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he Government has launched
what it calls “a revolution in bus
services” with, what it claims is,
a multi-billion pound package.
Prime Minister Boris Johnson says it will
deliver at least 4,000 new zero-emission
buses, higher frequency services and
simpler fares.
He promised £5 billion “to
overhaul bus and cycle
links for every region
outside London”.
The Department
for Transport (DfT)
says the money
represents a fiveyear
funding
package. It adds:
“Details will be
announced in the
upcoming National
Bus Strategy, to be
published later this
Simon Jeffrey, author of
Centre for Cities report
year at the Comp
rehensive
Spending
Review.”
The announcement follows an
allocation of £170 million in February to
support more electric buses, which, in
turn, was part of a funding announcement
of £220m last September to improve the
bus network in England.
Transport Secretary Grant Shapps said:
“Responsible for 12 million journeys a day,
our buses transport more people than any
other form of public transport. Our aim is
to drive up patronage and make travelling
by bus an even more attractive option.”
All new road investments in England
which receive central funding will be
required to either support bus priority
measures, or be required to explain why
doing so would be inappropriate.
The strategy includes piloting a “superbus”
reduced-fare network in Cornwall for four
years from 2021, integrated with Great
Western Railway services.
It is intended that £20m will go towards
new bus express lanes in the West
of public
Midlands. This will cover just more than
three miles of bus-only roads, junction
transport
upgrades and bus lanes, which together
journeys are
carry 90 million passengers a year.
made by bus
The Government is also seeking
expressions of interest for developing an

Congestion is the under-supply of
road space. You have to reduce the
demand from inefficient users in
city centres – cars

Bus passenger numbers have been falling for decades. But not
everywhere. And the humble bus still accounts for 58% of all public
transport journeys. Paul Clifton assesses what the future holds.
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%
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all-electric bus town or city. This would see
an entire fleet changed to zero-emission
capable buses. No location has been
chosen yet.
The DfT states: “We will expect as many
buses as possible to be exclusively electric,
with scope to test innovations such as
longer distance hybrids, which operate in
electric-only mode within the city.”
Up to £50m will be available to support
the new buses and charging infrastructure
by 2025. The DfT will contribute up to 75%
of the cost difference between a zeroemission bus and a conventional diesel
equivalent, and up to 75% of the capital
expenditure
for
charging
infrastructure.
Bus
operators
are
questioning how much
might be achieved with
the money.
Each new batterypowered bus costs
£300,000.
In
Salisbury,
where three new
electric
buses
entered service in
January, the cost of
putting in charging
points was a further
£150,000. Even this small
city supports a fleet of more
than 100 diesel buses.
Northern
Ireland
bus
manufacturer Wrightbus said the fund
was too restrictive and should also support
hydrogen electric buses.
Existing grant funding to operators will be
reviewed. The Government currently
supports buses through grants of £250m
a year, of which £43m is paid directly to
local authorities.
The DfT wants to encourage multioperator tickets and fares caps. It also
wants to ensure that all buses accept
contactless card payments. The five
largest bus companies already offer
contactless payments. The DfT says it will
work with smaller operators and trade
associations to do the same. There will also
be funding to support demand-responsive
services in rural areas.
Urban traffic congestion remains a great
issue for bus companies. The commercial
bus industry will “cease to exist” if nothing
is done to tackle traffic jams, warned David
Brown, chief executive of Go Ahead.
Brown told a Bus Summit in London that
passengers would “abandon buses
because they take too long. Traffic jams
mean more resources are needed to keep
running services at the same frequency”.
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Five routes in the north-east cost his firm
an additional £100,000 each to operate
compared with five years ago because of
congestion.
It was pointed out to Grant Shapps that
the Government was spending £400m a
year less on buses than it did a decade ago.
The Minister responded: “This is a down
payment on our bus policy.”
Darren Rodwell, the Local Government
Association’s transport spokesman, said:
“We urge the Government to plug the
£700m annual funding gap councils face in
providing the concessionary fares scheme,
which would help to protect local routes
and reverse the decline in bus services.”
Claire Haigh, chief executive of Greener
Journeys, comments: “Transport has
become the largest emitting sector of the
UK economy, accounting for 27% of
greenhouse gas emissions. It is the only
sector to have increased emissions over
the last carbon budget. This increase is
largely the result of rising demand for car
and van travel.
“We need a major switch from private to
public transport.”
so, what needs to
be revolutionised?
Ask any transport professional about the
future of public transport, and they will
always say that the bus will continue to be at
the core of daily commuting.
Sure, the vehicle and its power source will
change. But a road-based mass transit system carrying people from where they live to
where they work, shop and socialise will be
here for decades to come.
The climate change agenda, diesel
demonisation and the failure of planners to
tackle traffic jams will only help the bus. In
the past, smelly old buses were part of the
problem. Now they are part of the solution.
Yet bus travel in Britain, excluding London,
sank to the lowest point on record in 201819. Nine million fewer journeys were made
in England, Scotland and Wales than in the
previous 12 months.
In total, 2.6 billion journeys were undertaken outside the capital, down from just
over three billion a decade earlier.
At the same time, fares rose by an average of 3.3%. That’s faster than rail fares and
compares with a largely unchanged cost
of motoring. The Consumer Prices Index
measure of inflation was 1.9% over the
same period, meaning bus fares outside
London rose in real terms.
Passenger numbers have been falling
since the 1950s, with the relentless rise
in car ownership the single biggest factor.
And the distance travelled by publiclyISSUE 5 • MARCH 2020
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case study: Guildford
Guildford’s park-and-ride sites are
served by a fleet of nine electric buses.
They are popular and full, even in the
middle of the day. Each car park is
keeping several hundred cars at a time
out of the congested centre.
But it comes at a price. “We are not at a
point where we can make a widespread
change,” says Edward Hodgson, managing director of Stagecoach South.
“We have a Government grant and we are pleased
to gain the experience. But the technology is still
expensive. The bus is double the cost of a Euro VI diesel, so there is very high capital outlay for the same
revenue.”
Passengers praise the environmental credentials,
but all say it is not a primary factor in their decision to
travel; they are there because of convenience, speed
and cost. ‘Going green’ is an additional benefit.
And there’s another problem. At the bus depot, a
Tesla battery storage system has been installed,
trickle charging throughout the day ready for the
buses to return at night.
“Without that we would be turning out all the lights

