
1 | P a g e  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Call for evidence on Carbon Offsetting:  
Submission from Bus Users 
 
September 2019 
 
 
Summary 
 

 Bus and coach travel offers the most environmentally-friendly form of public transport: this 
needs to be explained more widely to the public 

 FlixBus, unlike most UK operators, offers a carbon offsetting scheme with a growing, though not 
yet sizeable, uptake 

 Carbon offsetting is not seen as an adequate way of addressing the environmental damage 
created by carbon-emitting transport, rather as a way to assuage guilt 

 The best way of reducing our impact on the environment is not to use carbon-emitting forms of 
transport: for many people this is simply too big a sacrifice   

 Bus Users believes the best way forward is to invest in clean fuel transport modes across the 
board, as soon as possible, and to strongly disincentivise all environmentally damaging modes. 

 
Understanding 
 
All research clearly shows that travelling by bus or coach is the most environmentally-friendly form 
of transport, including comparisons to ‘clean’ private cars which still have a damaging impact1.  UK 
data also shows that coaches emit 0.03 kg of CO2 per passenger-kilometre; half that of trains and 
radically smaller than the 0.11 kg emitted by cars, and 0.18 kg by airplanes2. 
 
It is equally clear that, while young people are calling for action to halt climate change and the 
science is incontrovertible, it is not usually the most important factor governing choice of travel 
mode. Our own complaints data and the annual Bus Passenger Survey carried out by Transport 
Focus3 show that the main issues for passengers are punctuality, reliability and affordability, with a 
strong added factor of convenience. In particular, delays caused by having to change bus part-way 
through the route deters travellers4, and delays caused by congestion adds to their frustration: this 
will not be resolved by a move towards private electric vehicles.  
 

                                                             
1 http://www.busandcoach.travel/images/infographics/green/infographicgreenerwaytogetthere1.png   
2 Pew Centre on Climate Change 
3 http://d3cez36w5wymxj.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/13201914/Bus-Passenger-Survey-
Autumn-2018-summary-of-key-results-in-England.pdf  
4https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffmcmahon/2013/03/06/top-eight-reasons-people-give-up-on-public-
transit/#5f27600dfd84  
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Information on the impact of different modes on specific journeys is not widely available in the UK 
so it is not easy to know whether giving that choice to consumers would inform the choices they 
ultimately make. One German company, FlixBus, has offered a carbon offset option to passengers 
when booking online since 2017, which is taken up by only around 10% of its customers5. FlixBus 
offers this option once a journey has been selected in its online booking process. It also uses its 
environmental credentials on its promotional materials6 as the fifth reason to travel with the 
company after cost, comfort, convenience and punctuality. FlixBus claims that around 70% of its 
customers are choosing to use the coach over private transport for environmental reasons. This 
company offers carbon offsets unlike any UK operator: if they are successful in their bid to secure a 
licence to work in the UK, they could pave the way for others to follow. 
 
While larger bus and coach companies are providing emissions figures annually, and SERC 
(Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting) makes this mandatory, it has not yet translated into 
products aimed at helping passengers offset these emissions. Even Transdev, which operates a 
carbon offsetting scheme in its Green Tomato taxi service, does not offer a carbon offset option to 
its bus passengers.  Instead, these industries are focusing heavily on reducing their overall 
environmental impact with green, clean vehicles and are well in advance of the haulage and 
motoring industries in this respect. Most UK bus and coach companies are, however, keeping an eye 
on the carbon offsetting options and looking at the various possible offers. We are not aware of any 
that have yet launched a carbon offset option to passengers.  
 
Currently there appears to be no commercial advantage to be had by offering a carbon offset option. 
Only by testing the market would it be possible to know whether consumers would choose this 
option, so there would need to be a push to make this happen either from Government, or through 
the successful trial by a competitor.  
 
Bus Users believes that the information which is already available about the relative environmental 
benefits of differing modes of transport should be made available in convenient ways to customers. 
It also needs to be part of a wider public information campaign on mass media and via schools’ 
packs, to start changing the mindset and understanding of the wider public. This would require a 
public information campaign backed by various departments across Government (Education, 
Employment, Housing, Business as well as Transport) to avoid the cynicism that would greet 
commercial advertising.  
 
We also believe that the publication of emissions per passenger and comparative information about 
emissions on a particular journey by different modes is the most likely option to engage passengers 
who already have a level of general awareness and concern. This should be available on a searchable 
website and be well-publicised. It may take some time before all the required information is 
produced and available, but any search which cannot be fulfilled could result in a page showing the 
kind of infographic provided at Reference 1. It could also carry a message along the lines of ‘The 
specific search is not yet available but the general information in this chart may help you decide’. 
 
It would be useful for bus and coach operators to combine their data to create a searchable 
database of their emissions and greening plans. This would be accessible to anyone wishing to make 
more informed travel choices. There would need to be clear guidance from Government that this 
would not breach Competitions & Markets Authority rules. 
 
