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Fuel through the roof!

ou may have noticed that the
Yprices of fuel are going through

the roof. Even if you don't run a
car, the media is full of reports of poor,
beleagured motorists who don’t accept
the need to pay more for a scarce
resource in huge demand, which | seem
to recall was lesson one when | did
economics at school.

Fuel prices are now getting to a
level where car drivers may think twice
about using their cars — it doesn’t
seem that long ago that people were
saying fuel would have to get to £5 a
gallon before people would think twice
about using cars, and that point has
now been reached. So now is a golden
opportunity for buses to prove their
merit as a good alternative to the car.
But that advantage is wasted if buses
are also caught up in the spiral of rising
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costs. It's no good saying to car drivers,
‘give the bus a try’ and putting up
fares to cover fuel costs at the same
time.

Now is the time for bus operators
to get aggressive about marketing
services. We know the costs of fuel for
buses are now scary, and even saintly
Harrogate & District has put its fares
up, saying costs ‘are currently 50%
higher than they were 12 months
ago’. Surely though it's time for bus
operators to press home the
advantage rather then resorting to
fares increases.

At the same time the Government
is consulting on the future of Bus
Service Operators Grant (BSOG), and
they too have a golden opportunity to
press home the advantage of the bus.
We are calling on Government to
revert to 100% fuel duty rebate.

BUS USERS UK was concerned at
the time that turning fuel duty rebate
into a grant severed the link with fuel
duty and that BSOG would be seen as
a munificent and ultimately
expendable form of extra ‘subsidy’ to
the industry. This has proved to be the
case; BSOG has not kept pace with fuel
duty and figures are being quoted by
Government to suggest a very high
level of ‘subsidy’ to the bus industry,
which do not bear scrutiny. A headline
figure of £2.185bn expenditure on bus
‘subsidy’ ignores the contribution now
made by bus users through fuel duty,
suggests that £725m paid to bus
operators for carrying concessionary
pass holders is also ‘subsidy’ when it is
a payment for carrying a person from
A to B in exactly the same way as a
fare paid in a normal transaction (and
we came across one local authority
recently that is giving bus companies
30p in the pound as reimbursement),
and that £650million required to
pursue the Mayor of London’s
transport policy, however laudable, is
also included in that ‘subsidy’ paid to
the bus industry at large. (And Boris, if
you're reading this, that isn"t your cue
to cut what you spend on London’s
buses!)

But we need, now more than ever,
to give buses the priority they need to
ensure they are reliable and in densely
urban areas can actually offer shorter
and more consistent journey times
than cars. This is a message you, our
members, need to drive home to local
politicians: the car is no longer king
and the bus can deliver cheap,
efficient and more sustainable travel
given the right conditions. Ultimately
everyone can benefit.

Better liaison?

One of the themes that emerged at this
year’s annual general meeting in
Reading (see pp13-17) was that BUS
USERS UK has not been as effective as it
might be in its role as an ‘umbrella
organisation’ for local bus user groups.

We are keen to ensure that we are
properly representing local groups, and
will give this a fresh emphasis over the
coming months. This doesn’t mean we
will necessarily endorse everything that
each local group does or says and
where local groups want to be quoted
as part of BUS USERS UK we need to
know what is being said in our name in
public.

We have too received a number of
requests, most recently an appeal from
Don Vincent of the Isle of Wight Bus
Users Group at the AGM, to revert to
listing member groups in the magazine
rather than just listing them on our
website, and we are working on an
updated list. We confess we have got in
a bit of a muddle, and if you run a local
group and would like your details to be
listed in Bus User, please let us have
your details as soon as possible so we
can compile a list for the next issue. If
you currently chair a local group, please
contact Phil Tonks (phil@bususers.org or
c/o BUS USERS UK, PO Box 2950, Stoke
on Trent ST4 9EW) whether you are
currently affiliated to us or not. We can
then discuss a way forward for
ourselves and your group to interact
more closely.

This interaction can include reports
of what local groups are doing in Bus
User. Our previous attempt to do that
fizzled out simply because we got so
few reports sent in. But if you can
supply us with reports, we can revive
the series. We don’t promise to report
every meeting you may have, but
anything that you might think is
informative or that might encourage
other groups can certainly be
considered. Please send reports to PO
Box 119, Shepperton TW17 8UX, or
better still e-mail them on editor@
bususers.org®

STEPHEN MORRIS
EDITOR
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e were, of course, disappointed
Wthat the government chose to

appoint Passenger Focus as the
new Bus Passengers’ Champion for
England, in preference to BUS USERS
UK, but | don't believe that this is the
end of the road for BUS USERS UK, by
any means.

