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Executive Summary
•T
 he current debate around public transport and
commuting in the UK predominantly revolves
around the issue of ownership and the steady rise
in commuting fares that we’ve seen over the past
ten years. The debate has failed to seriously engage
with the definition of commuting itself and with the
question as to who should bear the burden of its costs.
•T
 his question has now arisen with new significance,
as the Covid pandemic has provoked mass remote
working and a vast reduction in commuting numbers.
As lockdown measures begin to recede, the question
as to who should pay for the commute is open.
•C
 ommuting is often (mis)understood as
indistinguishable from all other non-working time.
This not only contravenes our common experience
of commuting (as arduous, non-free time), but also
obscures the fact that commuting is fundamentally
a utility for the worker, the employer and wider
economic performance.
•T
 he cost burden of commuting is unevenly and
unethically distributed amongst the beneficiaries of
this utility. These costs are financial, environmental
and also pertain to health and wellbeing. In the
majority of cases, commuters pay the fare, take the
time and bear the brunt of the health costs.
•T
 hese costs should therefore be understood as ‘hidden
taxes’: they fall disproportionately on commuters and
on the public purse, and benefit employers.
•T
 his report puts forward a relatively simple ‘Claim the
Commute’ scheme as a solution to this problem.
• ‘Claiming the Commute’ requires employers to pay for
half of the commuting costs of their workforce that
pertain to (more environmentally-friendly) modes of
transport.
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•S
 uch a scheme would save the working population
billions of pounds every year, and will help rein out
of control transport fares. Up to 20 million workers
would see increases in real incomes. In the case of rail
commutes, for example, £2.6 billion would return to
the pockets of commuters should the scheme be fully
rolled out.
•C
 laim the Commute schemes can take the form of
season tickets subsidies (STS), fare receipt claims, bike
purchases, bus route subsidies, or petrol receipt claims
if the job absolutely requires car transport.
• Initially, we recommend that Claim the Commute
programmes be applied solely to large and medium
firms, who employ the largest proportion of workers in
the economy relative to their small number and who
are most able to bear their fair share of commuting
costs.
•C
 laiming the commute in this manner will incentivise
more environmentally-sustainable transport, improve
workers’ real income significantly and help achieve
financial equality amongst the beneficiaries and users
of transport services.
•W
 e base such a policy on international examples
wherein commuting costs are also born by employers,
the state, or a combination of employer, state and
commuter.
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Introduction

As the lockdown measures due to the Covid pandemic
recede, and many employers expect their workforces
to return to their physical workplaces, we need to talk
about commuting.
Commuting is not a popular activity in the UK.
Transport Focus, the watchdog sponsored by the
Department for Transport, has noted that in 2019
rail passenger satisfaction was at its lowest for over
a decade. Outside of Covid, UK trains are regularly
overcrowded across cities and the number of cancelled
or significantly late trains reached its highest level in
2017.
1

2

Rail fares are 20% higher in 2018, in real terms, than in
1995
Rubbing salt into the wound, rail fares have been on
the increase over the past 10 years, while real wages
have tended to remain lower than they were before the
financial crash of 2008. In January 2018 fares across all
operators were 20% higher in real terms than they were
in January 1995. According to one estimate, rail prices
have risen by 50% between 2007 and 2017.
3

4

“The key driver of higher fares over the past
decade has been a policy decision by consecutive
governments to shift the burden of funding the
railways from the taxpayer to the passenger.”
House of Commons

1
2
3
4

Transport Focus (2019)
Sources: Department for Transport (2018); Office of Rail and Road (2019)
Source: House of Commons (2018)
Source: House of Commons Library (2017)
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In March 2021, rail fares rose by another 2.6%, meaning
that commuting costs are continuing to make further
incursions into personal incomes. These rises continue
year on year, in spite of regular outcry and protest.
At the end of 2017 the price of rail tickets was the top
priority for train passengers when surveyed.
5

6

Things are equally stark for bus fares. Between March
2012 and March 2018, the average annual percentage
change in bus fares was 2.9%, higher than the average
annual rate of inflation (1.6%). Local bus fares in
England increased by 71% between March 2005 and
March 2018.
7

‘We’ve seen a 71% increase in local bus fares
since 2005’

Bus fares have risen at a faster rate in metropolitan
areas (86%) than in nonmetropolitan areas (61%).
The Consumer Prices Index has risen by 35% over the
same period, which means that bus fares have risen
significantly in real terms.
These costs, as well as the overall business model of
transportation in the UK, have been the focus of much
discussion over the past decade. The debate currently
revolves largely around ownership: should transport
services ultimately be owned and run by public bodies,
or should private firms continue to operate as they
currently do, subsidised occasionally by state spending?

5
6
7

Davies (2019)
Source: Transport Focus (2017)
Source: Department for Transport 2019
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Beyond ownership
These problems are well documented and the merits of
public ownership make for a compelling case. However,
the issue as to who should pay for commuting is often
totally overlooked.
8

The UK has one of the most backward commuting
settlements in Europe in this regard. We are far behind
some of the leading nations in terms of our approach
to publicly available transportation. As examples in
this report will show, commuting agreements around
the world are far more progressive with regards to the
distribution of the costs of commuting. Cities in both
Germany and France, for example, are even trialling
free public transport, with huge increases in passenger
rates recorded.
9

According to the present report, there is a common
misunderstanding as to what commuting really is and
how it should be accounted for. This skewed thinking
has meant that substantial financial burdens are being
placed upon commuters (not to mention the public
at large) whilst other beneficiaries of commuting
(employers) are not contributing to its financing.
This situation requires not only a shift in the thinking
concerning the ownership of commuting infrastructure,
but also a radical restructuring of its funding model.

