Train operators face scrutiny over harsh penalties for minor ticket errors amid complex fare system
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Train operators in the UK have come under fire for what an inquiry has described as "disproportionate action" against passengers without valid tickets, amidst criticism of the country’s unnecessarily complex fare system. The probe conducted by the Office of Rail and Road (ORR) has highlighted a troubling trend where inconsistent treatment and outcomes for similar ticketing issues have become prevalent across the rail network. 
Commissioned by former transport secretary Louise Haigh, the investigation sought to address public outcry following several high-profile cases where passengers faced severe penalties for minor errors. One particularly egregious case involved a passenger who inadvertently selected a wrong railcard discount and was threatened with prosecution. Following intervention from their local MP, the case was ultimately dropped, but it raised serious questions about the proportionality of the penalties imposed.
The ORR's findings pointed out that while many passengers may innocently travel without valid tickets due to simple mistakes—such as forgetting their railcard—these same reasons could be exploited by those attempting to fare evade. This duality complicates the role of rail staff, who often struggle to discern a passenger's intent when addressing fare discrepancies. The report noted that the current legal framework under railway byelaws categorically states it is an offence not to have a valid ticket, which has led to scenarios where even innocent errors result in stringent enforcements against unsuspecting passengers.
Moreover, the inquiry revealed growing frustrations among rail staff, who noted that fare evasion appears to have become "normalised" among certain groups of passengers. This cultural shift, alongside the convoluted fares system, has resulted in an environment where tackling fare evasion has become increasingly challenging. ORR director of strategy, policy and reform, Stephanie Tobyn, asserted that while strict revenue protection measures are vital for the industry’s sustainability, the accompanying enforcement must also be fair and proportionate to protect vulnerable passengers.
In response, Rail Minister Lord Hendy has pointed to the systemic issues that have arisen from decades of privatisation of the railway. He argued that the resultant lack of coherent oversight has fostered an environment of inconsistency, leading to frustration among passengers. The new initiative to centralise and streamline fare enforcement through the establishment of Great British Railways aims to alleviate these concerns and provide clearer guidelines in terms of passenger treatment during prosecutions.
This review of fare evasion policies will step up scrutiny on the practices of train operators. Following a court’s doubts regarding up to 75,000 criminal convictions related to fare evasion, several operators including DfT OLR Holdings and FirstGroup have begun to revisit earlier prosecutions. As they halt future actions under the offending single justice procedure, there is a potential for the quashing of fines, signalling a shift towards greater accountability in fare-related actions.
Engagement with passengers is also being prioritised; the ORR is reaching out to those who have faced penalties to better understand their experiences. This feedback will play a crucial role in shaping a more equitable system moving forward.
As the railway system grapples with ongoing fare evasion incidents—which cost tax payers an estimated £400 million annually—the balancing act between cracking down on deliberate fare dodging and ensuring the fair treatment of passengers is more critical than ever.
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