 
 

                                                             
5  https://www.flixbus.co.uk/company/sustainability 
6 https://www.flixbus.co.uk/ 

https://www.flixbus.co.uk/company/sustainability
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The role of Offsetting 
 
Despite the strenuous efforts which have gone into ensuring that carbon offset schemes have real 
impact, there is still a significant lack of confidence in this as a means of overcoming the damage 
done, even in areas where carbon offsetting is an available option such as long-haul flights7. 
Research commissioned by the EU in 2017 showed that even the best schemes have not reduced 
emissions8.  
 
At best, carbon offsetting appears to be ‘better than nothing’ for people who are genuinely trying to 
reduce their personal carbon footprint, but is seen by many environmental experts as a dangerous 
distraction, likely to reduce interest in mitigating or reducing our emissions9. 
 
There is a window of opportunity to influence the public attitude as we experience a gradual shift 
towards ‘green guilt’, leading to an understanding of the need to address climate change.  Carbon 
offsetting may be one tool that enables people to feel they are doing something of value, providing 
that access to such schemes is clear and easy, and the quality control remains high and easily 
verified. A ‘kitemark’ for appropriately accredited schemes could be provided by the Government to 
increase consumer confidence and encourage more bus and coach operators to offer this option. 
Bus Users would be happy to help in developing such a scheme. 
 
The bigger picture 
 
The World Health Organisation’s sustainable transport policy states: “Many sustainable transport 
strategies to reduce climate change risks have large, immediate health benefits for the majority of 
the world’s population, and large equity benefits for vulnerable groups. Well-designed transport 
policies and infrastructure investment priorities can lead to far-reaching reductions in traffic-related 
health risks from air and noise pollution and injuries.” There can be no question that people are 
more interested now in the subject of their personal impact on the planet, and are far more likely 
than their forebears to consider how they can reduce this. 
  
The more difficult it is to get appropriate information, the easier it is to put off the kinds of 
inconvenience and sacrifices these choices would involve to another day10. We all know we need to 
take more exercise, and the easy availability of apps to tell us how many steps we’ve taken, how 
many calories are burned by swimming X lengths of a pool and so on, leaves us with fewer excuses 
to avoid doing what we need to do. The same logic applies here, and the easier it is to make a green 
travel choice, the more likely it is that we will.  
 
Bus Users believes that a green transport strategy needs to encompass all aspects and modes of 
travel, ensuring that carbon offsetting is just one choice among many. We should be investing 
heavily in the kind of fuels and technology that will enable people to make green travel choices 
without huge sacrifice.  
 
Buses and coaches need to be seen as part of the solution, rather than the problem. These forms of 
transport are further ahead than any other in reducing their impact on the environment, and can act 
as an exemplar to other modes. However, more assistance is still needed to keep the green 
momentum moving among all operators, particularly those with smaller operations or rural routes 

                                                             
7https://www.wired.co.uk/article/carbon-offsetting-uk-flights  
8 https://www.responsibletravel.com/copy/carbon-offsets 
9 Professor Kevin Anderson of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research in Manchester, UK. 
10 https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/neuronarrative/201707/8-reasons-why-its-so-hard-really-
change-your-behavior 
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where electric buses are much harder to operate.  Advice should also be given to Local Authorities 
about the way in which buses and coaches are treated in Clean Air Zone restrictions. Currently, 
unnecessary restrictions are often placed on buses (Band B option), without implementing any 
restrictions on private cars (Band D option), for fear of alienating the electorate, when the evidence 
would suggest the opposite approach would be more effective. 
  
The time is right for a clear message to be given that buses and coaches are an essential tool in the 
war against climate change, if we are to prevent the catastrophic scenarios being forecast.  
 
Bus Users 
 
Bus Users is responding to this call for evidence as a charity focused on the social, economic and 
environmental advantages of public transport: specifically buses and coaches. 
 
We are responding on behalf of the 5.8million people across the UK who catch the bus every day. 
 
The mission of Bus Users is to bring people and communities together, through socially inclusive 
transport. We aim to ensure that all communities, wherever they are and whatever their needs may 
be, have access to the best possible transport links. We work to make public transport inclusive and 
accessible, promote high standards of transport planning and delivery, raise awareness of the effects 
of transport poverty on loneliness, isolation and social exclusion, and resolve passenger complaints. 
 
We have worked closely with the Department for Transport to advise on passenger rights, the 
passenger involvement aspects of the Bus Services Act 2017, the detail of the proposed Accessible 
Information Regulation and all other matters where input on behalf of passengers is needed.  
 
We deal with complaints from bus passengers and work alongside communities to make the case for 
continuing service provision and subsidy. We also hold regular events in rural and urban settings to 
enable residents to make local transport providers and policymakers understand their needs and the 
impact of poor transport on people at risk of isolation and social exclusion.  
 
We are an approved Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) Body for bus and coach passengers, and 
the nominated body for dealing with complaints under the European Passenger Rights Regulation 
2013 / (The Rights of Passengers in Bus and Coach Transport (Exemptions and Enforcement) 
(Amendment) Regulations 2017). Bus Users UK Charitable Trust is a Registered Charity numbers 
1178677 and SC049144 and a Company Limited by Guarantee Registration Number: 04635458 
 
Bus Users  
Victoria Charity Centre 
11 Belgrave Road 
London SW1V 1RB 
 
Tel: 03000 111 0001 
enquiries@bususers.org 
www.bususers.org  
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