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National Bus Strategy
could give buses a
brighter future
Funding reforms and better integration with other forms of transport will help
to re-establish the importance of the Great British bus, says Darren Shirley

T

he need for action to connect
communities, reduce air pollution
and meet net zero emissions
targets has never been greater,
and, while large infrastructure projects
will play an important role, arguably more
pressing is the need to improve everyday
transport.
Central to this will be the humble bus. The
historic lack of strategic steer for our mostused form of public transport has contributed
to dwindling services and rising fares, leaving
non-drivers in many communities isolated
and excluded.
But this could soon change: with
£5 billion of new funding for buses and cycling
announced by the Government and a longawaited National Bus Strategy in the offing,
there’s a chance to set buses on the road to a
brighter future.
Our 2019 research showed that funding
for buses is almost £400 million a year lower
than it was a decade ago. The result has been
that well over 3,000 local authority supported
bus services have been lost or reduced in a
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decade; 243 in the past year alone. Clearly
the National Bus Strategy and long-term
funding can’t come a moment too soon for
cut-off communities, or for passengers
struggling with the 60% rise in the average
bus fare over a decade.
But what should the strategy include?
The Campaign for Better Transport report,
The Future of the Bus, future funding
arrangements [1], calls for the focus to be on:
• Increasing the use of bus services across
the country.
• Better integration of buses with other
transport.
• A clear route to zero emission buses.
• Growth in use of technology to improve
services.
There is plenty the Government can do
to achieve these aims. Funding for buses,
which is currently fragmented, short-term
and sorely ineffective, must be reformed.
Nationally, buses are funded via the Bus
Service Operators Grant (a fuel duty rebate)
and the English National Concessionary
Travel Scheme (which sees government
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funding for journeys made by older and
disabled bus pass holders). Both are flawed
and have proven insufficient to ensure
communities have the bus services they
need. The current funding regime should
be replaced with a single, ring-fenced, longterm framework aimed at growing bus
networks and delivering social, economic
and environmental benefits.
The billions for buses and cycling over
the next five years announced by the Prime
Minister recently is a significant step in the
right direction, but, as yet, there are no details
of how this fund will be allocated.
Of course, cuts to funding are one side
of a vicious cycle: buses that are poorly
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Part of the problem with buses
is that they are not seen as
convenient and this is in part to do
with how easy, or in many cases,
how difficult, a bus journey is
funded and infrequent struggle to attract
passengers, and dwindling passenger
numbers make services harder to fund.
That’s why the National Bus Strategy must
focus squarely on increasing the use of bus
services across the country, and for this to
happen buses need to be a ‘no-brainer’ for
more journeys.
Part of the problem with buses is that they
are not seen as convenient and this is in part
to do with how easy, or in many cases, how
difficult a bus journey is.
Buses lag behind rail when it comes to
smart technology, such as smart ticketing
and real time information. More use of smart
technology solutions, including multi-mode
and multi-operator ticketing, contactless
payment options and integrated journey
planning is central to making travelling by
bus easier and more attractive to people.
At present, bus, rail and coach services
are poorly integrated, which makes doorto-door public transport journeys difficult or
often impossible. We need a new generation
of modal inter-changes connecting bus networks with rail and other forms of transport.
Another part of making bus journeys easier
is making them faster.
Bus priority measures and infrastructure
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improve
ments for
bus services
are necessary to
reduce the impact of
congestion on the reliability
of services, which is a contributor to the
declining levels of bus use in some areas.
The Government has said it will
provide capital funding for a bus priority
infrastructure programme for local
authorities which should help encourage
investment in activities such as bus lanes,
urban traffic control and priority at lights.
The National Bus Strategy can also play
a part in helping the UK to meet carbon
emissions and air pollution targets. The
Government pledged last June to reduce
carbon emissions to net zero by 2050,
and this promise was reiterated in the
Conservative Party’s manifesto. With
transport lagging far behind other sectors
in reducing its emissions, swift action is
needed to decarbonise transport.
And with nearly 2,000 sites across England,
Wales and Northern Ireland in breach of air
pollution limits and tens of thousands of UK
deaths attributable to air pollution each year,
the need for transport to clean up its act is

60
%
rise in average
bus fares over a
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all the more urgent. Of course, buses are
already a more sustainable choice, with one
double-decker bus able to remove up to 75
cars from the road. But there is a pressing
need to accelerate the move away from
diesel to zero-emission buses.
The National Bus Strategy should include
a clear path to zero emissions with deadlines
for all new buses to be electric or hydrogenpowered by 2025, and all buses on the road
to be zero-emission by 2035. This means
we need to rapidly deploy zero emission
technology and tackle any barriers to uptake,
including the cost and availability of charging
infrastructure.
The Government has committed to a Zero
Emission Bus scheme for bus operators. If
this consisted of a ‘fleet and depot transition
fund’ to get infrastructure in place, and a
‘bus manufacturing fund’ to help the UK
bus industry scale up to build more clean
buses, it would ensure the future viability
and growth of UK bus manufacturers
and reduce reliance on overseas
technology.
One measure that could help
accelerate this process will be
the establishment of the ‘zero
emission town’ for which
the Government is currently
accepting expressions of
interest. Putting in place
the infrastructure needed to
replace all fossil fuelled buses
within a selected town would
demonstrate the part buses
can play in improving air quality in
urban areas, increase the output from
manufacturers, and contribute to cutting
carbon emissions. Plymouth and Brighton
could both make good exemplars, as Future
of the Bus report notes.
In communities that have lost their buses
altogether, talk of smart ticketing and zeroemission vehicles can sound rather hollow.
The stories we hear so often from the
people affected by service cuts – the older
lady unable to visit her husband in his care
home, the blind person at risk of losing
his independence – remind us that many
communities simply want their buses back.
But all of these aims can be brought
together by a National Bus Strategy that
provides the leadership, stability and
direction needed to help local authorities
and bus operators deliver services,
increase ridership, and design and fund
improvements.
Buses are at a crossroads. A National Bus
Strategy has the potential to protect vital bus
routes, reconnect communities and make
bus travel greener and cheaper. We will work
to ensure that it contains the right fiscal and
policy interventions to steer the Great British
bus on the road to a brighter future.
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