8
See the ‘We Own It’ campaign at https://weownit.org.uk.
9
See the BBC (2021) article on the issue: https://www.bbc.com/worklife/
article/20210519-how-france-is-testing-free-public-transport
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What is commuting?
How much transport use is
commuting?
All public transport: Over a quarter (27%) of
trips by public transport tend to be for either
commuting or business purposes.
10

Surface rail: Over half (54%) of all trips by
surface rail are for commuting purposes.
11

Local bus: 1 in 5 of all trips by local bus are for
either commuting or business purposes.
12

Car: One in five (21%) of all trips by car are for
either commuting or business purposes. Over two
thirds (68%) of commutes are carried out by car.

13

Rail commuting trips have increased by over 50%
between 2002 and 2016. Rail has increasingly
been the preferred choice for commuting as trips
made by car are decreasing.
14

Commuting is not employment...
Commuting time currently has very little legal
significance. It is commonly understood simply as
travelling to one’s place of work. It is taken in most
cases to be a journey to a destination just like any
other. Under the Working Time Regulations (1998),
commuting time does not count as ‘working time’ and is
therefore indistinct from all other non-work time.
10
11
12
13
14

Source:
Source:
Source:
Source:
Source:

Department for Transport, 2018a
Department for Transport, 2019d
National Transport Survey, Department for Transport, 2019c
Department for Transport, 2016; 2018a
Department for Transport, 2019b
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According to the Regulations (1988), ‘working time’ is:
a)

b)

any period during which [the worker] is working,
at his [sic] employer’s disposal and carrying out
his activity or duties,
any period during which he is receiving relevant
training

It is therefore also implied that if we do not carry out
labouring tasks on the commute, or are not at the
employers’ disposal, we cannot characterise this time
period as ‘employment’ per se.

….But it is not free time either
However, even if we accept that normal commuting
is not working time, it cannot realistically be defined
as “free” or discretionary time either, for two evident
reasons.
Firstly, commuting cannot be considered a free choice,
strictly speaking - you are, after all, required to be at
your place of work as part of your job. People cannot
be said to be freely choosing to get on the tube, the
bus, their car or the train in any meaningful sense: it’s a
necessary part of working life.
Secondly, and most importantly, commuting fulfils
important economic functions not just for the
commuter/employee, but for the business/employer that
benefits from its workforce coming to work. Workers
coming to their place of work is, from a business
perspective, analogous to a key component of the work
process being delivered to the firm; the cost of this
travel can be construed as a business expense - albeit
one not paid for by the firm, but by the commuter.

Shadow work
Commuting is therefore correctly understood as a
utility for both employers and workers, and indirectly
for national economic prosperity as a whole. It is a
form of ‘shadow work’ - not quite employment, and not
quite free time - that is beneficial not only to those
commuting, but also to firms.

7
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The concept of “shadow work”
The term ‘shadow work’ was originally coined
by Ivan Illich in his book of the same name. He
defined shadow work as ‘the unpaid work unique
to the industrial economy’.15 This could include
housework, activities involved with shopping and/
or ‘the toil expended commuting to and from the
job’. More recently, Craig Lambert writes that:
‘Shadow work includes all the unpaid tasks we do
on behalf of businesses and organizations’.16 For
Lambert, like Illich, ‘commuting is very expensive,
time-consuming shadow work’.

The “hidden tax”
Understandings of commuting as a form of shadow
work are present elsewhere, outside of official
definitions. The financial cost of simply travelling
to earn a living amount to what Joseph Stiglitz has
recently termed a “hidden tax”.
17

“Commuting time is also key to the
quality of work, and monitoring it requires
information on the number of hours
spent travelling to and from work during
a specified period, as well as on the
accessibility and affordability of transport”18

15
16
17
18

Illich (1981)
Lambert (2015)
Stiglitz, J. (2018)
Stiglitz J. (2009)
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The costs of commuting
Costs to commuters
1. Financial costs to commuters
Passenger fares make up the majority of revenue in
transport industries, followed by government grants,
special concessions from Local Authorities and other
forms of public support.

Bus
Bus trips are made mainly by those in the lowest income
quintile.
19

In 2017/18, the total estimated operating revenue
for local bus services in England was £5.52 billion.
Passenger fare receipts made up the largest proportion
of operating revenue: £3.22 billion or 58% of operating
revenue (see chart 1). Net government support for the
bus industry was estimated at £2.2 billion for 2017/2018.
Revenue from passenger receipts has increased on
average each year by 0.6% in real terms between
2004/05 and 2017/18.
6

Bus Service
Operators Grant

5

4

Concessionary
travel

3

Gross public
transport support

2

Passenger fare
receipts

1

0
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2017/18

Chart 1: Operating revenue for local bus services by revenue type: England, 2004/5 to 2017/18
19

Source: National Travel Survey (2019a)
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(2017/2018 prices) Source: Department for Transport 2019

Rail
The rail industry received £19.4bn of income in 2017-18.
The majority of this income was from passenger fares
(£9.8bn, 51% of overall income).

