Veterans' ID cards 'will offer priority NHS treatment'

Military veterans could be issued with special "identity cards" giving them priority access to public services and discounts on public transport, the Ministry of Defence said last night. 
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More than four million former servicemen and women would be entitled to benefits including fast-track NHS treatment and council housing preference, under the plans. 

Similar ID card schemes already exist in America and France, and veterans groups have long lobbied for soldiers to be rewarded for their service even after leaving the forces 

Last year a Conservative commission recommended that military families and veterans be given preferential treatment on the NHS, as part of a drive to rebuild the Military Covenant, the unwritten pact that members of the armed forces will receive special care in return for the sacrifices. 

An MoD "working group" established to examine a benefit card scheme in 2001 made slow progress, but the Government last night indicated that the cards could be introduced as early as next year. 

"We are actively investigating the options for the introduction of an ID Card for veterans that could guarantee identity thereby helping to secure access to services and discounts," an MoD spokesman said. 

Kevan Jones, the minister for veterans, said the Government needed "to make it happen". 

He told The Independent: "We will provide veterans' ID cards so the person can say 'I have served in the services' and get priority access to treatment." 

It was not clear last exactly what advantages the cards might confer, or whether any firms had signed up to offer discounts to veterans. Similar schemes overseas have allowed ex-servicemen subsided travel on buses and trains. 

Last year Boris Johnson, the mayor of London, announced that all injured war veterans would get free bus and tube travel in the capital. 
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