can be used as a 
short-term option, for example until 
a bus place becomes available, or 
longer term.

3.  Reimbursement of travel costs

• It is important to communicate the 
benefits of reimbursements to parents 
to ensure they understand how to use 
them to access transport and how to 
manage the process to ensure they 
receive full reimbursement. 

•Monitoring of the usage of 
reimbursements is crucial to realise 
savings. For example, recovering 
funding for non-attendance days can 
save significant amounts of money (see 
Newham case study, p7). 

•Councils need clear policies specifying 
what the reimbursements will cover. For 
example, whether the council will pay 
for a parent’s return journey.

•Families who receive either Disability 
Living Allowance (DLA) or Personal 
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Independence Payments (PIP) with a 
mobility component or a Motability car, 
are not currently required to use this 
for a child or young person’s home to 
education transport. Some boroughs work 
closely with families to encourage the use 
of these vehicles, but the lack of statutory 
powers makes this difficult. 

Case study: Newham 
Newham introduced direct payments (DPs) four years ago, offering them via 
Oyster cards for use on public transport or travel in taxis, accompanied by 
parents. 

Newham has developed good communications networks with parents 
through parent-support groups. If a parent does not understand DPs, one of 
the team meets with them to talk them through the approach. 

Newham pays DPs on a monthly basis, to the exact number of academic 
days, on the last working day of every month. The council asks parents to 
sign an agreement, which helps to ensure they are aware of the process 
and minimises any challenges. The monitoring and reimbursement of non-
attendance days has led to the council saving money. For example, it saved 
£34,000 over a two-month period at the start of 2019.

The council compares different taxi companies to give parents an accurate 
average figure for their DP to cover taxi costs. Parents submit receipts, 
resulting in quick payment. Higher costs are usually reimbursed by the 
council.

The take up of DPs was quite low when it was first introduced. However, the 
numbers have increased in recent years. The council now spends around 
£200,000 on DPs a year, excluding two DP service users with very high 
needs. Even with an increase in the number of young people eligible for the 
service, the council is confident that the move to DPs has saved the council 
money in the long term.
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4.  Pick up points

Some boroughs have successfully 
introduced pick up points for children 
and young people with SEND, who use 
their services. This helps to reduce 
travel time on buses, improving 
outcomes for children and young 
people; saving costs on fuel and staff 
time; and reducing air pollution and 
congestion. However, some boroughs 
have chosen not to implement pick up 
points. This is due to concerns about 
lack of suitable sites, particularly 
in inner London boroughs, and the 
view that savings generated are 
not likely to be significant enough 
to justify the level of change for 
families. The boroughs that use pick 
up points in the local area recognise 
the importance of communicating 
regularly with parents and ensuring 
they are supportive of the approach.

Boroughs were also interested 
in exploring the option of route 
sharing, where multiple boroughs 
coordinate journeys for young people 
travelling along the same routes. This 
could help to reduce travel times, 
therefore improving outcomes, 
realising savings and reducing the 
environmental impact of buses on 
the local area. Using pick up points 
and shared routes across borough 
boundaries could also help to create 
more efficient bus routes, reducing 
travel times and generating savings 
at the same time.

Key learning points

•Using pick up points rather than 
home pick ups on bus journeys can 
reduce journey times. This improves 
the wellbeing of children and young 
people, generates savings and reduces 
air pollution and congestion.

•However, pick up points will not work 
well in every borough. Some do not 
have the space, or do not consider that 
this approach generates significant 
enough savings to justify a restructure 
of bus routes. 

•Not all children and young people 
with SEND can use pick up points. 
They would need to be assessed to 
understand what type of pick up would 
be appropriate. 

•Boroughs that have successfully 
implemented pick up points have spent 
a great deal of time consulting with 
parents and working closely with the 
local parent-carer forum to ensure that 
changes were fully communicated and 
understood. It is important to have 
clear policies in place, for example 
indicating the maximum distance a 
child is expected to walk to a pick up 
point, providing reassurance to parents. 

•Piloting pick up points on bus routes 
to specific schools may work well in 
terms of bringing schools, parents 
and members on board before taking a 
wider approach. 
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•Risk assessment of pick up points is 
essential to ensure the safety of children 
and easy access for buses using the sites.

•Parents are usually expected to walk 
and stay with children at pick up points 
until buses arrive, unless they give prior 
consent and the council approves. 

•Pick up points may help to facilitate 
more route sharing across borough 
boundaries, as buses are generally 
able to travel longer distances if using 
pick up points.   

Case study: Barking and Dagenham 
Barking and Dagenham moved all children who use the bus service, apart 
from wheelchair users and children with complex medical needs, to pick up 
points in 2015. Most pick up points are within 0.5 miles of home. Using pick 
up points has halved travel times for many students and reduced staff costs 
for the council. Parents are largely supportive. 

The council offers parents a choice between direct payments or pick up 
points, which is clearly communicated to them so they are fully informed. 
This choice was supported by the parent-carer forum as they recognised that 
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5. Other emerging good practice

Shared framework for private hire 
vehicles
Some boroughs have set up joint 
frameworks with neighbouring 
boroughs to generate savings 
on procurement.

Linking to adult social care 
Some boroughs have taken 
innovative approaches to working 
with adult social care, such as sharing 
in-house buses between different 
client groups at different times of the 
day to maximise their usage.

Taxi cancellations 
Local authorities can save money 
with minimum disruption to children 
and young people by dealing 
efficiently with taxi cancellations. 

Annual reviews for SEN transport  
This helps to keep services relevant, 
therefore minimising disruption and 
creating efficiencies. 

Providing SEN transport to working 
families or those with siblings in other 
schools 
This discretionary support varies 
significantly across London, depending 
on local decision making. Despite this 
variation, boroughs agreed that having 
a clear policy in place makes it easier to 
manage parental expectations. 

After-school provision 
This can enable buses to stagger their 
pick ups, providing a more cost-effective 
service that uses the same vehicle and 
crew for multiple routes. This approach 
also supports working parents. 
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6. Recommendations

As part of the interviews with 
boroughs, we discussed what 
more could be done collectively to 
support the sector to make service 
improvements and reduce costs 
in SEN transport services. The 
responses covered a wide range 
of areas. Additional consultation 
with a wider group of SEN transport 
leads has helped to refine the list of 
recommendations further. 

London local government should work 
collaboratively to:

• Identify, design and deliver more 
shared bus routes across London 
boroughs, exploring innovative 
technological solutions, to reduce 
travel times for children and young 
people, generate savings for 
boroughs and reduce air pollution.

• Discuss with TfL the need to provide 
more SEN training for bus drivers 
and raise awareness of children and 
young people with SEND on public 
transport.

• Lobby government to make it a 
statutory requirement for families 
in receipt of either DLA or PIP, with 
a mobility component or with a 
Motability car, to use this for the 
child or young person’s home to 
education transport.

• Work together to establish more 
capacity for Independent Travel 

Training across London to meet 
growing need.

• Explore options to develop shared 
frameworks for private hire 
vehicles across sub-regions of 
London boroughs. 

London Councils will consider how to 
take these recommendations forward, 
but the success of this work will rely on 
collaborative efforts across boroughs 
to implement change. 
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