Network Rail,
£0.5bn, 3%
Freight Income,
£0.8bn, 4%

High Speed 1,
£0.3bn, 1%

Passenger Income TOC £9.6bn, 50%

Government Funding
TOC, £2.5bn, 13%

Government Funding
- Network Rail £4.5bn
23%
Passenger Income OAO £0.2bn, 1%
Chart 2: Rail industry income in 2017-2018
Source: Office of Rail and Road 2019a

With 54% of rail transport use put towards commuting
purposes, this means that a substantial part of the
rail industry is funded directly by commuter fares
(and indirectly as taxpayers via the state). This
amounts to 27% of total industry income (£19.4bn), by
Autonomy’s calculation. This figure is higher than the
total government contributions via Network Rail as a
percentage of total industry income (23%)
Before the pandemic, 27% of overall rail industry income
came out of commuters’ pockets
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‘Real’ income
These fare hikes have significant effects on commuters’
real incomes.
Stagnant wage growth coupled with rising fares means
that the real incomes received by workers are steadily
being eroded by the costs they must pay in order to
travel to simply earn their wages. In recent years this
has considerably impacted low-wage workers in regions
outside of London. Calculating our ‘real incomes’
therefore requires accounting for the shadow work (and
costs) of our commutes.
Research into the Minimum Income Standard, which
provides an estimate of a household budget needed
for a minimum standard of living (informing the
calculation of the Real Living Wage) found travel costs
for working-age adults increased by 2% in London, from
2016-2017. During the same time period, however, travel
costs for workers living in urban areas outside London
have increased by 13%.
20

This is mostly a result of fare rises but also in part
due to the perception of less reliable public transport
provision in these regions, meaning people may have
to spend extra on occasional taxi use. This additional
cost is most likely to fall on workers in low-paid insecure
work, as the poorest fifth of households take more taxi
journeys than any other income group.
21

The Social Metrics Commission have suggested
that travel-to-work costs should be included in the
‘inescapable’ costs when measuring UK poverty. This
implies that drives to ensure that the labour market
provides quality jobs for all workers should extend their
horizons and consider the impact of commuting on
the quality of working life, given the substantial time
burden it occupies for workers, as well as its impact on
overall health and wellbeing.
22

20
21
22

 adley, M., 2017. A Minimum Income Standard for London 2017. Loughborough: Centre
P
for Research in Social Policy, Loughborough University.
Department for Transport (2018b)
Social Metrics Commission (2018). A lack of precise data on these costs precluded them
from being included in the report’s final measure.
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Travel costs for someone on the National Living Wage
for over 25s - £8.21 for a 40-hour week - could take up
11% of their gross weekly income based on the Minimum
Income Standard’s estimates of average UK travel
costs in their minimum weekly household budgets. For
workers based in outer London on the same hourly
wage, these costs could be as high as 21%.
23

Compared to other major European countries,
commuting costs take up a considerably larger amount
of workers’ pay (Table 1).
Monthly
Season
% of average
Ticket Cost
earnings

Country

From

To

UK
UK

Chelmsford
Manchester

London
Liverpool

£393
£257

13%
8%

France
Ireland
Germany
Belgium

Étampes
Drogheda
Eberswalde
Chent

Paris
Dublin
Berlin
Brussels

£68
£116
£120
£150

2%
3%
4%
4%

Table 1: Median full-time incomes and commuting costs as percentage of average
earnings.
Source: TUC (2018a)

23
Padley M. et al, (2019). A Minimum Income Standard for London 2018. Loughborough:
Centre for Research in Social Policy, Loughborough University.
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A stark comparison
Germany’s BahnCard 100 gives unlimited travel
across the vast majority of train services within
the country, including 120 towns and cities, for one
year. Germany has a railway network of 33,331 km.
The card currently costs (2020) 4,027€.
Here we list various popular season tickets from
across the UK for return journeys just between
point A and point B, noting the distance travelled
and the costs of these commutes.
Route

Annual cost

Permitted Travel
Distance (km)

Reading - London

£5,768

Approx. 67 km

Cambridge - London

£5,708

Approx. 98 km

Bedford - Brighton

£6,572

Approx. 148 km

Bristol - London

£12,772

Approx. 167 km

Glasgow - Edinburgh

£4,268

Approx. 81 km

Manchester - Sheffield

£4,044

Approx. 119 km

All of Germany (inc. cities)

4,027€

Approx. 33,331km

All of Germany (inc. cities), 6,812€
1st class

Approx. 33,331km

Table 2. Calculations were made via nationalrail.co.uk on 28/05/2021, calculating tickets
where travel is allowed ‘via any permitted route’ - to offer the best comparison with the
German BahnCard 100, which has similar permissions. If the UK ticket involves London,
then a London Travelcard Zones 1-6 option is selected, in order to be most similar to
the BahnCard 100.

Though longer commutes are more common among
those in higher-level occupations, higher house prices
and stagnant earnings have pushed many workers to
live further away from their places of work, as cheaper
housing is most often distanced from centres of
employment. Our analysis found that around a quarter
(24%) of workers in London with a commute over 60
minutes each way reported being behind on their rent,
compared to one in six (15%) of those with a commute
of less than half an hour each way (See Chart 3).
24

25

24
25

Hincks et al (2017).
Gibb et al. (2016)
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Percentage of workers in rent arrears

25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

1-15 mins

16-30mins

31-45mins

46-60mins

>60mins

Chart 3: Rent arrears across commuting times for London.
Source: Autonomy analysis of Wave 7 of Understanding Society

Some workers are affected more than others
The workers found to be experiencing rent arrears in
Autonomy’s above analysis may be employed across a
range of different sectors. However, those in industries
like health and social care that require the physical
presence of the worker (and therefore depend upon
commuting), are in a particularly precarious position
when subject to high commuting fares.
The Social Market Foundation’s findings are instructive
here. Assuming their place of work is in Zone 1, and
using a ‘benchmark’ salary of £19,500, they found that
there is currently no borough in London where a worker
with a gross income of £19,500 can privately rent and
commute at a combined cost of less than 80% of their
disposable income. Indeed, there are several boroughs
(in the centre and West of the capital) where rent and
commuting costs exceed 100% of disposable income.
26

609,000 people are employed in human health and
social work activities across London, making up 10% of
the capital’s total workforce.
27

26	SMF (2018). The Peabody Index. Tracking the financial experiences of London’s social
housing tenants
27
ONS (2019a)
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Almost a third of these workers are employed in adult
social care sector, in which low pay and insecure work
are endemic. Median pay for a care worker is 28 per
cent lower than median pay across the economy as a
whole. Low investment in training and opportunities
for progression can also leave many in this sector stuck
on low wages, as unavoidable commuting costs rise
year on year. Coupled with the lack of affordable rental
accommodation in the capital, many workers in sectors
like these are facing a precarious balancing act of high
housing and transport costs on low incomes.
28

According to the Social Market Foundation’s analysis,
residential care workers and social workers earning
the median wage for their industries cannot live in a
private, one bedroom flat in almost any borough of
London without incurring living and commuting costs of
less than 80% of their disposable income.

