
Written evidence submitted by North East Combined Authority (NECA) (BHC0138)

Background to the NECA and this response

This response represents the views of the seven local authorities across the North 
East from a strategic transport perspective. The authorities comprise County 
Durham, Gateshead, Newcastle, North Tyneside, Northumberland, South Tyneside 
and Sunderland, who since 2014 have constituted the North East Combined 
Authority (NECA).  There is a proposal currently being discussed which would see 
the formation of a separate North of Tyne Combined Authority consisting of 
Newcastle, North Tyneside and Northumberland.  A single Transport Joint 
Committee would oversee strategic transport matters for both NECA and North of 
Tyne. 

The response also represents the views of Nexus. Nexus is the Tyne and Wear 
Passenger Transport Executive and provides, plans and promotes public transport in 
Tyne and Wear. Transport operations are administered in Northumberland and 
County Durham by the respective local authorities and these comments have been 
developed with them. 

Comments have recently been issued on the consultation for aspects of the Bus 
Services Act 2017. 

General Comments

The North East is home to two million people and the economy generates over 
£37bn per year. NECA and the North East LEP have ambitious growth plans to 
deliver 100,000 new jobs to the economy by 2024, increase the number of better or 
skilled roles to 70% and focus on six key areas of activity from innovation, skills to 
transport and connectivity. Underpinning the success of the region’s Strategic 
Economic Plan and the achievement of the objectives of the Northern Powerhouse 
Independent Economic Review (NPIER) is a high-quality integrated and sustainable 
transport network. This ensures journeys can be made quickly and easily within the 
North East and to the wider north, rest of the country and beyond. 

A high-quality bus network that enables local and regional services is a key part of 
this network. 

The North East’s bus network faces a number of challenges alongside many 
opportunities. Issues such as network reductions, road congestion, changes in 
employment, retail and leisure trends, rising fares and competition from new and 
existing modes are threats which need to be recognised and addressed. Equally, 
further customer service improvements, better travel information that makes use of 
the latest technological developments, effective land-use planning and supportive 
local authority policies are opportunities for buses to strengthen their position in 
delivering sustainable transport across the North East area.



Buses are key to helping the region to achieve its economic, social and 
environmental goals by providing affordable, sustainable access to jobs, education, 
training, healthcare, retail centres and leisure opportunities.

 They support our economy and connect our communities to employment.
 The network connects people to vital public services including education, 

training and health.
 Networks help to create a more equal society.
 Buses help to reduce traffic congestion, with clean bus technologies also 

contributing towards improving air quality.
 In rural areas, buses help to maintain links between local service centres and 

remote communities that would otherwise be left isolated.

The region’s bus network faces a number of specific and structural challenges which 
must be addressed. Declining patronage is a challenge. In Tyne and Wear, 
patronage has declined by 12% between 2009/10 and 2016/17, with the number of 
trips per head of population declining by 14.7% over the same period1. 
Northumberland and Durham have seen similar declines of 23.6% and 19% 
respectively. Some of these challenges discussed in this response are within the 
control of local authorities and bus operators. However, some of the biggest 
influencers of patronage, such as lifestyle and demographic changes, cannot be 
controlled and transport planners and bus operators must look to adapt to the 
changing ways that people live their lives.

The North East’s varied geography is reflected in the diverse nature of its bus 
services with a mix of large and small operators, secured and commercial services. 

The following is a summary of the bus network in the North East, 

 Buses travel around 68 million vehicle miles in service.
 145 million bus passenger journeys were made in the North East in 2016/17 

(split 22 million within County Durham, 8.6 million in Northumberland and 
114.3 million in Tyne and Wear). 

 Around 650 different registered bus services operate in the region. Of these, 
around 88% of service mileage is operated on a commercial basis with the 
remaining 12% subsidised by the county councils or Nexus.