During the consultation process we
had meetings with the chairman and
the chief executive of Passenger Focus,
as we recognised that there was much
that we could learn from each other,
whichever way the government
decision went. Since it was formed in
2005 Passenger Focus has gained an
excellent reputation as the independent
rail consumer organisation, sponsored
by the Department for Transport. It is
strongly evidence-led and in our
discussions we recognised the different
ways our two organisations have
developed, and how they function. |
have always believed that our strengths
are at bus passenger level, for bus use is
essentially a local concern and the bus
industry outside London is structurally
very different from the privatised rail
industry.

We have continued our discussions
with Passenger Focus because we
believe that BUS USERS UK can have a
role in the new arrangements,
supporting Passenger Focus and
providing expertise and support. At this
stage nobody is clear how this could
work, and there will certainly be

From the Chairman

funding implications. BUS USERS
UK can’t survive in its present form
on income from members’
subscriptions alone, and there is a
big question-mark over how much
funding the bus industry is willing
to provide now that there is to be
a statutorily-funded bus passenger
‘watchdog’.

What is certain is that BUS USERS
UK will have to change to adapt to the
new situation in England. We are
exploring ways to ensure that we
continue to provide bus passengers
with an effective voice at local level,
while at the same time looking at
increasing our commercial activities to
provide an income stream that will
allow us to employ a core staff to allow
us to continue to work with individual
passengers and local groups and liaise
with bus operators and transport
authorities.

The very positive feedback from
BUS USERS UK members who attended
our 26 April AGM in Reading told us
that there is still an enthusiasm for a
proper system of passenger
representation, and one way that we
could do this would be to revisit and
strengthen our network of local groups,
which would allow us to keep our
fingers on the pulse of local bus
operations and quickly become
aware of areas where passengers are
getting a raw deal from operators or
local authorities.

Have you got yours yet?

for English concession holders with

the story of a journey made from
Berwick to Lands End for free by two
over-60s. Unusually it's a good news
story; the two ladies found themselves
under great pressure to tell the press
how dreadful it all was: and they had a
great time and the buses performed
well for them!

However not all is good news
about the passes. In Scotland and Wales
you can travel at any time of day and
the bus company gets about 76p for
every £1 you would have spent, though
how long this will continue remains
to be seen as the cost of it all comes
home to roost.

In England individual schemes are
run by 292 local authorities, and some
are paying derisory amounts to bus
operators, resulting in full buses running
at a loss. Many are sticking to the
statutory minimum (09.30-23.00
Monday-Friday, any time weekends)
while others give enhancements, some
to their own residents, some to
everyone! It's a mess, and in response to

I n this issue we celebrate free travel

requests from members we're trying to
compile the definitive list of who can
use what when and where: it's taking
up an inordinate amount of our time
and resource!

But a further problem is coming to
light: not all local authorities have
done a good job of actually getting
passes to people. Member David Severn
recently turned 60 and after hearing
from a number of people in Surrey
about the lengthy wait they had before
a pass arrived, he applied in good time:
but it didn't arrive before his birthday.
‘On holiday last month in Sussex | heard
one sad case of a lady who must have
been in her eighties and was explaining
to a friend that she had not been
around for many weeks because she
had not received her replacement pass
and could not afford the bus fares in
the meantime.’

Please let us know how good —
or otherwise — your local authority
has been in this respect; e-mail us on
enquiries@bususers.org or write to
BUS USERS UK, PO Box 2950,
Stoke-on-Trent ST4 9EW®
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It could be up to a year before
Passenger Focus is fully functioning in
its new role, and during that time it is
essential that BUS USERS UK continues
to function effectively at local level
while we continue our discussions to
ensure that there is a role for us in the
new organisation. As members, your
support is always important, and it will
be even more important during this
time of change and uncertainty.

The good news is that, following a
period of uncertainty, Welsh Assembly
Government has now agreed to fund
our activities in Wales for a further year.
The Welsh Assembly Government has
developed proposals for a multi-modal
Passenger Transport Users’ Committee
in Wales and this Committee will offer
more opportunities for BUS USERS UK
in Wales to play its full part in
representing bus passengers’ interests.
The bad news is that we have previously
enjoyed three years’ funding from
WAG, and so we face further
uncertainty in 2009@

GAVIN BOOTH
CHAIRMAN

@ Mid Soulhwnnd
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