Reduced employment opportunities
In many regions across the UK in recent years lowincome households have been facing what has been
termed ‘transport poverty’. This is where an inability
to meet the cost of transport and greater difficulty in
reaching sites of employment leaves them locked out
of the job market. Newly created jobs in larger city
regions are becoming increasingly dispersed, while cuts
to public transport over the last decade have reduced
the pool of jobs available to many workers. Research
has found that one in five workers (19%) have turned
down a job at some point because of poor quality bus
services.
29

30

28
IPPR (2018).
29	Lucas, K, Mattioli, G, Verlinghieri, E and Guzman, A (2016) ‘Transport poverty and its
adverse social consequences’, Transport, 169(TR6), pp. 353–65
30	Mackie, P, Laird, J and Johnson, D (2012) Buses and economic growth. Leeds: University
of Leeds
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A series of case studies conducted in Glasgow, Leeds
and Manchester by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation
found that public transport often serves as a barrier to
returning to work due to high priced fares, unreliable
services and insufficient routes providing transport to
major employment centres.
31

Between 2011 and 2016, 67% of all new jobs created in
the North East were insecure work without guaranteed
hours or baseline employment rights. While of all
UK regions, Wales has the highest proportion of its
workforce (14.3%) in insecure work. Together these
figures suggest that workers in these regions may incur
a double penalty: having to travel further and pay
more in order to find secure employment, or if unable to
afford these transport costs, face a local labour market
comprised mainly of insecure job offers.
The report concludes that transport policy alone will be
insufficient to solve the adverse employment outcomes
faced by these groups.
32

33

2. Time costs to commuters
On average, workers in the UK spend 27 working days a
year commuting.
34

Average total days spent
commuting each year

Entitled annual paid holiday
days

(For most workers who work a 5 day week)

27

28

We spent almost as much time commuting to and from
our workplaces as we do taking holiday each year.
Outside of lockdown, the average worker has a 29
minute commute to work. However, the time burden
upon commuters depends greatly on the mode of
transport. For workers reliant on rail networks the
average commuting time to work is 59 minutes, which
works out at 55 working days a year.
35

31
JRF (2018). ‘Tackling transport-related barriers to employment in low-income
neighbourhoods’
32
TUC (2017b).
33
TUC (2018)
34
TUC (2017)
35
Department for Transport (2018a).
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The number of workers facing commutes of 2 hours
or more per day went up by a third (34%) in the last
decade. It has been women who have borne the brunt
of this growth in long commuting, with a 90% per cent
rise in those travelling for two hours or more each day
between 2004 and 2015.
36

On average BME workers commute for longer than their
white counterparts - with black workers putting in 259
hours of commuting on average per year, in contrast to
the average white worker who commutes for 214 hours
per year
37

Regional disparities also exist in recent trends of
commuting lengths. In the decade from 2007 to 2017
regions such as Wales and the North East had increases
in commute lengths (8.4 and 6.0 minutes, both ways)
above the UK average (4.8 minutes, both ways).
38

Increased commuting time creates a form of ‘time
poverty’, the experience of which reduces time for caring
responsibilities, carrying out necessary restorative
tasks and has been found to contribute to poorer
health outcomes across the lifecourse. Despite this,
longer commutes are being actively encouraged by the
UK Government. The Welfare Reform Act 2012 requires
those seeking employment to search for jobs within a 90
minute commute distance, over three times the current
labour market average.
39

36
TUC (2015; 2017)
37
TUC (2018c)
38
TUC (2018c). Annual commuting time is up 18 hours compared to a decade ago, finds
TUC.
39	Christian, T. J. (2012). Trade-offs between commuting time and health-related activities.
Journal of urban health, 89(5), 746-757.
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3. Mental health costs to commuters
Long commutes and the experience of travelling to
work can place considerable strain on workers’ mental
health. An additional 10 minutes of commuting time
has an equivalent effect on life satisfaction as a
reduction of £490 per month in gross personal income.
The two most detrimental impacts of the commuting
experience reported by workers are transport delays
and overcrowding.

40

41

Studies of UK data have found that greater commuting
time is associated with more frequent GP visits. This
should also concern employers, with poor employee
health having an effect on in-work performance,
compounded by an already strenuous work culture
where stress, depression and anxiety account for almost
half (44%) of all work-related ill health cases and
57% of all sick absences. Employers should also be
concerned by this as these can have an effect on inwork performance but may also compound an already
strenuous work culture wherein stress, depression and
anxiety account for almost half (44%) of all workrelated ill health cases and 57% of all sick absences.43
42

