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Response from Bus Users to a joint inquiry by the County All-Party 
Parliamentary Group and the County Councils Network into the 
decline of rural buses - May 2020 
 
The following submission outlines the decline of bus services in rural areas and the impact this is 
having on people, communities and economic growth. 
 
1 Reversing the Decline 
In June 2019 Bus Users UK issued a report “Rural Buses: Reversing the Decline” 1 which analysed the 
problem and its causes, and offered a ten-point plan to reverse it.  The analysis was based on 
referenced published research.  We have extracted sections of that report, below, for the purposes 
of this submission but a fuller explanation is available in the original document.   

 
2 Extent of Decline 
In recent years, bus services in rural communities have fallen significantly, with a drop in rural mileage 
of over 6%2. This has had a damaging effect on people, communities, businesses and opportunities in 
rural areas.  A lack of transport opportunity leads to social exclusion3. Social exclusion is not confined 
to older people or those with disabilities but all members of the community, especially younger people 
isolated from their peers and educational and employment opportunities4.  The impact is amplified in 
rural areas.  

 
3 Causes of Decline  

a. The causes of the decline in rural transport are varied, ranging from social changes in 
travel patterns to increased regulatory and legislative burdens.  

b. Local Authorities that do fund transport have not moved with changing patterns of life 
and work.  

c. The commercial market no longer provides adequate rural transport, as market forces 
have eliminated competition.  

d. The regulatory environment is failing consumers and causing additional problems for 
community transport providers which traditionally bridge the gaps. 
 

Section 4 of our report considered why rural buses are in decline:  
(4.1)  Work commissioned by CPT in 20175 found multiple reasons for the decline in use of 
public transport, including changes in the way we work, social media and online shopping. In 
both urban and rural settings, our travel needs are changing.    

                                                             
1 https://bususers.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Reversing-the-decline-in-rural-bus-services-
2019.pdf.pagespeed.ce.XmsuPfkHJH.pdf 
2 https://bettertransport.org.uk/sites/default/files/research-files/The-Future-of-Rural-Bus-Services.pdf  
3SEU: Making the Connections: Final Report on Transport and Social Exclusion 2003    
4  Campaign for Better Transport: Buses Matter, January 2011  
5 https://bettertransport.org.uk/sites/default/files/research-files/The-Future-of-Rural-Bus-Services.pdf 
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 (4.2)  City region bus networks with higher frequencies are able to adapt to these changes 
unlike rural routes which may have a single bus a day or week. 

  (4.3) Adding to this perfect storm are supply side factors, mainly legislative and 
regulatory:  

(4.3.1) In its evidence to the Department for Transport (DfT) in 2016, ALBUM6 said 
that an unintended (but not unforeseeable) consequence of the 2017 Bus Services 
Act franchise provisions was that network operators would repatriate profits into 
city networks, reducing cross subsidy in order to be more competitive in the event of 
city tendering.  Shareholder pressure means those same operators must concentrate 
on routes making higher returns. This usually excludes rural ones leaving rural 
networks doubly impacted. 
(4.3.2) The 1985 Transport Act was based on the 1984 White Paper on Buses. This 
made the case for reducing regulatory intervention on the basis that competition 
pushes up standards. Certainly, satisfaction levels are high among those people who 
have, and use, bus services. The safety net of Section 63 of the Act, allowing LAs to 
provide socially necessary services where commercial services are not feasible, has 
not prevented LAs from reducing or cutting services completely. This needs to be 
reformed. 
(4.3.4) While regulatory burdens have increased, funding, particularly in rural areas, 
has been reduced.  Even central government funding has hit rural areas harder being 
based on fuel rather than mileage. A higher proportion of rural bus route income is 
from this source, so any reduction in BSOG (20% in 2012) has a greater impact.    
(4.3.5)  Community transport (CT) has been used to plug the gaps in rural networks 
using Section 19 and 22 Permits instead of O Licences.  In July 2017, DfT 
reinterpreted sections of the 1985 Transport Act. This affected the sector’s ability to 
use cost advantages to run services lost to LA funding cuts. Loss of confidence 
among CT suppliers in government has damaged the future delivery of rural services. 
Plans to exempt routes under 10 miles from O Licence requirements is welcome but 
insufficient, as most journeys to local towns in rural areas exceed this distance. In 
addition, a misunderstanding of the term non-commercial in the area of CT has led 
some CT operators to pull out of this area of work. 
 (4.4)  Public services have been centralised and dispersed. Health services and 
education are now delivered in fewer locations on the edge of towns, making them 
harder for buses to serve.  
(4.5)  Traffic congestion affects tourist areas and rural to urban bus routes. Tax 
changes in the last decade have fuelled the growth of private motoring, and larger 
cars are further reducing road space. Bus operating costs are rising while income 
falls.  
(4.6)  The House of Lords Select Committee on the Rural Economy7 found 
insufficient attention has been paid to the impact of legislation and regulation on 
rural communities: “There is significant room for improvement when it comes to 
rural proofing. There are considerable weaknesses in terms of timing, consultation, 
transparency, accountability, urban bias and lack of coverage”. This has increased 
costs and reduced the value of grants and other income sources, particularly to rural 
bus routes.  
 
