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FOREWORD

The bus and coach industry is now taking centre stage in the Government’s 
agenda to address travel issues, the environment and quality of life. 
Considerable investment is planned for new services, fleets of all-electric buses 
and more extensive priority measures. The time is certainly right to think of a 
career in this business, and play a role in this now valued mode of travel.

The aim of this book is to provide an insight into the workings of the 
road passenger transport industry, to help those keen to make a career in 
that business and to assist others who may have to deal with it from the 
outside, for example in local government, but without necessarily having 
had the opportunity to see how it all works.

Although this book seeks to describe the key planning, operating, social 
and environmental context in which both buses and coaches function, it is 
hoped that the reader will be encouraged to explore further, especially in the 
area where they work and live. Bus services must be designed and provided 
to meet the precise requirements of the locality in which they function, but 
equally there are standards and disciplines, especially regarding safety and 
reliability, that are nationwide.

Those working in the business provide a variety of skills in numerous 
professions and activities. It is very much dependent upon everyone with 
these different backgrounds and work methods coming together to work as 
a single team towards a single focus on the provision of quality services, and 
also being proud of doing so. The various chapters are written by such a 
variety of people, all of whom have had gathered enormous experience and 
understanding of the workings of the humble bus, which is increasingly 
recognized as having the potential to contribute far more to a sustainable 
lifestyle for both rural and urban communities.

We hope you enjoy reading all these contributions.

Austin Birks and John Carr,  
Bus and Coach Forum,  

Chartered Institute of Logistics and Transport
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PREFACE
Tony Francis and David Hurdle

It is important to begin by explaining the current context, trends and issues 
facing both the bus industry and those associated with it such as local au-
thorities, and to highlight some key messages for the future.

Buses have never been as important in their 200-year-and-more history as 
now. 50 per cent of all public transport passenger journeys in England are 
by bus. There are 33,900 buses, with London accounting for 29 per cent of 
them, and 51 per cent of all bus passenger journeys. (All the following infor-
mation applies to England, and is taken from the Department for Transport’s 
annual bus statistics for 2018/19 (Department for Transport, 2019)).

Trends

The overall trend in bus travel, that of decline, is clearly a major concern 
given the role that buses can play in encouraging more sustainable travel. 
Passenger journeys have fallen by 7 per cent from 1982 to 2018–19. Although 
there have been upward trends, eg during 2004–08, there has been a down-
ward trend since 2008. In London, bus use increased each year between 
1998/99 and 2012/13, since when it has declined each year; albeit still higher, 
22 per cent, in 2018/19 than in 2004/05.

Real–term increases in the cost of bus travel continue to contribute to the 
unattractiveness of using buses. In the year to March 2019, bus fares in-
creased by 3.3 per cent, faster than the annual all items Consumer Prices 
Index rate of inflation of 1.9 per cent. Between March 2005 and March 
2019, inflation rose 38 per cent, but bus fares rose 71 per cent.

Another worrying trend is that central and local government support for 
local bus services has been declining since 2009, putting further pressure on 
bus operations. Support consists of three elements:

1	 Payments for supported services. Bus mileage outside London has 
declined by 14 per cent since 2004/05. This has been driven by a 50 per 
cent decrease in local authority supported mileage.
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2	 The Bus Service Operators’ Grant (BSOG). This has decreased by 46 per 
cent in real terms between 2004/05 and 2018/19.

3	 Concessionary travel reimbursement. This comprises 47 per cent of total 
support. Concessionary travel (for older and disabled people, and young 
people where local authority schemes exist) makes up 34 per cent of bus 
passenger journeys.

There are huge variations in bus travel around England. Outside London 
the local authorities with the lowest bus passenger journeys per head are 
Rutland and Windsor and Maidenhead, with just 9 per year. Compare this 
with the highest – Brighton and Hove with 172, and Nottingham with 150. 
The average is 45. Out of the 88 authorities outside London, 70 saw a de-
crease from 2009/10 to 2018/19.