 The secured bus network comprises 5.3 million bus miles per annum in Tyne 
and Wear (approximately 10% of overall mileage), 1.3 million bus miles per 
annum in Northumberland (17% of overall mileage) and 2.1 million bus miles 
per annum in Durham (15% of overall mileage). Across the North East these 

1 December 2016.
16 Gov.uk, Bus Statistics, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/annual-bus-statistics-year-ending-march-
2017



services accommodate approximately 11 million passenger journeys, 6.5% of 
all passenger journeys.

 Travel under the English National Concessionary Travel Scheme (ENCTS) for 
older and disabled people accounted for 50 million journeys in the North East 
in 2016/17, around one third of total bus trips.

 Within the North East buses are the mode of transport used for around 10% of 
commuter trips – this compares with 3% by Metro, 1% by train, and 67% by 
car as a driver or passenger with the remainder walk, cycle, work from home 
taxi or motorcycle. 

There is great potential to build on the opportunities provided by the bus network in 
the North East as well as addressing some of the key challenges, we therefore 
welcome the opportunity to respond to this call for evidence. 

Response to the Inquiry

1) The effectiveness and ambition of the Department for Transport’s 
policies on buses;

With the buses being a vital part of the transport network, support must continue to 
be delivered through national policy and guidance.

Declining use is often, as the terms of reference note, due to the attractiveness and 
the affordability of the network versus other modes of transport including the car. The 
figures of commuting choice as an example show the scale of the challenge, 67% of 
commuting trips in the region are by car with 10% by bus. 

Some of the biggest influences on patronage, such as choice and demographic 
changes cannot be directly attributed to policy making. Policy decisions can however 
influence use of the network by making it a more attractive and joined up network. 
The Bus Services Act 2017 is a step change to achieving this including provisions for 
partnerships and franchising, open data and accessible information. To some extent 
it is too early to monitor the Act’s success, but it gives more options to transport 
bodies regarding the network. 

Between 2012 and 2015 (predating this act) Nexus sought to introduce a Quality 
Contracts Scheme (QCS) in Tyne and Wear.  Even those who opposed the scheme 
recognised that Nexus’ plans would bring considerable economic benefits to Tyne 
and Wear residents measured in hundreds of millions of pounds over a ten-year 
period.  Those benefits would arise through improved and integrated bus services, 
through cheaper integrated fares, through better customer care standards and 
through a bus service more tailored to the needs of our communities.  Nexus was 
unable to proceed with this plan due to the decision of the QCS Board, who may not 
have appreciated the purpose of our scheme and the risk management mechanisms.  



This analysis of risks in the bus industry has since been proved by experience.  In 
the last 3 years we have seen the commercial bus network decline through the 
thinning out of frequencies, the shortening of routes and the full withdrawal of some 
services.  This has precipitated further decline in bus passenger numbers across 
Tyne and Wear, at a rate foreseen by Nexus during its QCS work.  It should be 
noted that during this time Nexus has, through prudent financial management, been 
able to maintain frontline secured bus services.  In Tyne and Wear it is only 
commercial bus services that are in decline but secured services are at risk due to 
further pressure on budgets.

We remain of the view that a franchised bus system in Tyne and Wear has the 
potential to reverse this cycle of bus patronage decline, deliver a stable bus network 
that people can rely on for the long term and include buses in a fully integrated suite 
of public transport services, standards and ticketing products that can meet the 
needs of many more people in our cities, towns and villages.  We support the views 
expressed by the Urban Transport Group and others that the time has come to 
remove legislative barriers to authorities like ours so that we can consider the case 
for bus franchising once more

Declining patronage is caused in part by the competitiveness of other modes, 
notably the car.  Any network reductions promoted through cost cutting measures, 
cause more people to turn away from the bus, creating a cycle of decline.  

Where more support through policy is needed, it is to ensure a joined up national 
strategy for the transport network in the UK. There is an opportunity through the 
advent of the Industrial Strategy and development of Future Mobility Strategy to 
achieve this. This should cover the role of buses in this future mobility context and 
how they can be promoted as a viable sustainable transport option. 