 
 
 

                                                             
6 The Association of Local Bus Managers 
7 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldrurecon/330/330.pdf 
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4 Impact of Decline 
a. Buses are a lifeline for people and local communities (expanded in section 2.1 of our 

report), providing access to: 
i. Education and training - increasing life opportunities  
ii. Employment – enabling people to make an economic contribution to society 

iii. Health and social care services - reducing the burden on health and adult social 
care budgets by improving health and wellbeing 

iv. Local economies – getting people to shops, markets, the theatre, cinemas and 
high streets  

v. Social connections – encouraging people to be active and independent, 
improving their quality of life and reducing the mental and physical health costs 
resulting from social exclusion and isolation 

b. Improving rural transport brings wide societal benefits8, including reducing congestion 
and pollution, inequality and social isolation (more information in 2.2 of our report). 

 We expanded this, point by point, in section 3 of our Report: 
(3.1) Education and Employment: Without access to affordable, reliable services, 
people struggle to access work experience placements and entry-level jobs which often 
require unsocial hours and weekend working. It becomes harder for local employers to 
find and retain staff. Students have fewer options when it comes to course selection 
and place of study. Home-to-school transport costs increase, as does pollution and 
congestion at peak commuting times. Bus use increases fitness levels and self-reliance 
among young people and encourages future bus use.  
(3.2) Health and Social care: The closure of vital services such as GP surgeries, 
coupled with the lack of access to affordable housing in areas where these services 
exist, has left many communities even more dependent on the bus. Cutting bus services 
creates a vicious cycle as people become increasingly socially isolated, experience 
greater physical and mental health issues, and are then unable to access the health and 
social care services they need for support9. In West Sussex, for example, it’s estimated 
that the cost of care for each elderly person who becomes dependent on the local 
council is around £547 a week or £28,000 per year10. 
(3.3) Economy: Cutting bus services is a false economy. According to Greener 
Journeys, bus users create more than £64 billion worth of goods and services: 
“Investment in buses and bus infrastructure does not just have direct transport 
benefits. It affects the fabric of society in the most fundamental of ways. The bus is a 
vital tool of connectivity, growth and social inclusion”11.   The impact of bus users on 
High streets and shopping areas of towns and cities cannot be underestimated. A study 
by Leeds University12 found that: “City centres provide the most even distribution of 
access modes, with bus and car vying with each other for the largest number of trips 
(around 30%)”. Bus users create more than £64 billion of goods and services13.  Social 
connections: The bus plays a significant factor in combating loneliness as shown in a 
recent survey on behalf of Greener Journeys (13). It found that almost two in three 

                                                             
8KPMG for Greener Journeys 2017 report “The True Value of Local Bus Services “ which finds “it is clear that investment in 

local bus markets generates significant benefits to passengers, other road users and the wider community.”  
9 https://www.ageuk.org.uk/documents/en-
gb/forprofessionals/policy/transport/bus_services_in_rural_areas_may2013.pdf?dtrk=true 
10 10 http://www2.westsussex.gov.uk/ds/edd/ah/ah07_17-18.pdf 
11 https://greenerjourneys.com/news/benefits-of-bus-investment-revealed-after-chancellor-
extendstransforming-cities-fund/ 
12 University of Leeds, Institute for Transport Studies, Buses and Economic Growth, 2012 
13 https://www.comresglobal.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Greener-Journeys_ComRes_Data-Tables_September-

