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“When cuts to services get too bad, the 

only option is to drive. This makes public 

transport even less profitable and leads  

to further cuts.” 

Janet Chapman, Devon

Saving your Bus Service
This is a guide for people who want to campaign to 
save their bus but do not know where to start. It will 
give you an overview of who makes decisions about 
bus cuts and show you how to campaign effectively. 

Cuts to bus funding
Cuts to government funding will have a knock-on 
effect on many local bus routes and the people across 
the UK who rely on them.

Buses are in jeopardy on three different fronts:
•	 Tendered	bus	services:	local authorities subsidise 

buses that are socially necessary but not 
commercially viable. Many of these are at risk as  
a result of large cuts to local authority budgets.  
A 28 per cent cut has been made to this funding 
for public transport from central government. 

•	 Rebate	on	fuel	tax:	a 20 per cent cut to the bus 
fuel tax rebate (the Bus Services Operators  
Grant, BSOG) will be introduced in 2012. 
Although on its own this could be absorbed, 
when taken in combination with the other cuts 
this could, in some cases, be the straw that 
breaks the camel’s back. 

•	 Less	money	for	carrying	bus	pass	holders:	the 
Government says that bus companies are ‘no 
better and no worse off’ as a result of the national 
free bus pass scheme. In December 2010 the 
Government issued advice to local authorities  
on how they should calculate the reimbursement 
paid to bus companies for carrying bus pass 
holders. The upshot is that bus companies will 
receive around £100 million less next year. This  
is a controversial move and could put routes  

most popular with elderly and disabled 
passengers at risk.  

Some concessionary fares could also be affected: 
•	 Local authorities by law have to fund free bus 

travel for bus pass holders between 9.30am 
and 11.00pm. Some councils choose to fund 
the scheme before 9.30am as well, but this 
is not obligatory. Some councils also provide 
concessionary fares for children and young 
people, but again this is not obligatory. 

What are the effects on the ground? 
You can use our clickable bus cuts map1 to track bus 
cuts in your area. You will see that some counties 
are losing over 50 per cent – or even 100 per cent 
– of their council-funded bus services, and others 
are cutting all weekend and evening services. Some 
councils are running consultations, others have 
already decided on cuts, and others have yet to make 

clear their intentions. The vast majority of councils 
cut back on bus funding in 2011/12 and we predict 
that the situation will worsen next year.  The damage 
to commercial services is more difficult to track. We 
have had reports of buses being withdrawn, fares 
rising and in some cases whole depots at risk because 
of funding cuts and increased costs. 

1 Bus Cuts Map:  
www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/save-our-buses/map
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What you need to know
Start by arming yourself with the facts about how 
buses are funded, and who makes the decisions.

Who is in charge of buses? 
•	 Bus	Companies:	in Britain, outside London, 

the bus industry isn’t directly regulated by the 
Government. On average 78 per cent of the 
bus services outside London are run on a purely 
commercial basis. The companies decide which 
services to run, how often to run them and the 
price of fares. All they need to do is register 
the service with the Traffic Commissioner. Not 
surprisingly, bus companies are unlikely to run 
services that lose money.

•	 Local	Authorities:	the remaining 22 per cent 
of bus services are run by bus companies but 
subsidised by local transport authorities. This 
percentage varies considerably across the 
country, ranging from just 5 per cent in some 
urban areas to almost 100 per cent in some rural 
areas. If the local authority thinks a bus service is 
socially necessary – that means it meets a public 
transport need – and that this service would not 
be provided without subsidy, it can pay a bus 
company to run the service. Operators are invited 
to submit bids to run a certain service or group of 
services, this is called tendering. Other bus related 
infrastructure, like bus shelters and bus lanes, are 
also the responsibility of the local authority. 

•	 The	Department	for	Transport:	ultimately the 
DfT is responsible for overseeing of our transport 
system. They provide funding to councils 
(although the money is passed on to councils 
by the Department for Communities and Local 
Government), they pay bus companies the fuel 
tax rebate (BSOG) and they set the guidance for 
the statutory free bus pass. 

To campaign you will need to find out which local 
authority in your area has responsibility for public 
transport. If you live in a rural area this will most 
likely be your County Council, but in some areas this 
will be your Unitary Authority, and in the big cities 
your Passenger Transport Executive. Our clickable 
map is organised by local transport authorities, so this 
might help you. You also need to find out whether the 
service you want to protect is a commercial route or a 
service subsidised by the local authority. Some routes 
might be a bit of both. For example, a bus might be 
busy and profitable for the first part of the journey, 
but the second half might be subsidised. You can ask 
your local authority for information on how each 
route is funded. 

