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Key points 

 Bus users are crucial to the UK’s economic recovery, creating more than £64 billion worth of 
goods and services and accounting for 29% of all city centre expenditure 

 Reliable, affordable bus services ensure young people, people in rural communities and people 
on a constrained income can access employment, education and training 

 Buses ensure that isolated people, particularly the young and elderly, can leave their homes and 
lead fulfilling lives, reducing the burden on health and social care budgets 

 The bus offers a sustainable alternative to private cars, improving personal health through active 
travel and reducing pollution and congestion 

 Investing in bus services is therefore good for the economy, good for the communities who rely 
on them, and good for society as a whole 

 

Our response will focus on 4 of the stated priorities for this review:  

 strengthening the UK’s economic recovery from COVID-19 by prioritising jobs and skills 
 levelling up economic opportunity across all nations and regions of the country by investing in 

infrastructure, innovation and people  
 improving outcomes in public services, including supporting the NHS and taking steps to cut 

crime and ensure every young person receives a superb education 
 supporting the government’s ambition to reach net zero carbon emissions by 2050 
 
1.   Strengthening economic recovery 

Bus users create more than £64 billion worth of goods and services and are the primary mode of 

access to city centres, responsible for 29% of all city centre expenditure1. It follows that economic 

recovery must include investment in the provision of good bus services for all communities.  

In order to ensure access to jobs and educational opportunities, people must have good transport 

options. In the majority of communities, that will be based on reliable, accessible and affordable bus 

services to employment, apprenticeships and learning opportunities. There should be a legal 

requirement on local authorities to assess local transport networks and support improvements 

where needed. This could be achieved simply by rewording Section 63(4-5) of the 1985 Transport 

Act to give Local Authorities a “duty” rather than a “power” to secure and, if needed subsidise, 

socially necessary services.  

                                                             
1 https://greenerjourneys.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/The-Value-of-the-Bus-to-Society-FINAL.pdf 
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There has been a wide debate around the provision of Bus Service Operators Grant (BSOG) in recent 

years but research in 20172 found that ‘BSOG delivers value for money to the taxpayer by reducing 

fares and increasing service levels’. Keeping fares low is key to enabling people to access jobs and 

apprenticeships so any reform of BSOG needs to prioritise this. The Greener Journeys paper made it 

clear that ‘this type of revenue support delivers value for money and it should be maintained’. 

The relative dependence of 18-24 year-olds on bus services was reflected in higher proportions 

indicating that fares and journey times were barriers to employment3 so investment in affordable 

bus services would pay economic dividends.  

Additionally, a major obstacle to accessing work and education is often the cost of a multi-modal 

journey to get there. We would recommend that the Young Person’s Railcard should be extended to 

become the Young Person’s Travelcard, offering the same discount for the same age range as on rail, 

ie 16-25. This would support those beginning their economically active life in a tangible way.  

2.  Levelling Up 

It must be recognised that the need to level up opportunity and social inequity between rural and 

urban communities is at least as great as the split between the South East and the North of England. 

This is especially the case where those rural communities are close to major cities, such as London or 

Manchester. 50% of the rural population lives in areas that have the poorest accessibility to services 

(lowest 10% decile) based on minimum travel times, compared with 2% of the urban population) .4 

The decline in rural transport provision has accelerated in recent years, even prior to Covid-19, and a 

lack of buses in such areas leads to increased socio-economic problems5. In order to address this, the 

importance of the role of transport should be recognised as having immediate benefits. Improving 

local transport brings wide societal benefits, including reducing congestion and pollution, inequality 

and social isolation.6   

Buses are used most widely by people with more constrained incomes and less opportunity to 

spend, therefore funding for more buses should be a key building block of any levelling up agenda. 

A simple step that could be taken is to require all new planning consents to examine the 

transportation options involved. Ensuring that new developments are not car-dependent will level-

up opportunities in a practical way.   