40

 hatterjee, K., Clark, B., Martin, A. & Davis, A. (2017). The Commuting and Wellbeing
C
Study: Understanding the Impact of Commuting on People’s Lives. UWE Bristol, UK.
41	RSPH (2016). ‘Health in a hurry: The impact of rush hour commuting on our health and
wellbeing’
42
Künn-Nelen, A. (2015) ‘Does Commuting Affect Health?’, Discussion Paper No. 9031.
Bonn: IZA.
43
Health and Safety Executive (2018) ‘Work related stress depression or anxiety statistics
in Great Britain, 2018’.
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Costs to employers
The time, health-related and financial costs incurred
from commuting could significantly reduce the mental
resources or ‘cognitive bandwidth’ workers can devote
to a task. This can reduce productivity and increase
work related stress: workers with longer commutes
are 12% more likely to report multiple dimensions of
stress in the workplace. These costs are then passed
on to employers. In the UK, one study estimated that
workers with a commute of less than 30 minutes gain
an additional seven days worth of productive time per
annum, compared to those with commutes of more than
an hour. Employers could potentially also experience
16% lower levels of absenteeism if all workers were to
have a negligible commute.
44

45

46

Environmental costs
In a pre-Covid era, 68% of travel to work was done by car,
whether as a driver or a passenger. Outside of London,
depending on the region, between 71 and 80% of people
were travelling to work by car. Inside London only 29% of
people used a car to get to work.
47

48

With transport overtaking the energy sector as the
largest contributor to GHG emissions, it is necessary
that more carbon-friendly means of commuting
are encouraged once many workers return to their
workplaces. According to Autonomy’s analysis of
Department for Transport data, cars and taxis produce
15% of domestic emissions in the UK, whilst rail and
bus transport produce between only 1% and 2%
respectively.
49

44
45
46

47
48
49

 ullainathan, S., & Shafir, E. (2013). Scarcity: Why having too little means so much.
M
London: Allen Lane.
Vitality (2017). Britain’s Healthiest Workplace 2017.
Van Ommeren, J. N., & Gutiérrez-i-Puigarnau, E. (2011). Are workers with a long
commute less productive? An empirical analysis of absenteeism. Regional Science and
Urban Economics, 41(1), 1-8.
Autonomy analysis of Department for Transport data (2018c)
Ibid.
Department for Transport (2018b)
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55%
3%
2%
1%

Figure 3: Domestic and international emissions by transport mode: 1990 to 2016
Source: Department for Transport 2018a

A commuter in a diesel car produces six times as much
pollution as the average bus passenger. Both bus and
car commuters consider congestion to be the single
largest problem while commuting. Growing efforts to
create ‘green jobs’ as part of proposals like the ‘Green
New Deal’ should also take into account how workers
reach these jobs, entailing that a commuting policy
must be developed to encourage practices that reduce
emissions. This means, in part, encouraging the use
of rail and buses and active commuting like walking
or cycling, while also considerably improving these
services.
50

51

52

50
51
52

Rivas, I., Kumar, P. and Hagen-Zanker, A. (2017)
Grote, M., Williams, I., Preston, J., & Kemp, S. (2016).
Murray L. (2019)

OUR FARE,
SHARED

Autonomy

Claim The Commute

Our fare, shared
Spreading the costs of commuting across its
beneficiaries
Transport benefits commuters, employers and the
national economy, but the costs are not equally shared
between these beneficiaries. As we have shown, the rail
and bus industries’ incomes are provided almost entirely
through a combination of government spending and
passenger fares, while firms benefit from this spending,
free of charge. In addition, in light of rising fare costs,
commuters often still utilise carbon-intensive car
transport, reproducing unsustainable practices for our
environment.
In order to remove the ‘hidden tax’ of commuting from
commuters’ incomes, and also to incentivise the use
of greener modes of transport, the funding model of
commuting itself needs to be modified. We suggest a
more even distribution across all stakeholders. There is
precedent for this policy direction in prosperous nations
across the OECD.
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Belgium
In Belgium there exists a national collective bargaining
agreement called the ‘19-octies’. This stipulates that
employees are to be reimbursed for rail commuting
at rates averaging 75% of the price of a standard rail
pass. For other public modes of transport, a rate of
71.8% of the ticket price is used if the reimbursement
is not linked to distance, which is the case for network
passes.
53

54

On top of this there is a direct subsidy scheme or ‘thirdparty payer’ agreement, wherein the employer pays 80%
of the commuting fare and the Belgian state pays the
remaining 20%, making the commute effectively free for
the worker.
55

Ireland
Introduced as part of the 1999 Finance Act, the
‘TaxSaver Commuter Ticket Scheme’ aimed to
encourage greater use of public transport by commuters
while providing savings through taxation breaks to both
employer and commuter. Employers are not liable for
10.75% of employer Pay Related Social Insurance (PRSI)
on the value of a commuter ticket for each employee
who participates. Commuters also save between 31%
and 52% on travel costs based on their tax band by
receiving a commuter ticket through the scheme.
The scheme is operated by all public transport providers
and approved private transport providers in conjunction
with the Revenue Commission. Employers must first
register online with the Taxsaver scheme. The employer
and worker then both sign a contract agreeing to
participate in the scheme and the employer purchases
the relevant travel ticket.
53
54
55

19 Octies. Available at: http://www.cnt-nar.be/CCT-COORD/cct-019-octies.pdf
Laine, B and Van Steenbergen, A. (2016)
Philippe (2017)

24

Autonomy

Claim The Commute

25

Workers can receive the ticket in lieu of a cash bonus
(such as an end of year Christmas bonus), or as a
benefit-in-kind. Currently over 4,000 organisations are
registered with the Taxsaver scheme.

