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Putting Passengers First – Welcome Proposals From the Government
12th February 2007
I have welcomed the Government’s proposals to give local authorities greater powers over local bus services (detailed in a recent document Putting Passengers First).  

In a recent House of Commons speech I rejected claims from Conservative frontbench spokesmen that bus deregulation had worked and called on the Government to take on bus operators to give local communities the services they need.  I anticipate the proposals will be fought tooth and nail by bus operators.  
I am a fierce critic of bus deregulation, which was introduced in 1986 and gave operators almost complete power over services.  I have championed the cause of bus travel in the Commons, and am a leading member of the Passenger Transport Executive Group which has pressed, among other measures, for Quality Contracts. These allow local levels of service to be specified and operators penalised if they fail to meet them.  At present operators are free to run services when and where they want.

Consultation on the Government proposals will lead to a draft Transport Bill in spring that will include greater powers to introduce Quality Contracts.

Since deregulation, quality and standards have undoubtedly fallen. In West Yorkshire, fares have gone up by over 50 per cent in real terms – a massive disincentive for people to travel by bus. The number of passengers has fallen by almost 40 per cent, which, in round figures, is some100 million passenger journeys. 
Communities in places like Pudsey, Farsley, Yeadon and Guiseley had been cut off from their workplaces and key facilities.
At present, bus companies can pick and choose what services they provide and where they provide them, and they can continue to make profits even when they are providing a poor service: services that are chopped, changed, missing or late. Passengers simply feel powerless in the face of that, and many people are denied a reliable and affordable service to work, school, college, the shops, health centres and hospitals.
When services are trimmed or cut, people understandably turn to their MPs, their councillors or the passenger transport executive, only to find that there is precious little that they can do. What we get from the operators when they cut services is what I call the two-finger response. First, they say that the services are not profitable, and secondly, they suggest that we ask the PTE to give the operators even more subsidy to continue to run them.

Passenger transport executives such as Metro in west Yorkshire currently subsidise about 13 per cent. of services. The rest are out of their control. In its own terms, deregulation has been an abject failure because it is impossible to gauge whether the taxpayer is getting value for money in a monopoly situation where only one company tenders for each contract. 
The changes cause tremendous problems for regular travellers who depend on those services, quite apart from those who might be attracted out of their cars to use them if they were available and reliable
The decline in bus services, as has been said repeatedly, affects everyone, not just those who depend on buses or those who would like to use buses more. Poor services lead to increased car use, which creates even more congestion, pollution and road safety hazards in all our communities. On carbon emissions, we know from research carried out by the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research that per passenger mile, coach and bus travel produces only 30 per cent of the CO2 created by petrol fuelled cars and 40 per cent. of that created by diesels.