“We had a marginal rural 
service which lost its subsidy 
from North Yorkshire Council 
for winter Sunday services. 
The company, in conjunction 
with transport campaigners, 
produced a marketing leaflet 
and members of our group did 
a leaflet drop to every house in 
the area. The result was a ten 
per cent increase in patronage. 
As a consequence the company 
has decided to keep the Sunday 
service commercially.”  
Ray Wilkes, West Yorkshire 

www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns
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Commercial routes 
If the route is run on a commercial basis, you need 
to ask the company why they are withdrawing 
the service. If a bus company wants to cancel a 
commercial service or change its timetable or route, it 
must give 56 days’ notice to the Traffic Commissioner 
and provide a copy of this notice to the local transport 
authority. They can do this whenever and as often as 
they want and they are not obliged to run a public 
consultation. It is very likely that commercial routes 
will be withdrawn because they no longer make 
money. The company might state this is because of 
the loss of revenue from one of the three funding 
cuts, they might say it is because of low passenger 
numbers or they might not give any reason at all. 
You will need to persuade the company that the 
route can be made commercially viable again, for 
example by running a ‘use it or lose it’ campaign. If 
this does not work, but you can show that the route is 
socially necessary, you would need to go to the local 
authority to ask them to subsidise it. 

Tendered routes 
If the route is subsidised by the local authority, you 
should again ask them why they are withdrawing it. 
Your local authority should run a public consultation 
and conduct a full equalities impact assessment. 
There are rules on what should be done before a 
decision to cut bus subsidies is made. Consultations 
should be done well ahead of the decision, they 

must ask the right questions and the results should 
be taken seriously. Equality impact assessments 
need to look at the way particular bus cuts will 
create problems for different groups of people, in 
particular the young, elderly, disabled, women and 
ethnic minorities.  If a local authority does not follow 
the rules the decision could be unlawful. If you are 
interested in looking into this in more detail you 
can read our special guide for people who want to 
challenge local bus budget decisions to the Local 
Government Ombudsman2. 

Swing into action
The first step is to make contact with a local 
campaign group, or start up your own. Please use our 
directory of local groups3 and let us know if you are 
setting up a new group and would like to be listed. 

Plan your campaign 
In principle this should happen at the very start, but 
beware of spending months planning and missing 
the chance to influence decisions that are happening 
now. In practice things will change, new people 
will get involved, and you will have to be able to 
be responsive. Your campaign plan will be an ever-
changing document. However, a plan helps you to 
stay focussed. Your plan should set out at the very 
least the following: 
•	 The aim, or the overall goal, and the objectives of 

the campaign, or the stepping stones that you will 
use to get there. For example, you might have an 
objective to collect and collate evidence on the 
value of buses to  your community.

•	 The allies you would like to back your campaign. For 
example, older people’s groups or a local hospital.

•	 Key messages that will persuade those audiences 
– keep them short and punchy, and vary them by

       audience. It can be useful to choose 3 key  
        messages to back your campaign.
•	 The channels or tools for your campaigning  

2  www.bettertransport.org.uk/system/files/Local-government- 
ombudsman-briefing.pdf 
3 Local groups directory: www.bettertransport.org.uk/local/directory 

www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns

Bath Bus Users demonstrate outside their council offices 
about cuts to local bus services. 
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(e.g.  local press and radio, a street stall, 
Facebook, public meetings).

•	 Influencing opportunities (e.g. consultation, MP’s 
surgery, council meetings).

•	 A campaign time line, including all of your 
proposed activities and any deadlines.

You can find more resources on campaign planning, 
as well as practical advice on how to run and chair a 
campaign group, in the materials listed on our website.4

Collect information and research solutions 
Groups who have successfully saved bus services 
say that collecting data is very important. You could 
conduct a survey on the routes at risk, showing 
the numbers of people and the types of bus users 
affected. This will probably mean that you are more 
informed than the decision-makers, and that gives 
you an advantage. Do some research on public 
transport in your area more generally and think 
creatively. For example, in one area residents realised 
that if a route was extended to go to a shopping 
centre it would become busy and profitable and a 
commercial operator stepped up to run the service 
without the need for council subsidy. 