Brazil
According to Brazil’s ‘Consolidação das Leis do
Trabalho’, or CLT, legislation, employers must cover the
costs for employees’ transport to and from work if these
costs exceed 6 percent of their gross salary.
565758

The UK’s Crossrail Business Rate Supplement
Closer to home, we can point to projects wherein
transport costs are shared between public bodies and
private firms.
Establishing funding for the ongoing Crossrail project
provided a unique opportunity to tap the indirect
beneficiaries of infrastructure projects beyond charging
users (i.e. fares) or through general taxation (i.e. grants)
on a scale not seen before. A strong case was made
for businesses as beneficiaries due to the potential
for “reduced journey times, job growth and increased
productivity”. These benefits would, on Transport
for London’s estimates, add up to £36 billion to UK
productivity over 60 years. Improved access is known to
produce cluster effects, driving consumers to these sites
and improving productivity as more businesses choose
to locate there. Estimates suggest that around 31% of
London’s workforce work in just 2% of its geographical
area.
59

60

56
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Presidência da República. Casa Civil (2019)
Deloitte (2018)
ADP (2016)
Buck, M. (2017)
Greater London Authority (2010).
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As a result the Business Rate Supplement Act passed in
2009 placed a 2p levy on non-domestic properties with
a rateable value of over £55,000 in London.
The supplement applies throughout London, not
just those within a set radius of the new line as each
borough is estimated to benefit by at least £14m per
annum by 2026 through greater job creation.
However, this threshold means that only 20% of businesses
are levied, but the supplement itself accepts in principle
that businesses benefit from transport infrastructure and
should potentially be included in future calculations for
its funding.
The BRS example demonstrates the clear rationale
of an equal sharing of transport costs amongst
beneficiaries. But the question of funding is not
limited to one-off transport construction projects, and
is relevant - for the same reasons - to the costs of
commuting year round. If commuting is a shared utility
between employees and employers, then a shared,
continuous and assured funding mechanism is necessary
to ensure the costs are shared equally.
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Policy
Using international precedent, we have developed a
commuting policy that has a range of possible options
for deployment.

Meeting halfway
The most effective balancing of the costs and benefits
of commuting, both direct and indirect, can be achieved
through a new financing model. The most obvious and
impactful mechanism available is to create a direct link
between workers and employers, splitting the cost of
commuting fares. This direct route has the benefit of
having little or no involvement of state intermediaries
aside from enforcement.
By obligating the employer to meet workers halfway
with commuting costs, a far more equal balance
can be struck between the competing interests of
these stakeholders. Meeting halfway is less radical
than Belgium’s ‘19 octies’ agreement, but has a
greater potential for equality than Brazil’s ‘6 percent’
‘Consolidação das Leis do Trabalho’ model.
At base, whatever its implementation, a Claim the
Commute policy should follow two practical principles:

1. It must be a direct contribution to
commuting fares
This model would mean that regardless of the time
spent commuting the requirement is placed on
the employer to cover half of the costs involved in
workers’ travel to work. This could be implemented
either through an upfront 50% contribution towards
monthly or season tickets, or else via a receipts-based
system (see below for deployment details). This model
encourages employers to promote active (cheaper forms
of) commuting and places downward pressure on fares
to maximise efficiency and minimise costs, delivering
cost-benefits for themselves but also for their workforce.
(See Appendix for why sharing the cost of fares is more
progressive than an hourly ‘wage for commuting’).
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2. It has to encourage certain forms for
transport over others
Claim the Commute is a policy that has environmental
sustainability as one of its core aims. As such the
subsidies for transport are for bus and rail in the vast
majority of cases, meaning that workers can only take
advantage of the scheme (and increase their real
incomes) if they engage in these forms of transport.
Petrol receipt claims will be available to workers if the
job absolutely requires car transport (for example when
the job requires multiple home visits in a short amount
of time as can be the case in the care sector).
Though 68% of all commutes are currently made by
car, in many cases the use of the car as the main mode
of transport will be due to personal choice rather than
necessity. Over 40% of workers living in urban areas
say that they would find switching to another form of
transport easy if they were no longer able to commute
by car.
61

Even for workers in largely rural areas, 25% still say
they would find switching away from commuting by car
easy. Nonetheless, for the majority of workers in more
rural areas, the transition away from certain forms of
commuting will be more challenging and will require
greater future co-operation and planning from key
stakeholders working across both employment and
transport policy at a local and regional level.

61

Department for Transport (2015)
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Scope
We recommend that this revised commuting policy be
applied initially to public sector organisations and to
medium or large businesses.
Taking pre-Covid numbers as a baseline, public sector
workers roughly account for an estimated 16% - 17% of
all those in paid work (an estimated 5.6 million workers).
As of the start of 2020, large businesses represented
only 0.1% of all private firms (roughly 7,700 operate in
the UK) but accounted for 39% of private employment
(10.9 million workers). Annual turnover for large
businesses is higher than any other category (£2.0
trillion p/a).
Medium-sized businesses (with 50 - 249 employees)
make up 13% of the employed population (3.5 million
workers) with 36,000 firms in this range. Medium-sized
business sector had a turnover of £0.7 trillion at the
start of 2020 (16% of total turnover). (See Chart 6).
62

Large and medium businesses are therefore the most
financially able to take on their fair share of commuting
costs and they also account for the most amount of
workers relative to their number.
99.3%
100%

50%

Employment

Turnover

Businesses

48%

48%
39%

36%

13%

15%
0.6%

0%

Small

Medium

0.1%

Large

Chart 6: Contribution of different sized businesses to total population, employment and
turnover, at the start of 2020. Source: Department for Business, Energy & Industrial
Strategy (2020)
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Including public sector workers and workers in medium
and large-sized businesses, Autonomy estimates that
the initial implementation of a ‘Claim the Commute’
policy would immediately be open to roughly 20 million
workers (or just over 60% of the overall UK workforce).
Public sector
employees
(approx.)

Employees of
large businesses
(approx.)

Employees
of medium
businesses
(approx.)

Total workers
affected by
initial ‘Claim the
Commute’ rollout
(approx.)