2018.pdf 
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people, and 83% of younger people, admit to feeling lonely. A third (33%) of people 
admit that they deliberately catch the bus to have some human contact and for some, a 
bus driver, barista or store attendant might be the only person they speak to in a day.  
Two thirds of bus users surveyed believe that the bus creates strong community ties.  
(3.4) Wider society: Each double-decker bus takes up to 75 cars off the road, 
reducing congestion and improving air quality for everyone. Cuts to bus services force 
those who have the option, to switch to private transport, leading to rising inequality, 
congestion and pollution, increased social isolation particularly among vulnerable 
groups, and the decline of local economies. Lack of transport opportunity is changing 
the face of the UK’s rural community. The rise in holiday homes is reducing the housing 
stock and increasing house prices, making it even harder for young people to remain in 
their original communities14. Weekenders tend to have their own private transport 
which adds to congestion and reduces air quality.  
 

5 Innovations by local authorities that could be scaled across the country 
Many local authorities and politicians put their faith in demand responsive transport (DRT) as the 
alternative to conventional bus services running to fixed routes and timetables in rural areas. 
Research from Transport Focus published in 2016, however, showed that where DRT services 
replaced conventional services completely, passenger numbers fell.  
 
When DRT and conventional services are run alongside each other, as they were in the case of 
Lincolnshire’s original Call Connect service, they have successfully been able to meet the needs of 
local communities. 
 
6  Reversing the decline  
We have developed a 10 point plan which we believe offers ways to revive rural bus services 
through a combination of regulatory reforms and making space for innovation. 
  6.1  Reform the role of Traffic Commissioners to have regard for the interests of bus users.  

The review of regulation announced by the Senior Traffic Commissioner in May 2019 should 
be considered urgently if rural bus networks are to be saved. The DVSA’s role should be 
modernised to make it more accessible and user-friendly, and it should be bought under the 
direct control of the Regulator, following the Scottish model.  
6.2  Lower barriers of entry to the industry without compromising safety, to encourage 
new start businesses.  
Financial Standing regulations in particular should be reformed to remove discrimination 
against SMEs and rural areas.  
6.3  Reform Section 63 of the 1985 Transport Act to give local authorities a ‘duty’ rather 
than a ‘power’ under the Act.  
Require local authorities to set out a transport plan on which the public should be properly 
consulted.   
6.4  Reform the local transport responsibilities of local authorities to promote a consumer-
led approach.  
Local authorities should be required to have a rural bus strategy, updated and rolled forward 
at regular intervals, and delivered in accordance with Local Plan Reviews to align transport 
provision with new housing.  
6.5  Issue guidance on school start and finish times.  
The 1944 Education Act requires free transport to be provided to school: any changes to 
these times has consequences on cost and air quality. School governors do not have to have 
regard to the cost of changes and simply externalise them. They should have to compensate 
LAs for this extra cost, with funding ringfenced for rural bus network provision. Welsh and 

                                                             
14 https://www.york.ac.uk/media/chp/documents/2005/SecondHomes.pdf 
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Scottish schools do not have freedom to decide school hours – there is no reason why 
English schools should.  
6.6  Reform community transport regulations.  While CT operators are non-commercial 
entities, their operations can be so successful they become commercial. In these cases, LAs 
can put the service out to tender, with the reverse also being possible when a commercial 
service ceases to be viable. This has no impact on passengers. Making the costs the same for 
both, even though there is no direct competition, will force CT operators out of the local bus 
sector.  The concept of ‘short distance’ should be based on the need to access essential 
services rather than mileage.  
6.7  Increase rural accessibility.  
Commercial operations are not sufficient to meet all the transport needs of rural residents 
and businesses. However, commercially-run inter-urban routes, fed by local routes from 
rural areas, should be encouraged. This increases rural accessibility and channels revenue to 
trunk routes, making them more sustainable.   
6.8  Trial ideas for new models of rural bus provision built on community interest or 
cooperative principles.  
All regulations should be suspended for the trial, with the exception of safety regulations, to 
encourage new start entrepreneurs and genuinely creative approaches.   
6.9  Make local partnership working a requirement between local authorities and bus 
operators of any kind.  
This could help resolve rural transport problems without the need for yet more regulation.   
6.10  Address the transport needs of the rural population.  
The Office of National Statistics differentiates rural, deep rural and semi-rural, but all have 
transport needs which are not currently being met. Joined-up approaches are essential to 
ensure that no community is left isolated and that the gap between rural and urban dwellers 
in terms of social isolation, poverty and loneliness, is not widened. Bus Users UK has the 
knowledge and expertise to assist with the all aspects of this plan.  
 