supported buses in England outside
London has halved since 2004-05.
Last year, the Local Government
Association warned that nearly half the
remaining supported bus routes in England
are at risk of being scrapped.
“From the 1950s, cars became far more
competitive. And cheaper,” reflects Andrew
Wickham, managing director of Go Ahead’s
bus services across the south of England.
“That led to bus service cuts, because supply was reduced to meet falling demand.
“Increasing car ownership, the growth of
out-of-town retail and now internet shopping have taken their toll.
“London was precarious too. Everything
was run very badly by London Transport.
It was heavily unionised, with a huge cost
base and atrocious performance. It was not
unusual to have a quarter of the bus fleet
parked up, defective.
“Prior to (former London mayor) Ken
Livingstone, the objective was to break
even, which we did by cutting services. Then
Livingstone started to throw money at it.
Congestion charging boosted bus travel
further. That positive trend continued until
Boris Johnson put in lots of bike lanes,
which reduced space for other traffic, including buses. Buses became slower and less
reliable, and people voted with their feet.”
A 2018 report by KPMG found that the
economic, social and environmental return
for each £1 invested in buses ranges from
£2 to £3.80 for revenue expenditure and
between £4.20 to £8.10 for capital spending.
48
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in the surrounding area,” says Hodgson. “The grid
here could not cope with nine buses all plugging in
at the same time.”
The electric buses have a range of up to 150 miles,
which is ample for the park-and-ride service. But it
would not be enough for general duties around the
housing estates of Guildford, where daily journeys
are close to double that mileage.
“So we will be buying (Euro VI) diesel buses for a
while yet. But they offer an 80% (official) reduction in
NOx and a 50% cut in particulates over a Euro V bus,
and they are actually less polluting than a new diesel
car,” says Hodgson.
“It is still an encouragement for people to switch to
public mass transit.”