The impact of new demand-based modes of travel on the traditional bus network 
must be assessed and understood. Those who rely most upon the bus network the 
most, include those eligible for support with travel (concessionary arrangements) 
should not be adversely affected by any future arrangements. 

Campaign for Better Transport2, has written extensively in this area. Where there are 
challenges to access both in physical ability and income challenges these need to be 
addressed. 

Sustaining the delivery of a small number of secured services can become difficult 
with budgetary pressures and does need to be addressed. Access through secured 
services can help create a more equal society, the most vulnerable in society often 
rely most on bus services, which can offer a way out of social isolation. Research on 

2 Campaign for Better Transport, Transport and Poverty, 
https://bettertransport.org.uk/sites/default/files/research-files/Transport-and-poverty-recommendations.pdf



Merseyside showed that 70% of bus passengers come from households with 
incomes below £20,000 per year, and 84% from households with no access to a 
private car.3 Authorities in the North East recognise the importance of secured bus 
services. As local authority budget pressures continue, the stability of the secured 
service network is at risk, with challenges  around weekend and late-night 
services. Sustained revenue funding for transport authorities is needed to support 
the ongoing delivery of these services. 

Equally measures around air quality, parking and future policy / legislation around 
the phasing out of petrol and diesel vehicles should consider how the bus network 
can be impacted upon / how it can provide a solution. Regarding ‘greening’ the bus 
network, this is a much more achievable aim than other forms of transport and 
measures such as the Clean Bus Technology Fund have taken great strides in this 
area. Various new technologies are available to bus operators, including bio-gas, 
hydrogen, electric and hybrid-powered vehicles. Some are already in use across our 
region. There are however some challenges, including the capacity of the industry to 
retrofit vehicles and the available technology and costs of alternative fuels. Through 
policy work, government should continue to work through bodies such as Innovate 
UK to address aspects of new fuels. 

Maintenance of assets and roads generally can be a factor in use, this is both in the 
shape of the quality of the waiting environment, the information available and the 
quality of the highway. On the latter, we will be responding in relation to highway 
maintenance budgets in the separate Select Committee response. For the former the 
changes to information on the bus and open data from companies as per the recent 
Bus Services Act consultation will go some way in instilling confidence in the 
network. That is, it will ensure passengers have information around operating 
patterns. 

With a greater control over roadworks as is being explored in other consultations, 
local authorities can seek to improve reliability of the network for buses. 
Furthermore, there is an affordability and complexity angle to fares and their 
structures. The Government should continue to support initiatives such as TfN’s 
Integrated and Smart Travel programme to deliver integrated ticketing solutions.

2) Factors affecting bus use, including reliability, congestion and the ways 
bus companies are dealing with congestion, and the effectiveness of 
bus priority measures (for example bus lanes and priority signalling)

Reliability and Punctuality are two other factors which affect patronage. The 
passenger demands a service which turns up and arrives on time with minimal delay. 

3 Greener Journeys, 2016, The Value of the Bus to Society. https://greenerjourneys.com/publication/value-
bus-society/ 

https://greenerjourneys.com/publication/value-bus-society/
https://greenerjourneys.com/publication/value-bus-society/


There has been considerable investment in bus priority over the last 30 years, but 
the pace of investment has slowed due to budget reductions alongside an increase 
in areas where new priority measures are required due to changing travel patterns 
and new developments.

As the Urban Transport Group notes, Bus priority infrastructure need not be ‘anti-car’ 
if well designed, allowing more people to travel more quickly in the same congested 
spaces4. 