3.  Improving outcomes in public services 

The corrosive social and economic effects of social isolation have been well-documented7 and make 

it clear that the impact is greatest on the elderly8 and on the young9. As UK figures show that socially 

                                                             
2 https://greenerjourneys.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/BSOG-June-2017.pdf 
3 https://greenerjourneys.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/Buses_and_the_Economy_II_main_report_july.pdf 
4https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/797362/04_Statistic

al_Digest_of_Rural_England_2019_April_edition.pdf   
5 https://bususers.org/england/reversing-rural-bus-decline/ 
 
6 https://greenerjourneys.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Greener-Journeys-Value-for-Money-Update-
FINAL.pdf 
7 https://www.noisolation.com/global/research/the-state-of-social-isolation-and-loneliness-in-the-uk/ 
8 https://www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-uk/documents/reports-and-publications/reports-and-
briefings/health--wellbeing/rb_june15_lonelines_in_later_life_evidence_review.pdf 
9 Joseph Rowntree Foundation “Young People and Transport in Rural Areas” 2000    
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isolated people are 3.5 times more likely to enter local authority funded residential care10, with a 

cost of around £28,000 per year per head11, the obvious conclusion is that ensuring access to 

opportunities to leave their homes and live a full life, unlocking their potential contributions to 

society would be a better use of scarce resources.  

Supporting people out of loneliness and social isolation can be very costly for local authorities, but in 

fact loneliness also has an impact on employers. A study12 by the New Economics Foundation 

estimated a total cost to UK employers from loneliness of £2.5 billion per year, which includes £2.1 

billion to employers in the private sector. Clearly, this money could be better used to give people 

access to more fulfilling options.  

Given the commitment of this Government to implementing a radical Decarbonisation Plan, it also 

makes environmental sense to ensure that there are adequate, sustainable alternatives for most 

communities to owning and operating a private car. This will be a combination of public transport, 

shared and active travel options but, for the majority of the population, the most effective green 

alternative will be the bus. Operators are advanced in their removal of diesel vehicles from all fleets, 

so this is likely to be the most practical alternative mode of transport in the future. If paired with a 

commitment to fund integrated transport hubs where all modes and options would be available, 

along with disincentives for private motorists, communities would find it easier to switch their 

habits.  

It is known that an increase in physical activity brings many health benefits13 and public health 

outcomes would be positively impacted in a relatively short time if people reduced their reliance on 

private cars. Even choosing a different option once or twice a week can make a significant 

difference, as taking the bus inevitably involves a minimum of 30 minutes exercise a day, and often 

much more14. Cleaner air would also result, as was demonstrated during the lockdown period.  

Incentives for local authorities and bus operators should include a simplified option to use the 

powers under the Bus Services Act 2017 to ensure transport networks better meet current and 

anticipated public demand. While funding for new buses and services is both necessary and 

welcome, we would recommend that it should be limited to those authorities which already have 

fully costed policies in place for its use, ensuring this would be used as an investment rather than a 

simple subsidy.   

About Bus Users 

Bus Users campaigns for inclusive, accessible transport. We are the only approved Alternative 

Dispute Resolution Body for the bus and coach industry and the designated body for handling 

complaints under the Passenger Rights in Bus and Coach Legislation. We are also part of a 

Sustainable Transport Group of organisations working to promote the benefits of public, shared and 

active travel. 

Alongside our complaints work we investigate and monitor services and work with operators and 

transport providers to improve services for everyone. We run events, carry out research, respond to 

                                                             
10 https://www.noisolation.com/global/research/the-state-of-social-isolation-and-loneliness-in-the-uk/ 
11 http://www2.westsussex.gov.uk/ds/edd/ah/ah07_17-18.pdf      
12 https://neweconomics.org/2017/02/cost-loneliness-uk-employers/ 
13 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-physical-activity/health-matters-physical-
activity-prevention-and-management-of-long-term-conditions 
14 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkcEEu4JAnM 
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consultations, speak at government select committees and take part in industry events to make sure 

the voice of the passenger is heard.  

Bus Users UK is a registered charity (1178677 and SC049144) and a Company Limited by Guarantee 

(04635458). 
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