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Bus operators in England have had to make rapid changes to services in response to the current health 
crisis.  
 
During the height of the Government’s lockdown, operators experienced a 90% reduction in passenger 
numbers on the previous year, and were running roughly 40% of services.i As the rules on lockdown 
are eased, the message from Government is to “avoid using public transport where possible. Instead 
try to walk, cycle, or drive.”ii Transport Secretary Grant Shapps has also announced that from 15 June, 
face coverings on public transport in England will be mandatoryiii. 
 
Bus Users has consistently called on operators to communicate all service changes to passengers in an 
accessible and timely way. In light of messaging to discourage bus travel in favour of private vehicles, 
we have also called on operators to communicate what steps they are taking to make bus journeys 
safe for anyone needing to travel, and what steps passengers should take in order to keep themselves 
and others safe. 
 
While we recognise that a significant number of people do not have access to the Internet or mobile 
devices, the purpose of this paper is specifically to look at how effectively some operators have been 
using online platforms to keep passengers informed. It is worth noting that we would also expect 
operators to be communicating with audio and visual information wherever possible, and working 
with the local community to ensure they are communicating as widely as possible.  
 
This paper does not comment on how well operators have been delivering services and meeting the 
needs of passengers during this time. 
 
Positive use of social media 
 
Some operators have been active online and have kept their websites, apps and social media 
platforms up-to-date with passenger information.  
 
Larger groups including First, Stagecoach, Arriva, Go-Ahead and NX Bus obviously have access to 
greater resources and have subsequently performed well, posting updates and guidance several times 
a day, reminding passengers of safety and notifying them of changes to services.  
 
All these operators have clear links to customer service contact details on their websites.   
 
First and Stagecoach provide clear information on their websites on how to apply for ticket refunds. 

 

Despite the differences in resources, some smaller operators have performed extremely well in terms 
of online passenger communication.   
 



 
 

 
 

Of particular note are Courtney Buses, Transdev Blazefield, Morebus and Uno Bus who provided 
regular updates on their websites and social media about the developing situation and changes to 
services. 
 
These operators provided clear and simple information for passengers on how to travel safely (social 
distancing, opening windows, wearing face coverings, travelling off-peak) and what steps they are 
taking to maintain safety on board. 
 
Room for improvement 
 
While some operators made a positive start to informing passengers of changes at the beginning of 
the pandemic, many failed to update or refresh their messaging further.  
 
This was more evident among smaller, often family-run operators who were experiencing staff 
shortages themselves as a result of the health crisis, and were targeting resources towards essential 
operations.  
 
Some operators posted timetable changes, for example, at the start of the pandemic, but posted no 
other updates and made no specific reference to the impact of COVID-19.  
 
In one case in particular, the operator’s social media accounts were visible but inaccessible to the 
public.  
 
In a small number of cases where operators actually ceased or suspended trading, some websites and 
social media platforms failed to communicate this information. 
 
Given the immediacy of online communications, passengers would have benefitted and been 
reassured by a holding statement at the very least.  
 
The lack of reference to, or information on COVID-19, gave the appearance of business as usual. 
 
Above and beyond 
 
Clearly resources and staff capacity are a significant factor in how some operators are able to 
communicate with their passengers during the COVID-19 crisis. 
 
Some operators have led the way, however, in ensuring their passengers are up-to-date with service 
changes, and can be reassured that their operator is doing all it can to make travel as safe as possible. 
 
Transdev Blazefield, Go-Ahead and others have produced videos showing passengers what they have 
been doing to improve safety, and what their passengers should do to protect themselves and others.   
 
Go-Ahead and First have developed their apps so passengers can live track available capacity on buses 
to plan their journeys during the crisis.  
 
Smaller operators have been no less effective in utilising what resources they have, posting regular 
updates, inviting passengers to engage with them over service changes, and using graphics and links to 
great effect. 
 
Conclusion  
 
We have been closely monitoring exchanges between operators and passengers on social media 
throughout the current health crisis. It is clear that there is widespread support for the way operators 
have responded to the crisis, that passengers have been kept informed, and that while services may 
have been greatly reduced, many people who have had to rely on buses to make essential journeys 
have been able to do so. 



 
 

 
 

 
While there are clearly mitigating circumstances as to why some operators have not updated their 
websites and social media (a lack of resources and reduced staff capacity), there is an expectation that 
online communications are up-to-date and timely. A holding statement from these operators would, at 
the very least, have enabled passengers to make an informed decision about making essential journeys 
during the crisis.  
 
Overall, among both large and small operators, the standard of online communication has been good. 
Whether the actual services provided to passengers have been of the same standard is something we 
shall be evaluating and feeding back to operators over the coming weeks and months.  
 
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: 0300 111 0001 
enquiries@bususers.org 
www.bususers.org  

 
 

i https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-52621747 
ii https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-safer-travel-guidance-for-passengers 
iii https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52927089 
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