It found: “It is clear that investment in local
bus markets generates significant benefits
to passengers, other road users and the
wider economy.”
Claire Haigh of Greener Journeys
says: “In some cases, the benefits are
a lot greater than that, such as South
Hampshire Eclipse, which runs between
Fareham and Gosport, partly on a disused
railway route. Buses are cost-effective
compared with other forms of transport
improvement.”

95
%

why is bus patronage
still falling?
According to the Centre for Cities
think tank, bus patronage has
been falling by a little more
than 1% a year.
Part of the reason is
a declining number
of trips per person
due to people con-

suming entertainment at home rather than
going out and flexible jobs enabling homeworking – although ultimately this has a
positive outcome for the environment and
congestion by taking journeys off the road.
There is a clear trend in the increase of
bus journey times in urban conurbations of
1% a year over the past five decades: a 10%
increase in journey time is associated with
a 10% drop in passenger numbers, according to the Centre for Cities November 2019
report, Improving Urban Bus Services.
“Had we protected bus passengers from
the growth in congestion over the past half
century there would be 48-70% more farepaying journeys today,” says Haigh.
However, not everywhere is in decline.
James Freeman, managing director of
First West of England, says: “In my neck
of the woods, it has been going up for the
past seven years. And not just in Bristol; in
Bath too, which has a very different demographic. This tells us that decline is not
inevitable.
“Our public transport growth is driven by
peak demand. That’s because it really is the
least worst option.
“It’s the grotesque traffic congestion
that has really done it for us. Traffic has
increased and capacity has not, so it is very
unpleasant to drive in a car in the centre
of this conurbation. Pricing is the other
factor. It is difficult and expensive to park in
the central area.”
The case for the bus essentially comes
down to speed.
“If the journey is quicker on the bus
than in the car, we win passengers,” says
Wickham.
He adds that growing congestion has
slowed one of the main bus routes in the
area – the M1 route from Bournemouth’s
Castlepoint shopping centre to Poole. He
has had to provide an additional bus to
maintain frequency, which increases the
cost by £180,000 a year without improving
the revenue.
“Pricing and quality are important, but
they don’t define patronage,” Wickham
says. “Like London, in Bournemouth
and Poole we have a high frequency all-day and all-night
service, but, unlike London,
we run on Christmas Day. If
you live on these routes,

you can live your day-to-day life, effectively,
without owning a car.
“But in the rural areas there have been
years of funding cuts. Local authority funding has pretty much disappeared in many
areas. As the funding drops, services are
reduced and demand goes too. So the bulk
of demand is in the urban areas.”
Funding cuts is less of an issue in London,
where bus operators face different challenges – again not necessarily ones which
have a negative impact on city objectives to
improve air quality and reduce congestion.
“In central London there has been a
huge increase in other forms of transport,”
explains Gareth Powell, managing director of surface transport at Transport for
London (TfL).
“Much more capacity on the Tube has
allowed people to use it who would otherwise have been on a bus. And there’s been a
big increase in walking and cycling.”
Away from the Tube, in outer London, bus
patronage has risen and TfL is looking to
expand bus provision in response.
“The bus is the biggest mode of transport
in London and speed is clearly an important
factor in making it attractive,” says Powell.
“In the past 18 months, we have stabilised
bus speeds. We are putting a lot of effort
into making more efficient use of finite road
space to protect the reliability of the bus.
“We have the advantage that TfL can
manipulate the traffic lights. We can selec-

tively prioritise buses. Every one is GPSconnected and constantly tracked. At the
leading edge of this, if two buses approach
the same traffic lights, we can now work out
which one needs priority. We can interrogate the actual running schedule of the bus
itself to help one get back on schedule. So
far, it’s a trial at a couple of junctions.
“The next step is to have automatic learning within the traffic light system. This is
world-leading: these technological interventions are trying to get to the heart of the
problem of a capacity-constrained network.”
Housing developments present “massive issues”, according to Wickham, with
few proactively encouraging the uptake of
public transport.
“Almost every new housing development
is not bus-friendly,” he says. “A standard
new development is around 500 houses. All
large and all with parking for two cars. They
might as well be in the middle of nowhere,
often with humps and chicanes to keep
speeds down, which make bus access
impossible.
“The local authority demands a contribution from the developer: a
Section 106 or Community
Infrastructure Levy. With
that they might build a
school or a roundabout. And, quite
often, some goes
towards support-