An example of effective bus priority measures is the Go North East Angel, or ‘21’ 
bus, is one of the highest-frequency services in the region. It passes through a key 
congestion hotspot in Gateshead along A167 Durham Road. Prior to bus priority 
measures, the service was liable to ‘bunching’, with several buses often operating in 
convoy - inefficient for bus operations and unpopular with passengers. Gateshead 
Council intervened on Durham Road to deliver better priority at junctions for buses 
using traffic signal technology, bus lanes, bus gates, improved bus stops and 
cameras at key sections providing the regional UTMC with the data to observe and 
intervene by altering traffic signal timings to favour late-running services. Alongside 
these changes, Go North East amended the ‘21’ timetable. The overall impact of 
these changes was a 7% improvement in bus punctuality between 2015 and 2017. A 
big part of the improvements has been road-space reallocation in favour of buses, 
further assisted at junctions by automatic UTMC interventions whenever journey 
times exceed a pre-determined target time by 15% or more. This has resulted in a 
post-implementation reduction in journey time of almost 5 minutes in the morning 
peak at Birtley.

Utilising such measures is a way of instilling confidence in the network through the 
ability to run services on time. This can be replicated elsewhere and does not always 
need high value investments. In urban areas some of these corridors fall within the 
scope of the Government’s proposed Major Road Network. Under the current 
eligibility criteria, road schemes for such measures could not obtain funding through 
the National Roads Fund. As priority measures can support bus use and efficient use 
of the road, the Government should reconsider this element.

Through alliances and such like operators should work with authorities to identify 
delays on the network and investigate potential mitigation using their Automatic 
Vehicle Location data.  This would help to quantify the level of delays and should 
also help to understand punctuality figures by helping to differentiate between ad-hoc 
delays and regular delays where we might be able to engineer a solution.

The work by Railway and Transport Strategy Centre (RTSC) at Imperial College5, 
sets out national and international examples of effective bus priority measures.  It 

4 Urban Transport Group, Bus Priority,  http://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-
docs/pteg%20bus%20priority%20brochure%20June%202014_FINAL.pdf



demonstrates the varying techniques that can be used from lanes to signal schemes 
and detection techniques. One of the focus areas following this study, is to ensure a 
whole network approach is taken avoiding speeding up journeys across one section 
of the route to be delayed at another section. In addition, a set of common standards 
for common bus priority measures might be helpful. 

Other options available to tackle punctuality, include bus punctuality partnerships. 
Such partnerships can be established on a corridor or area basis, such as the 
East Gateshead Bus Alliance agreed by Go North East, Nexus and Gateshead 
Council. They are not legally binding; their success relies upon productive 
engagement and a strong sense of shared commitment between partners, to 
achieve good outcomes for passengers. Busier routes operating at higher 
frequencies and suffering from reliability problems should be prioritised for future 
investment and partnership working.

Recent work from one of our operators Stagecoach6 has highlighted the impact of 
congestion on the network. Falling speeds result in delays, unhappy passengers and 
environmental impacts. That is why it is critical at source to work in partnership with 
the industry to tackle any pinch-points on the network whilst looking at operations to 
ensure that the bus has a smooth and reliable journey, thereby attracting passenger 
numbers. 

3) How bus services are provided to isolated rural and urban communities 
and their dependence on services

The commentary above around secured services and declining budgets is as 
important in rural and isolated communities where there is a reliance on the bus due 
to limited alternatives. 

The North East has a strong track record of delivering secured routes and working 
with the operators to ensure commercial routes continue. This is however 
increasingly difficult with budgetary pressures and something the select committee 
should highlight. Age UK7 work and work by Campaign for Better Transport8, 
amongst others highlight the challenges associated with rural buses. Those 
members of society who rely on the network can be adversely impacted by any cuts 
that are made.  

5 Railway and Transport Strategy Centre (RTSC), (2017) The identification and management of bus priority 
schemes, https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/research-centres-and-groups/centre-for-
transport-studies/rtsc/The-Identification-and-Management-of-Bus-Priority-Schemes---RTSC-April-2017_ISBN-
978-1-5262-0693-0.pdf 
6 Stagecoach, Congestion, https://www.stagecoach.com/media/insight-features/tackling-congestion-to-
unlock-the-full-potential-of-buses.aspx 
7 Age UK, Older People, hit by rural bus cuts, https://www.bususers.org/news-events/news/older-people-hit-
by-cuts-to-rural-bus-services 
8 Campaign for Better Transport, Buses in the National Conversation, 
https://bettertransport.org.uk/blog/buses/keeping-buses-in-the-national-conversation 