7 The impact of COVID-19  
 a. Social distancing on rural buses completely undermines their viability.  A bus designed 

to carry about 35 passengers can instead only now take between 7 and 10 depending 
on the exact interior layout.  For some journeys this may be adequate. However as most 
rural bus routes are designed around schools, these need to be filled to normal capacity 
to be cost-effective for both the local education authority and for the operator. Our 
concern is that, unchanged, the social distancing requirement will seriously impact rural 
bus services, leading to more isolation, social exclusion and mental health issues now 
associated with loneliness.   We are mindful that the WHO social distancing 
requirement, without facial covering, is 1m compared with the UK government’s 2m.   
Adopting the WHO advice would treble the capacity, increasing the viability of services. 

 b. The long term impact is less clear.  Much will depend upon (a) the state of local 
economies and High Streets, (b) the state of local authority finances and their political 
priorities, and (c) the extent to which people who are now considering changing their 
travel habits keep to their new normal.  Early attitudinal studies for a range of 
organisations indicate that there will be an unwillingness to use public transport due to 
social distancing concerns, and it depends how ingrained these attitudes become. 

 c. We are not able to comment on the adequacy of funding so far. We are concerned, 
however, that even if the Department amends social distancing requirements, public 
perception will remain unchanged. This means that revenue will fall permanently, 
causing a need for greater funding going forward. We believe the proposals in our Ten 
Point Plan, especially reform of the regulatory regime on which the Department for 
Transport is now consulting, aimed at reducing the cost of regulation but not impacting 
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road or passenger safety, is key to reducing operating costs to help offset part of the 
predictable revenue reduction. 

 d. Demand for bus services will change but less so in rural areas. Rural buses tend to carry 
proportionately fewer people to work and more for leisure or shopping trips and 
hospital visits.  The concern has to be, however, that changing work patterns and 
flexible working will reduce the number of vehicles in operators’ fleets, thereby 
reducing their availability between work times. 

 
8 Additional powers or levers that would make the biggest difference to provision of bus 
services in county/rural areas 
Our 10-point plan offers a road map for real change to reverse the decline in rural buses and we 
believe that it should be considered as part of the government’s bus strategy.  
 
Points 6.1 to 6.4 and 6.6 directly answer the question you have posed, and in point 6.8 we 
recommend setting up a trial area. While previous trial areas experimented with an individual 
element of change (in 1984 for example) we propose putting all relevant changes into one area.  
 
There has been a suggestion that franchising could resolve the problems of transport in rural areas. 
However, as to whether franchising would enable authorities to start new routes, it seems irrelevant 
to rural areas where the majority of routes are already contracted to local authorities. This does not 
seem to have ever had any impact on the financial viability or stability of a bus route in rural areas. It 
does subject them to political whim, where some counties such as Cumbria or Oxfordshire offer no 
subsidy at all, and counties like Cornwall take a far more community-centred approach.  
 
In particular, the suggested elements of regulatory reform are key to reducing costs and opening up 
the market to new entrants. These would also allow the small sums of money which are available to 
be used for safety measures and the provision of services rather than arbitrary regulatory 
requirements which often have no relevance to the rural environment. We suggest a trial area for 
such untrammelled services to investigate what models could prove replicable.  
 
The way in which the bus industry and government has responded swiftly to the Covid-19 crisis 
demonstrates how flexible and swift change can be in this sector, if needed. By placing consumer 
interest as the catalyst for future change under a new Bus Strategy, huge improvements could be 
seen quickly and make a substantial improvement to the lives of people in rural areas. This, in turn, 
would improve the health, wellbeing and survival of many communities and the economy of rural 
regions.  
 
As ever, Bus Users stands ready to help make this happen.  
 
About Bus Users 
Bus Users is a registered charity that campaigns for accessible, inclusive public transport. We are 
also the only dedicated Alternative Dispute Resolution body for the bus and coach industry. 
 
Bus Users UK is a registered charity (1178677 and SC049144), and a Company Limited by Guarantee 
(04635458). 
 
Bus Users UK, Victoria Charity Centre, 11 Belgrave Road, London SW1V 1RB 
 
Tel: 03000 111 0001 
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www.bususers.org  
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