10
%

of urban traffic
is comprised of
delivery vans

ing a bus service. But it’s not large, so you
end up with an hourly service that doesn’t
run at night. Nobody uses it because it is
rubbish, so, when the funding runs out, the
bus is withdrawn.
“Almost everywhere you go, you will see
bad practice. We think there should be a
test on all planning applications: is this able
to be served by public transport in a sustainable way?”
Haigh agrees. “The rise in congestion,
pollution and other disbenefits lies in poor
land use planning. And now online shopping adds a double blow for bus travel. Not
only are people not going to the shops by
bus, but also the delivery vans are massively increasing congestion. They are now
15% of urban traffic. This reduces the selfregulatory effect of rising congestion. With
vans, lower speeds just mean more vans
are required to maintain service levels. This
is a tough time for buses.”
Wickham adds: “One place it did work
is Parley, just north of Bournemouth. The
developer asked us about the cost of diverting a bus through the estate. We found
it would have cost an extra bus:
£180,000. But it would have
slowed down the journey
for everyone else on
that bus. So we said
if they moved two
house plots 10
feet further

Almost every new housing
development is not bus-friendly.
A standard new development is
around 500 houses. All large and
all with parking for two cars.
They might as well be in the
middle of nowhere
Andrew Wickham, GoAhead

real-world
reduction in
NOx emissions
on Euro VI buses
compared with
Euro V
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case study:
bristol
“There is a gathering belief among politicians here
that the only way to release the city is to provide
public transport with real priority,” says James
Freeman of First Group. “But we still have people
who just can’t face that, because cars are votes.”
Bristol has spent more than £200 million on
its Metrobus. Freeman says: “The routes were
invented by politicians and are not necessarily
where I would have put them, but, nevertheless,
they are very helpful.”
The first to open was the M3 route, which goes to
Lyde Green, a new development on the north-eastern edge of the conurbation. Launched in May 2018
using the ring road and M32 motorway, it quickly
reached saturation and had to expand.
Last autumn, journey times fluctuated from 45
minutes to an hour and a half.
“That is because traffic on the ring road is utterly
screwed,” explains Freeman. “It is completely
beyond the capacity of the road. If you can’t provide a
priority route through the congestion for buses then
they are not the answer.”
Bristol proposes one of the most rigorous low
emission zones in the country.
At least 60 towns and cities have considered

apart, they could build a footpath from
the middle of the estate to the main road,
50 yards away. Then people could use the
existing service. It cost the developer nothing. We didn’t take any money, but we carry
some extra passengers. I don’t think in
urban areas the industry needs much subsidy, but it does need engagement.”
Will climate change and the
demonisation of diesel help or
hinder buses?
Department for Transport statistics show
the average newly-registered car emits one
kilogram of CO2 every 4.3 miles, a figure
which can be beaten by the latest diesel bus
full of passengers.
Shifting just 10,000 people from cars onto
existing bus services for a 4.3-mile daily
commute would remove 20,000 tonnes of
carbon emissions in a year, according to
Centre for Cities.
Meanwhile, morning peak average
speeds in central London fell from 10mph
in 2006 to 7.5mph in 2016, causing a 10%
increase in NOx from diesel cars, but a 25%
increase from buses.
According to Greener Journeys: “A journey by a Euro 6 diesel car emits 10 times the
per-passenger NOx of a comparable journey by Euro VI bus. Progress in clean diesel
bus technology has dramatically exceeded
diesel car technology. Real-world testing demonstrates a 95% reduction in NOx
50
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imposing restrictions on more polluting vehicles.
While most have rejected the idea, Bristol is considering banning all diesel cars for several hours every
day. That includes the cleanest Euro 6 engines.
“I believe it is exceptionally brave of the council,
if not foolhardy,” says Freeman. “It is not rational
in that it affects just diesel, and any diesel, but that
might just have impact. I would favour a congestion
charge on the London style.
“We are just embarking on a massive injection of
biomethane buses into Bristol: 77 of them by April.
We are using waste food as the source, and that is a
very easy story to tell. I don’t think that is a greater
incentive for passengers than value for money. But
it is the icing on the cake.”