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/research-centres-and-groups/centre-for-transport-studies/rtsc/The-Identification-and-Management-of-Bus-Priority-Schemes---RTSC-April-2017_ISBN-978-1-5262-0693-0.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/research-centres-and-groups/centre-for-transport-studies/rtsc/The-Identification-and-Management-of-Bus-Priority-Schemes---RTSC-April-2017_ISBN-978-1-5262-0693-0.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/research-centres-and-groups/centre-for-transport-studies/rtsc/The-Identification-and-Management-of-Bus-Priority-Schemes---RTSC-April-2017_ISBN-978-1-5262-0693-0.pdf
https://www.stagecoach.com/media/insight-features/tackling-congestion-to-unlock-the-full-potential-of-buses.aspx
https://www.stagecoach.com/media/insight-features/tackling-congestion-to-unlock-the-full-potential-of-buses.aspx
https://www.bususers.org/news-events/news/older-people-hit-by-cuts-to-rural-bus-services
https://www.bususers.org/news-events/news/older-people-hit-by-cuts-to-rural-bus-services
https://bettertransport.org.uk/blog/buses/keeping-buses-in-the-national-conversation


The solution is not a straightforward one, but highlights the value of the bus to those 
in isolated communities and those members of society who cannot travel via other 
means, Continuation of secured service funding is one aspect, through grant 
allocation to Local Transport Bodies as well as the industry, government and local 
transport bodies working in partnership to increase the appeal of commercial routes 
to sustain them for those who rely on the services. 

The Community Transport (CT) sector has a role to play in supporting access where 
the traditional bus network cannot fulfil this role. We estimate in the North east there 
are 20 CT schemes, operating 200 vehicles, carrying 20-30,000 passengers per 
annum. 

Our comments to the previous inquiry around Community Transport remain valid. 
The CT offer in the North East is a very important part of the transport offer because 
it provides specialist mobility to those who need it in the region as well as providing a 
more demand responsive flexible network and delivering employment and training 
opportunities.

There are several challenges facing the sector, not least funding constraints, 
regulatory elements and skills shortages. An ageing population will continue to put 
pressure on CT reimbursement by local authorities who fund it from core budgets.  It 
is however acknowledged that this is partially delayed by an increase in eligibility 
age.  Although local authorities have no control whatsoever of CT demand in their 
areas, they are statutorily obliged to reimburse for it (in Tyne and Wear via the levy 
to Nexus). That might come at the cost of other important local services. In the 
longer term this is an unsustainable model.

The North East’s response is to advocate a partnership-based approach between 
central and local government, local transport providers, CT operators and bodies and 
the private sector to deliver a sustainable CT model going forward.  It is important to 
remember that provision of transport is a means to an end (achievement of 
objectives around mobility, social inclusion and modal shift).  In addition, where the 
commercial sector is unable to meet all demand, a strong, vibrant CT sector is 
needed, not to compete with but to complement the rest of the transport network 

4) The viability and sustainability of bus services, including the 
effectiveness of funding, fare structures and public grants

Comments above around viability of commercial services, particularly in sectors 
where access is limited is of extreme interest. 

The bus industry in the North East has received £16 million in government support in 
the form of BSOG in 2016/179. We welcome that the DfT recognises that this funding 



stream is essential to ensure the continued viability of local bus services and whilst 
reform of the grant is regularly mooted, effective implementation may be the next 
step. We are clear for the reasons cited above that this grant must continue and take 
into consideration inflation which affect the relatively fixed cost of running the 
network, such as fuel and wages. 

There is a disconnect between the level of funding that the bus network receives and 
that for the rail network, We support the request from Urban Transport Group for a 
connectivity fund bringing together all of the funds for buses, to be made available to 
Local Transport Authorities that boosts spending on buses and places it in the hands 
of Local Transport Authorities would be a big step forward. This should focus on 
revenue support for services. 

