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Department for Transport Consultation paper
‘LOCAL BUS SERVICE SUPPORT - OPTIONS FOR REFORM’

TravelWatch SouthWest
The South West Public Transport Users’ Forum (SWPTUF) was established in 2001 to promote the interests of public transport users in the South West of England government region (comprising the counties of Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire, Somerset and Wiltshire and the unitary authorities of Bath and North East Somerset, Bournemouth, Bristol, North Somerset, Plymouth, Poole, South Gloucestershire, Swindon and Torbay) – the Forum became a Community Interest Company, limited by guarantee, in August 2005. Membership of the South West Public Transport Users’ Forum CIC is open to every ‘not-for-profit’ organisation in the South West England government region whose sole or principal purpose is to represent the users of any public transport service or to promote the development of public transport services – membership is also open to other ‘not-for-profit’ organisations’ in the South West England government region who represent the interests of special and potential classes of public transport users e.g. the disabled or the elderly.

SWPTUF, which is a social enterprise company, acts as an advocate for passengers to lobby for the improvement of public transport in the region and works closely with the South West Regional Assembly and with the South West Regional Development Agency – with the dissolution of the former Rail Passengers Committee for Western England in July 2005, SWPTUF is now the sole representative body for public transport users throughout the South West England region. SWPTUF is currently funded by the South West Regional Assembly, South West Regional Development Agency, local authorities and a number of public transport operators. SWPTUF adopted the trading name of TravelWatch SouthWest in June 2006.
This response to the DfT consultation paper is based on responses from member organisations.
Introduction

TravelWatch SouthWest supports changes to the Bus Service Operators Grant designed to incentivise the use of fuel-efficient and/or low carbon vehicles, provided that sufficient time is allowed for operators to invest in newer, more fuel efficient vehicles, as and when manufacturers make them available.

TravelWatch SouthWest considers that the Department for Transport should consider the linkage of Bus Service Operators Grant payments to performance against targets for bus speeds in urban areas. 
It is considered essential that any changes to the Bus Service Operators Grant must not have any short and medium term impact on the financial viability of existing bus services, particularly in rural areas – one in six households in rural areas in the South West does not have access to a car and therefore rely on buses to access to educational and health facilities and for shopping.

Any changes to the Bus Service Operators Grant must be designed to avoid any related withdrawals of commercial and supported bus services in both rural and urban areas.

Response to Proposals
Preferred Options
Proposal 1: BSOG rate capped at a minimum fuel efficiency level

TravelWatch SouthWest is in favour of rewarding bus companies that operate fuel-efficient vehicles, but does not support this proposal, unless the Department for Transport introduces certain safeguards.
Many modern vehicles are far less fuel efficient than the older buses which were replaced – some operators in the South West have stated that a modern low floor vehicle uses twice as much fuel as the old high floor bus which was replaced. It is imperative that the introduction of this proposal incentivises both bus manufacturers and operators to focus on ensuring that future new buses are much more fuel-efficient than existing modern vehicles.
TravelWatch SouthWest would therefore support the retention of the existing reimbursement arrangements for all buses registered on or before 31 March 2012 – new buses registered on or after 1 April 2012 would only attract Bus Service Operators Grant, if the vehicle met the stipulated fuel efficiency target. The Department of Transport could consider tiered rates of reimbursement linked to the fuel efficiency of vehicles registered on or after 1 April 2012.

The savings from the introduction of a ‘capping system’ should either be used to increase the reimbursement for fuel-efficient vehicles or to provide financial support for smaller operators or community transport providers to invest in newer fuel-efficient vehicles. TravelWatch SouthWest is concerned that smaller operators and community transport providers are faced with significant financial challenges to meet the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) relating to passenger-carrying vehicles from the middle of the next decade.

Proposal 2: New arrangements for Low Carbon Buses (LCBs)
TravelWatch SouthWest is again in broad support of incentivising operators to invest in low carbon buses, but has serious reservations about the impact of this proposal on small companies or community transport organisations which provide bus services which are either financially marginal or which are operated with support from local authorities – how does the Department for Transport propose that small companies or community transport organisations acquire low carbon vehicles, which are more costly to purchase, without financial support from the public sector?

The implementation of this particular proposal could lead to a reduction in bus services in both rural and urban areas, as the increased cost of acquiring low carbon buses impacts on the financially viability of marginal and supported services.

Proposal 3: Devolve BSOG payments to areas undertaking Quality Contracts including London
TravelWatch SouthWest sees some merit in this proposal, but has concerns about potential implementation issues.

It is considered that the implementation of this particular proposal could lead to much higher administration costs, particularly if the whole of Greater London, a Passenger Transport Executive area or an Integrated Transport Authority was not covered by quality contract(s) - bus operators would continue to submit claims relating to mileage operated outside a quality contract area, while a local authority would have the additional costs of administering the distribution of the grant monies received from the Department for Transport.

This proposal does not address the issue of payments for services (e.g. Section 19 services) which may not be included within a quality contract scheme. TravelWatch SouthWest is concerned that the payment of grants to local authorities would further exacerbate the issue of the balance of funding between ‘low-cost, high-use’ (principally in urban areas) and ‘low-use, high-cost’ bus services (principally in rural areas), which could lead to a worsening of rural accessibility. 
Proposal 4: Tiered rates of BSOG
TravelWatch SouthWest fully supports the use of smartcard technology to facilitate travel on all modes of public transport, but is concerned at the potential short and medium term impact of this particular proposal. 