5.6 million

10.9 million

3.5 million

20 million

Table 3: Number of workers potentially affected immediately from proposed changes
to commuting policy. Taking pre-Covid numbers as the baseline. Source: ONS (2019)
Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (2020)

Application of the scheme to include small businesses
could be achieved over a longer, transitional period.

DEPLOYMENT
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Claim the Commute:
deployment
Legal changes
The legal framework around what counts as NIC
(National Insurance Contributions) exempt expenses
could be modified so as to recognise the travel from an
employee’s home to his or her normal place of work. To
use the specific terminology, we suggest that workers’
travel costs ‘to the job’ be treated as equal as those
accrued ‘on the job’. This would effectively mean that
the costs of commuting fares count as non-taxable costs
for firms. This could be worded as follows:
“According to the Working Time Regulations (Reform)
Act, commuting time is a category onto itself”
A ‘Fare Share Act’ might entail the following: employers
are to pay at least 50% of employees’ commuting costs
for rail or bus services, unless a bike option is requested
by employees. 50% of petrol costs are also reclaimable
in cases where commuting by car is the only reasonable
option. Reasonableness is to be defined by workers,
their unions and employers in the specific case at hand.

Amendment to the Equality Act
The residential address of the applicant will need to
become a protected characteristic under the 2010
Equality Act. This will prevent employers discriminating
against applicants on the basis of their residence (and
the potential commuting costs following from this).
Applicants and interviewees can reserve the right to not
disclose their place of residence in the application or
interview process.
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Options for deployment for firms
A number of options should be available to firms:

Option 1: A Season Ticket Subsidy (STS)
These would function like currently existing
Season Ticket Loans (STLs) used at many firms
and universities. STLs are paid for by the firm
and the cost is taken out of the employee’s
payslip in installments over a set period of time
(usually within the lifetime of the season ticket).
If the worker leaves the job sooner than the
repayment period then they will be charged for
the outstanding cost.
As an example, with current STLs, a £5,760 season
ticket from Birmingham to London Euston divides
into twelve monthly installments of £480, which a
firm’s payroll department would take out of the
employee’s wage/salary over the year.
With a Season Ticket Subsidy (STS) system, the
costs would be distributed evenly across employer
and employee, with only half of the season ticket
paid for by the employee. In the Birmingham
example, only £240 per month (exactly half the
cost) would be deducted from their pay each
month.
As with the current STL system, Season Ticket
Subsidies would encourage workers to take less
carbon-intensive and more environmentallyfriendly forms of transport to work such as buses
and trains.
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Option 2: Monthly receipt claims
For non-season ticket holders, a receipts-based
system could be implemented which would
function according to commonly-used HR
protocols. Workers could hand in their rail and
bus tickets or send in electronic Oyster receipts at
the end of each month (or other regular interval)
for remittance. This option would encourage firms
to allow for more home working options for their
staff - as it would save on costs. Homeworking
tends to be popular with workforces and would
help reduce carbon emissions via reduced
transport use.
63

63

TUC (2018b)
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Option 3: Bike provision
Workers could choose to have a bike purchased for
them by their employers if that is their preferred
method of travel. This option will in most cases be
cheaper for employers than subsidising rail and
bus fares over extended periods of time and this
popularity amongst employers could promote a
more environmentally-friendly commuting culture
within the business community. It would be crucial
to reinforce that the bike option is only one option
amongst others for workers to choose from - and is
not a prescription.
The current cycle to work scheme (‘Cyclescheme’)
allows employers to purchase bikes for workers and
for them to save up to 40 per cent of the cost from
reduced income tax and National Insurance, which
around 180,000 workers participate in annually.64
Analysis by Autonomy of the Labour Force Survey,65
found that those under 25 are least likely to cycle to
work.
Young workers are more likely to be trapped in
low wage, insecure jobs, and the scheme prevents
workers from taking part if their regular repayments
cause them to fall below the National Minimum
Wage. Further, on the Cyclescheme, if workers leave
before the end of their repayment schedule they
must pay the remainder in full, which can punish
those on temporary contracts. A free bike would
bypass these traps.
Introduced as part of the 1999 Finance Act, in its
current form the Cyclescheme is not fit for the
modern (low wage) labour market, as it no longer
equally allows all workers to participate. Nor,
for similar reasons, does it sufficiently incentivise
cycling as a carbon-neutral commuting method.
Despite the initial aims of the scheme, it has not
been effective to date at incentivising workers to
shift to commuting by bike en masse. Commutes
to work by bike have remained stable over the last
decade (3%), and of 12,000 participants in the
scheme surveyed, only 9% had previously been noncyclists.66 Greater, more substantial bike provision by
employers could enable and incentivise many more
workers to cycle to work than is currently the case.
64
65
66

IES (2016). ‘Impact of the Cycle to Work Scheme’ Evidence Report
ONS (2016)
ibid
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4. Privately-subsidised local bus services
	For non-metropolitan regions where buses are
the primary means of commuting, employers
should engage with local community planning
mechanisms and transport providers to establish
and ensure reliability of bus routes for their
workers. Currently, employers do not have to pay
tax or National Insurance contributions on costs
incurred if they subsidise a bus service for its
workers.
67

	If firm-led subsidies were widespread across the
UK, workers could then use their work passes to
have either free or heavily-subsidised travel to
their workplace and bus infrastructure would have
a new income stream. This subsidisation would
considerably benefit those on low-incomes and
jobseekers, 19% of whom have said they have
turned down jobs due to poor quality of bus
services.
68

