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INTRODUCTION TO THE TOPIC 

The environment is becoming an increasingly frequent topic. But they are also closely related 

to social issues. It is the 

desire to reduce emissions 

and ensure mobility for 

residents that is leading 

many of the world's 

metropolises and cities to 

experiment with free 

public transport. But many 

of them face the problem 

that public transport 

networks are inadequate, 

and driving is the most 

convenient option for 

residents.  

 

PRACTICAL APPLICATION IN THE CITY 

The trend of free public transport has been spreading around the world for several years and 

there are currently around a hundred cities that offer free public transport. One of the most 

famous examples is Tallinn, Estonia. 

 

Tallinn, Estonia made international headlines when it became the first capital city in the world 

to introduce free public transport for its residents in 2013. With a population of almost half a 

million, the municipality undertook the measure to make access to public transport more 

equitable and for the perceived economic benefits. 

 

In Tallinn, the current system was brought in after public transport became unaffordable for 

many less-well-off residents following the 2008 financial crisis. The ideas were that poorer 

communities would be lifted out of poverty if they didn’t have to spend so much of their 

income on travel. 

 

While the environment was never Tallinn’s primary focus, the climate emergency has led 

governments around the world to consider introducing free public transport to help protect 

the planet. In theory, the policy disincentivises car usage and so improves air quality and 

lowers pollution levels. 
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Following a referendum, the inhabitants of Tallinn voted overwhelmingly in favour of free 

public transportation. Thousands of commuters travelled to the city centre every day. Plus, 

many people with low incomes struggled to pay. The system has been functioning without any 

major hitches for many years. 

 

The free transit network initially included 

tram lines, trolley bus lines and bus routes, 

but now it includes some inner-city trains, 

too. 

 

 

 

 

 

SOLUTION EVALUATION 

There is a positive domino effect of social and economic and environmental benefits when you 

reduce the congestion related to excessive private car use. 

 

Proponents of these momentous policy shifts say waiving fares helps incentivize people toward 

mass transit and keeps cars off the road, lowering vehicle emissions and improving local air 

quality in the process. 

 

Beyond improvements to air pollution and traffic congestion, advocates say the free-fare 

movement helps to position transportation as a public good, ensuring more equitable access to 

low-income riders. 

 

By improving the availability, frequency, and affordability of public transport, you have a huge 

benefit to people who are marginalized and vulnerable within the local community and within 

the economy more broadly. 

 

Other touted benefits of the measure include the potential for financial relief to European 

residents facing inflation as well as rising energy costs. 

 

Critics, however, are doubtful that the measures work as claimed, citing mixed data on the 

actual related reduction of car journeys; some research has indicated that the policy has 

bolstered ridership not from drivers, but from would-be pedestrians and cyclists. And for 

some, cost reduction alone simply isn’t enough to compete with the perceived convenience of 

door-to-door trips by private car, especially if local public transit is viewed as unreliable, 

unsafe, or uncomfortable. In short, when it comes to transport mode shift, quality is key. 
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There is also the critical 

question around financing. 

While fares may be ‘free’ for 

the user. They must be paid in 

some way—whether that is 

through taxation, by the 

operator or network, by the 

city—the service must be 

funded.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Experts say that, ultimately, more must be done to effectively convert car drivers to public 

transit, like pairing free fares with additional regulations that makes urban driving more costly 

or challenging, via policies like congestion pricing or increased costs and restrictions around 

parking. 
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