emissions compared with Euro V buses.
“Policy interventions must be based on
reducing emissions per passenger, rather
than the emissions per vehicle. This means
tougher action on diesel cars.”
Haigh observes: “None of this is easy
though. People on low incomes are very
often dependent on older diesel cars. We
have to construct a pricing system that
doesn’t unfairly penalise them.”
Powell believes it is still early days for
thinking about the bus as the solution in
terms of climate change and air quality.
“We’ve been through a big process of
retro-fitting all our buses up to Euro VI
standard,” he says. “A transition to zeroemission public transport is very challenging. But the ultimate goal is that buses
contribute to climate change nationally and
improved air quality locally.”
Wickham has just introduced a fleet of
electric buses linking Salisbury’s five parkand-ride sites. They require a large subsidy.
“I don’t think electric, of itself, will persuade people to use buses more,” he says.
“But any car, whatever it is, cannot compete
with a laden bus: one set of tyres, one motor.
The fewer vehicles, the less the damage.”

34
%
decline in bus
ridership
outside London

can define routes, set fares, frequencies
and quality standards.
Manchester is keen. Mayor Andy Burnham
wants to regulate bus routes, meaning firms
could be required to run unprofitable oper
ations that are deemed important for travellers. A decision is due this month (March).
However, the Confederation of Passenger
Transport warns that a nationwide rollout
of bus franchising threatens the finances of
operators.
Chief executive Graham Vidler says
the reforms could leave taxpayers with
a £135m bill and reduced efficiency: “A
franchised system would result in fare
increases and a delay of several years in any
significant improvement to bus services.”
The Centre for Cities think tank recommends every mayor should take up these
powers, with the system also extended to
all cities, not just those with elected mayors.
Its November 2019 report concludes:
“Boris Johnson pointed the finger of blame
for a 34% decline in bus ridership outside of
London and the 97% growth in the capital
at one thing: the lack of franchising powers
that London has uniquely enjoyed.”
It adds: “Because cities do not have control over bus services, they have done less
to address the problems of growing carbased congestion and falling bus ridership.
Cities are only indirectly exposed to the
decline in ridership and fare revenues this
causes, reducing the incentive to insulate
buses from congestion.”
Furthermore, mayors who also control
trams and local train services, such as in
Greater Manchester and Liverpool, have the
financial incentive to set the network to avoid
duplication and maximise efficiency. Costs
and revenues across different modes can be
treated as one, enabling ticketing, timetables
and the network to be aligned.
Centre for Cities report author
Simon Jeffrey says: “Cities are
responsible for the roads, the traffic
management, where new houses
and employment go. But buses
are run by private companies
over which they have no
control. Bringing those
back together aligns the
incentives.