The cost of the necessary back-office systems to support the use of smartcards is high and many smaller companies and community transport providers would be faced with a very substantial increase in financial overheads, which are unlikely to be recouped through increased patronage or higher BSOG payments.
A number of bus companies and local authorities in South West England have either implemented or considered the introduction of smartcards – there are currently three smartcard systems in the region which are not ITSO compliant. BSOG funding could be offered to upgrade existing smartcard systems to make them fully ITSO compliant - funding could also be made available to facilitate the introduction of further ITSO compliant systems. TravelWatch SouthWest is concerned that there is currently no legislation that ensures that a bus operator has to accept such tickets within the relevant geographical area.

It is likely that this proposal could be in the short term and medium term disadvantage operators of bus services in rural areas. The customer benefits of smart cards (‘seamless’ travel, cash free transactions leading to quicker boarding and reduced journey times) are likely to mean that most of the early schemes are likely to be introduced in urban areas with high bus patronage – smart cards are far less likely to be introduced in the short and medium term for use on rural bus services, thereby potentially disadvantaging these routes which meet vital accessibility needs.
Proposal 5: Payment of BSOG in Arrears and e-submission of claims
TravelWatch SouthWest is strongly opposed to the proposal that BSOG should be paid in arrears – this proposed change would have a very significant impact on the cash-flow of smaller operators and community transport providers, which could lead to operators totally withdrawing from the industry or alternatively withdrawing services, whether operated commercially or with local authority support.

The electronic submission of reimbursement claims is supported – the Department for Transport should ensure that this initiative leads to a reduction in the administration costs of this grant scheme. 

Proposal 6: Safe and Fuel Efficient Driving demonstration

TravelWatch SouthWest fully supports the Safe and Efficient Driving (SAFED) demonstration programme, which is designed to encourage fuel efficient driving in the bus sector. 

The introduction of the PSV driver Certificate of Professional Competence from September 2008, which requires all bus drivers to undertake thirty-five hours of approved training every five years, should be used not only for the nationwide implementation of SAFED, but also to substantially improve the customer service skills of the staff of bus operators. There has been substantial investment in new, more accessible vehicles and in the supporting infrastructure to promote bus travel in recent years – there has not, to date, been sufficient investment to develop the skill sets of bus drivers to enable them to deliver improved customer service quality.
Alternative Options

Proposal A: Continue with existing system
TravelWatch SouthWest supports changes to the Bus Service Operators Grant designed to incentivise the use of fuel-efficient and/or low carbon vehicles, provided that sufficient time is allowed for operators to invest in better vehicles. It is considered essential that any changes to the Bus Service Operators Grant must not have any short and medium term impact on the financial viability of existing bus services, particularly in rural areas – any changes must be designed to avoid any related withdrawals of commercial and supported bus services in both rural and urban areas.

Proposal B: Punctuality
TravelWatch SouthWest does not support the linkage of grant payments to punctuality – bus operators could simply extend journey times to meet punctuality targets, following the lead of many train companies. 

The consultation paper (paragraph 54) rightly raises the issue of differential reimbursement rates for different geographical areas. The Department for Transport should therefore consider linking BSOG payments to the achievement of bus speed targets in urban areas – the target would vary between different urban areas. Highway authorities could receive a proportion of the bus service operators grant in return for the implementation of bus priority measures designed specifically to increase bus speed – the bus operator would benefit from lower costs with reduced journey times and increased patronage and revenue. The use of BSOG to incentivise higher bus speeds would produce improved environmental benefits compared, for example, with the use of low carbon buses. The use of bus speeds for incentive payments under the Bus Service Operators Grant scheme would meet three of the Government’s current strategic aims:-

i) Better environmental outcomes

ii) Reduced congestion, particularly in key urban areas, contributing to improved productivity and competitiveness

iii) Improved bus service quality, leading to growth in passenger journeys  
Proposal C: Distance Based Payment
This proposal would be likely to favour many inter-urban and rural services, which benefit from higher bus speeds, to the detriment of short distance urban routes. The introduction of a distance based payment system could lead to unforeseen impacts on the current provision of bus services, with potential falls in patronage resulting from network revisions designed to maximise grant reimbursement.

Proposal D: Direct Funding of Traveline  
TravelWatch SouthWest fully supports the proposal that central Government should fund the national Traveline facility, as it should reduce administration costs, facilitate organisational efficiencies and remove the inequality that where a bus operator fails to pay his call charges, the amount has to be reimbursed by other bus operators or by local authorities in a particular region.

TravelWatch SouthWest does not consider that central Government funding of the national Traveline facility should be provided from the monies allocated for Bus Service Operators Grant. The regional Traveline organisations should be made to meet uniform service standards and to use a national telephone number that does not incur premium call charges, as a condition of central Government funding.
If the funding mechanism for the national Traveline facility is fundamentally altered, then it will be necessary to review the current governance arrangements and to ensure that both bus operators and local authorities continue to be fully engaged.
Potential Longer-Term Options
There is obviously merit in evaluating all the various current funding streams for the provision of local public transport services, but it is essential that any review should take full account of the different objectives for each of the current separate schemes e.g. Bus Service Operators Grant and Concessionary Fares funding have different objectives
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