Issues

The debates on climate change and air pollution alone require urgent action 
and different policies. Quite simply, roads are used to over-capacity, and 
how we travel needs to change. Buses, with their efficient use of road space, 
contribute to an immediate and quality solution. But their role is often mis-
understood; with some justification, people have poor perceptions of them. 
They are sometimes unreliable, uncomfortable, and turn up late or not at all.

In 2018/19, 83 per cent of non-frequent services ran on time; ‘on time’ is 
defined as between one minute early and 5 minutes and 59 seconds late. This 
means that nearly one in five did not. There was also a large variation in 
punctuality between authorities, ranging from 63 per cent to 97 per cent. 
But this can change.

A key aspect of operating buses is that they use public roads that are 
owned and maintained by a variety of national, regional and local authori-
ties, unlike railways that have their own right of way. Roads are used by 
many other vehicles, and this can result in congestion, slow speeds and un-
predictable delays to buses. Highway authorities should be fully apprecia-
tive of this and of the ways that they can each assist efficient bus operation. 
They have an enormous influence in enabling efficient bus operation, and 
reliable and attractive services.

Furthermore, planning authorities can ensure that new developments 
such as housing, business and commercial centres build in and accommo-
date efficient bus operation. Employers should also be encouraging their 
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staff to travel more sustainably. Despite declining bus use throughout the 
United Kingdom, there have been some excellent examples of passenger 
growth. It can be achieved given the will.

And the role that buses can play in the future looks promising. The indus-
try is embracing new fuels and new technology. The vast majority of buses, 
92 per cent, have CCTV, 98 per cent have an Automatic Vehicle Location 
device, 74 per cent are enabled for payment by contactless bank card, and 
31 per cent have free WiFi.

A factor often not recognized is that bus travel is six times safer than car 
travel, and the safest of any form of travel; the fatality rates per billion pas-
senger miles being 0.3 and 1.8 respectively.

Messages

First we need to understand the bus industry and the essential assistance it 
needs. This book’s purpose is to do that. It is a manual aimed at:

●● people joining the industry;

●● those within it and progressing their careers, who could benefit from 
learning about good practice elsewhere (through case studies), and about 
greater co-operation with local authorities and other partners;

●● crucially, local authorities at all levels, and how they can assist bus operation 
and increase patronage.

Therefore, all aspects of bus operation are covered.
Part 1 of the book explains how the bus business works, from the legal 

framework to planning services, fares and revenue, and staffing. Part 2 then 
covers wider engagement. It stresses the importance of operators working in 
partnership with other organizations, be they local authorities, employers, 
developers. It examines the market for public transport, planning new hous-
ing to ensure efficient bus operation and maximum use, bus priority meas-
ures to ensure efficient operation, the particular challenge of providing rural 
bus services, Travel Planning with employers to reduce ‘drive-alone’ car use 
and maximize sustainable travel, buses’ social role, the all-important need to 
promote bus services and not just publicize them, and finally their future 
role in a rapidly-changing environmental context.

Although in decline, bus travel remains an important, and safe, form of 
travel. Yet as well as suffering from declining use, it is also witnessing less 
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financial support from central and local government and having to imple-
ment above-inflation fare rises.

The role of bus services needs to be far better appreciated and supported. 
Yet a key finding from preparing this book is the inconsistency throughout 
the country in supporting the bus industry. If ever there was a need for an 
effective national strategy, it is now. Buses can play a major short-term role 
in tackling climate change, which by its very nature requires urgent, and dif-
ferent, action now. As at 21 October 2019, 65 per cent of the UK’s councils 
had declared a climate change emergency (Climate Emergency UK, 2019). 
But bus operation needs the support of central and local government to do 
its job properly and efficiently, and to ensure all services are attractive to use.

The book has drawn upon the expertise and experience of many well-
respected professionals in, and close to, the industry. Each chapter leaves 
messages. These need to be acted upon to ensure that the industry contrib-
utes to more sustainable travel by being both efficient to operate and attrac-
tive to use. Operators working in partnership with other bodies is key.

A final message. Bus operators are not in business to run buses; they are 
in business to carry people, with a full understanding of their individual and 
collective needs.
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