67
68

HMRC (2018)
Mackie, P, Laird, J and Johnson, D (2012)
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Conclusion & next steps
The debate around commuting and transport services
should include a discussion about who pays for
commuting as well as who owns these services.
This report has put forward a relatively simple
‘Claim the Commute’ scheme as a solution to the
problem of unequal contributions towards the cost of
commuting. It also speaks to other problems such as the
environmental costs of certain modes of transport, as
well as the rising fares in bus and train transport that
we’ve seen over past decades. If such a scheme were
put in place, commuters would feel an immediate and
tangible improvement in their working lives.
Claim the Commute requires employers to pay for half
of the commuting costs of their workforce that pertain
to (more environmentally-friendly) modes of transport.
This could take the form of season tickets subsidies
(STSs), fare receipt claims, bike purchases, bus route
subsidies, and petrol receipt claims if the job absolutely
requires car transport.
Initially, we recommend that the Claim the Commute
programme be applied solely to large and medium
firms, who employ the largest proportion of workers in
the economy relative to their small number and who are
most able to bear their fair share of commuting costs.
Claiming the commute in this manner will incentivise
more environmentally-sustainable transport, it will
improve workers’ real income significantly and it
will help achieve financial equality amongst the
beneficiaries and users of transport services. The UK is
far behind other countries such as Belgium, Ireland and
Slovenia when it comes to commuting policy, and it is
time we modernised our policies in this regard.
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Appendix A: possible
objections
1. What if someone decides to live far away from their
place of work? Will this not mean that firms will be
forced to subsidise people’s lifestyle choices?
While the cost of the fare may rise (although not
necessarily, as it depends on the region), the commuter
is still paying half of the commuting cost and will, after
all, be travelling the extra distance into work with each
trip, so the burden is still being shared by both parties.
The extra distance might not even entail a higher fare,
meaning only that the commuter has a longer commute
to endure.
2. Isn’t investment in cheaper transport fares what
taxation is for?
It could be objected that, even if we accept that
commuting costs ought to be understood as a business
expense as much as a financial burden placed on
workers, this would be better covered through higher
taxes, e.g. higher corporation tax. Tax-accrued funds
could then be used to either subsidise ticket prices, or,
if transport is nationalised, to directly keep ticket prices
low.
The response here would be that by introducing another
layer of mediation between employers and the costs of
commuting (i.e. the state), you risk another opportunity
for the subsidies to be deferred or even dropped
from state budgets, and therefore never get to the
commuters. Governmental priorities change, and so does
taxation: an unfavourable administration could use the
tax revenue for different purposes, or they could lower
taxation in general, whereas if the Claim the Commute
scheme were solidified in law it would be harder to shift.
By proposing a direct link between employers and their
employees, Claim the Commute ensures that the fair
distribution of commuting costs is enacted irrespective
of government’s taxation schemes.
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Appendix B: Universal
Basic Services?
Wouldn’t nationalisation, along the lines of a Universal
Basic Services Model, be preferable?
An alternative option to our proposal would be to
implement the transport component of Universal Basic
Services scheme proposed by the Institute for Global
Prosperity.. Their analysis suggests that extending the
Freedom Pass scheme across the UK would cost between
£5 and £12 billion annually, which would be funded by
a reduction in the income tax personal allowance. As the
majority of the workforce don’t qualify for a Freedom Pass
we can assume universal free travel for commuting on
bus and local public transport would cost near the lower
bound of this estimate if provided solely for commuting.
69

Universal Basic Services is a ‘capabilities’ based approach
to addressing the UK’s rising inequality with free
transport, construed as a way to increase work incentives
and promote a more flexible labour market. As a result
the impact of this model would be highly progressive in
nature, benefitting lower paid workers who are more likely
to use local bus and light rail networks.
70

A UBS system would meet many of the same problems
that a Claim the Commute scheme also targets. However,
state-deployed travel passes for workers would mean
further mediation through government actors. A direct
employer-employee relationship in rebalancing the costs
of commuting could be more efficient by simply being
incorporated into existing payroll and receipts-claiming
structures.
Lastly, on the UBS model the costs for commuting are
still borne by one stakeholder - the state - and remains
stuck within a vision of the state as ‘funder of last resort’.
As we have argued, ethically the state should not have
to pay even more for commuting, effectively subsidising
businesses, given the already uneven distribution of costs
and benefits identified in the transport industries as a
whole.
69
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Portes, J. et al (2017)
JRF (2018)
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Appendix C: ‘Wages for
Commuting’?
Would a ‘wage for commuting’ be preferable?
Currently, under the Working Time Regulations (1998),
commuting time does not count as ‘working time’ and
is therefore indistinct from all other non-work time.
According to the Regulations, ‘working time’ is:
a)

b)

any period during which [the worker] is working,
at his [sic] employer’s disposal and carrying out
his activity or duties,
any period during which he is receiving relevant
training

On this definition, if we carry out tasks we would usually
carry out within working time (e.g. answering or sending
work emails or carrying out remote admin tasks) then
this time is arguably remunerable by a wage. This
criteria could feasibly apply outside the workplace, on
public transport for example.
71

The exploitation of mobile technologies by
employers to facilitate unpaid labour from
employees is acknowledged by the French ‘Right
to Disconnect’ legislation, which allows workers
to ‘switch off’ from out-of-work email and phone
contact.72
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BBC (2018)
BBC (2016), Ministère du Travail (2017)
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On a ‘Wages for Commuting’ model, workers might be
paid for commuting at their hourly rate. This model would
encourage firms to place pressure on transport companies
to improve efficiency, as delayed and cancelled services
will register as an increased business cost and therefore
firms would have even more of an interest in there being
a good service.
73

However the hourly-rate model creates another incentive for
employers to keep wages low rather than reduce transport
costs. If wages remain stagnant and fares rise (the two are
not correlated) this could leave workers out of pocket.

73

Cohen (2018)
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