Nexus, Northumberland County Council and Durham County Council all provide 
funding for socially necessary services. These services provide a vital lifeline to 
communities that have lost commercially operated bus services in the past. Without 
such services, these communities would become more isolated. Local authority 
budget pressures continue, and nationwide there has been a 13.8% reduction in 
local authority bus service miles between 2015/16 and 2016/17. As we noted above, 
the North East has bucked the national trends, with authorities recognising the 
importance of secured bus services and avoiding significant cuts to services. 
However, as local authority budget pressures continue, the stability of the secured 
service network may be at risk.

Highway maintenance is another important area for discussion, local highway 
authorities must be able to maintain the highway in a sustainable way. This will be 
featured in our response to the highways maintenance inquiry. Requirements for 
maintenance must recognised specific bus related assets include bus lanes, 
associated enforcement measures, shelters and stations. 

Regarding fares arrangements, some customers may be unaware of the fare they 
need to pay before they board. Many bus users and non-users lack confidence in 
buying the best-value bus ticket. There is also the delay factor when buying tickets 
on the bus. 

There are multiple solutions to this problem and the inquiry may wish to consider 
these Smart ticketing and contactless payments offer solutions to many of these 
issues. The North East bus network has good contactless payment facilities, bringing 
benefits to users and operators. For operators, benefits include speeding-up 
boarding, removing cash from the system, and the ability to increase brand loyalty. 
The lack of integration between fares, does however create an environment for 
confusion within the industry. 

9 Bus Service Operators Grant payments to English operators up to 31 March 2017. DfT 2018.



The North East has a smart ticketing initiative. Branded as the Pop card, this product 
can be used to purchase tickets (using operator fares) on the Tyne and Wear Metro, 
Ferry as well as all bus services across the North East and Tees Valley. This is one 
option of making the system more accessible,  

Transport for the North’s Integrated and Smart Travel programme aims to transform 
the travel experience throughout the North with the use of emerging technologies. 
The key goal is to allow passengers to board buses and rail services all across the 
North using account-based contactless payments. In addition to TfN’s programme, 
we are seeking to expand multi modal ticketing across the region and not just in 
Tyne and Wear.

Having known fare information, easy methods to purchase tickets or pay fares and 
affordable fares is one way or driving forward the attractiveness of the network and 
growing patronage.  Our research shows that Commuters in particular are key 
contributors to on-going fare receipts and are a reliable source of revenue. However, 
passenger fare receipts have been declining in recent years despite bus fares 
continuing to rise10. Whilst contactless and mobile based ticketing are helping to 
make buses more accessible in terms of ways to pay, actual fare structures continue 
to be complex and this is something in partnership with industry that should be 
addressed. 

Ultimately measures to look at the whole journey experience should be explored. 
This should include, the quality of the journey, upgrading infrastructure, looking at 
the fares package, ensuring reliability of service with clear means of accountability 
(such as a Charter) when something goes wrong (akin to the rail network) and high-
quality information around routings, timetable, running information and fares.

Conclusion

The North East has a good track record of delivering a high-quality bus network 
across the region which supports access to isolated communities, has strong route 
branding and offers a wide variety of destinations with easy methods of payment, 

There is however room for improvements, not least to increase patronage, 
particularly to address congestion hotspots around the region, switching away from 
the car and supporting the long-term sustainability of the commercial network. 
Equally there is a need for measures to support secured services in times of 
budgetary pressures. 

10 Annual Bus Statistics  (2018) 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/666759/
annual-bus-statistics-year-ending-march-2017.pdf



There are several tools which can be used to support the network which we have set 
out above, these include close partnership working with industry to deliver a quality 
offer in terms of access to information, addressing congestion and reliability, the 
waiting environment and vehicle quality as well as sustained funding for the network. 

We welcome the chance to provide our input to this inquiry and look forward to the 
committee’s response. 

October 2018