“So if you put a congestion zone in, or a
workplace parking levy, you can increase
the number of buses at the same time and
be clear about exactly what you are doing.”
Jeffrey points out that private bus companies work largely as local monopolies.
“You’re not really putting public money
into the best potential bus company; you’re
putting it into the one that just happens to
already be in your area,” he says.
“The London model means politicians
can choose to provide free travel for old
or young people and decide whether to
increase or decrease prices.”
Powell at TfL is, not surprisingly, an
evangelist for the London system.
“We’re not planning routes around profitability, but around connecting people. We
are reducing the barriers to travel. Firstly,
with a smart card and now with contactless, you can now get on any bus in London
and use any card on any form of transport,
and we will never charge you more than
the cheapest rate,” he says. “We think that,
in itself, has stimulated a large number of
journeys, because it has stopped people
worrying about additional choices.
“And all the GPS data is put out by us to a
number of apps. You no longer have to go
to a bus stop and wait. You can see on your
phone all the different bus services due at
any stop. That enables people to make both
planned and spontaneous choices.
“TfL specifies where the buses will go, and
it specifies the nature of the vehicle: how
many doors, what accessibility and safety
features it should have. And it takes the revenue risk.”
Effectively, TfL specifies what it believes
will facilitate the growth of the city; the private bus operators work out how best to

Franchising
The Bus Services Act 2017 provides metropolitan mayors with the powers to franchise
bus operations, a method similar to the
model London has used since 2000. They

political will is ‘biggest barrier’ to buses
Buses are a simple, affordable, proven way of
allowing really dense use of city centres, which
is economically powerful, says Jeffrey, adding:
“Congestion is the under-supply of road space. You
have to reduce the demand from inefficient users in
city centres – cars.
“Everywhere that has congestion should have a
distance-based congestion charge. All cities want
great buses. They know they have to give up road
space to buses and they know that reduces congestion. The lack of financial benefit from doing politically difficult things is stopping them making those
choices.”
The benefits are wide-ranging, according to Haigh
of Greener Journeys: “Research by the University
of Leeds showed that a 10% improvement in bus
speeds nationally would be associated with 50,000
more people in employment.”
Increasingly, buses are required to accommodate passengers with the widest range of additional
needs. Universal accessibility adds cost and time.
“It presents opportunities,” says TfL’s Powell. “We
see it like this: the more sustainable choices we can

provide that. And it subsidises the service
to the tune of £700m a year, with no central
government subsidy.
“The business rates collected by the
mayor and the income from other services
are used to pay for the buses,” explains
Powell. “Because TfL doesn’t receive central funding, it also has to fund the roads,
whereas that doesn’t happen in every other
part of the country.
However, Freeman believes franchising is
a red herring.
“Metrobus is the nearest thing to any kind

provide to more people, the more the city can grow
without dependency on inefficient cars which slow
buses down. The more we can get equal access to
public transport from all kinds of people and from
all parts of London, the better the city will function.
“We work to a headline target that 80% of journeys
should be by public transport, walking and cycling.
Central London is already above that, but outer
London is not, and that’s where the challenge lies to
make it a sustainable city.”
Ultimately, political will is the “biggest barrier” to
buses, claims Freeman.
“The politicians just can’t bear the thought of
reducing road space, because drivers are votes,”
he says. “The only people who stand against it are
either very brave or unlikely to seek re-election.
When we talk about bus priority, the counterpoint
must be less space for cars. Buses should be for
winners, not for losers. That’s how we convince
politicians. If you’re a winner by making a positive
decision about your lifestyle and having an impact
on your environment by travelling green, you are
making a positive choice.”

of franchising in the Bristol area,” he says.
“People who are not operators of buses
tried to define routes and decide frequencies. I think it’s a backward step and it only
works if someone is going to produce very
large amounts of money to support the
operation, as in London.”
Edward Hodgson, managing director of
Stagecoach South, weighs in: “We don’t
see any place for franchising in our area. An
argument about who owns a particular bus
is missing the point. We have proved that
effective voluntary partnership working with
local authorities can achieve much more.”
While other cities might want what
London has, they forget that TfL spent vast
sums of public money to achieve its objectives. Outside of the capital, levels of public
expenditure are much lower.
“In many areas, I think franchising would
increase cost without necessarily increasing revenue,” says Wickham.
“Franchising is politically-driven. I think
it diverts attention from the bigger issues
of land use planning, congestion, reducing
speeds and pollution.”
Haigh adds: “The easy way to get people
to switch to public transport is to make driving cars more expensive. Then you can lay
whatever administrative structure you want
over the top – franchising or whatever. That
is a secondary decision.”
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