Keep in mind that local authorities are being squeezed 
and will likely be more receptive if you can suggest 
ways in which savings can be made in less damaging 
ways. For example, you could suggest which routes, if 
any, would be least missed, you could consider ways 
that social services and school transport could be used 
by all, and you might want to think about community 
run transport solutions. We have produced a briefing 
for local transport authorities with ideas for making 
savings while protecting bus passengers5. 
 
For example, in one instance a group of parish councils 
clubbed together to underwrite the cost of subsidising 

4  www.bettertransport.org.uk/local_campaigning/ 
online_guides/resources. 
5 www.bettertransport.org.uk/system/files/Making-savings- 
protecting-bus-passengers.pdf

their threatened village bus service. With advertising 
and promotion they hope to get more local people on 
the bus so the bus becomes funded by bus fares only. 
However if the bus remains in need of subsidy they 
will pay the difference, which will be a few hundred 
pounds from each parish council. 

Make your views heard in consultation responses
Find out if there is a consultation happening and 
what the deadline is. If you have a petition it should 
ideally be ready to present by this date. Similarly if 
you are going to encourage people to write letters 
to the council these should be in the post by the 
deadline. Drafting a template for people to use or 
even printing postcards that people just need to sign 
and send, can be a good way of making sure your  
campaign keeps up pace. 

Try to be helpful, constructive and use the council’s 
language. Get a sense of your council’s priorities by 
reading their Local Transport Plan, which you will find 
on their website. Remember that local authorities 
have obligations to promote sustainability, develop 
the local economy, protect the interests of the 
elderly, the young, the disabled, and, of course, to 
tackle climate change. 

Buses support all of these obligations and this should 
help you make your case; for further evidence see 
the reports referenced at the end of this guide. If you 
have already missed the deadline you will have to 
work harder to get your contribution noticed, but it is 
definitely worthwhile. 

www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns

“We have no shop or post office
in our village and for lots of 
people the bus is their only 
means of transport. My advice to 
anyone else in the same position 
is to take action without delay.”  
John Edmunds, Devon
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Influence decision makers
Take every opportunity to present your arguments to 
the right decision-makers. It is important to make a 
time line of these strategic opportunities. 

Find out when the next council meeting is. You should 
find out if you can get points on the agenda and if you 
are allowed to attend. Find out who will be making 
the decision, and if this is something that elected 
councillors get actively involved in, or if the council 
officers, who are effectively the civil servants of the 
council, are actually doing all the work behind the 
scenes. The dynamic between councillors and council 
officers tends to be different in each council and it is 
good to get a grip on this. There might be people in 
the council who may be sympathetic and who can be 
an advocate from the inside. It is a very good idea to 
contact people who have been involved in other local 
campaigns (on transport or other issues) to benefit 
from their experience. 
 
Visit or write to your MP to find out where they stand. 
Make crystal clear the negative impacts of the bus cuts 
on their constituents. If you are not an affected bus 

user in the constituency, take one with you or include 
a quote from him or her. Remember that opposition 
politicians are likely to be more receptive to your 
campaign, but on the other hand coalition politicians 
might have more influence on the Government. 
As well as the potential impact it has on your local 
decision, lobbying your MP helps to raise the profile of 
the issue more broadly with those in Parliament. 

Build alliances 
It is a good idea to contact all sorts of people to see 
who might be interested. Think about the different 
groups of people who will likely be affected. For 
example, a college might want to think about its 
students who travel to class by bus, a health centre 
might want to think about its patients who use 
the bus. Environmental groups are often active on 
public transport issues. Do not forget the bus drivers, 
and if they are unionised, their union too. District 
Councillors, the Mayor, the local head teacher and 
doctors are other good people to try, but who you 
approach depends on your local community. 

Local shops and businesses might be affected. Not 
only the small businesses but big businesses, like 
supermarkets or housing developers. These big players 
might even be able to contribute financially to the 
running of the bus, which will certainly get your local 
authority paying attention. If you don’t ask you will 
never know! 

“There have been all sorts of 
protests in Cambridgeshire 
against the cuts. I went to protest 
in the public gallery when the 
council budget was passed. There 
were lots of placards and one 
woman had a sign that said ‘Love 
Buses’ that made me smile. When 
the Council cut all funding for 
buses I got the help of Campaign 
for Better Transport, and started a 
Judicial Review. The Council have 
had to back down and have now 
promised to review the bus cuts.” 
Jo Green, Cambridgeshire  

Local campaigner Victoria Harvey celebrates the launch 
of a new bus service with officials from the council, 
charities, developers and the bus company.
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When you have found your allies you can decide what 
to do next. Maybe you could write a joint letter to the 
council or to the local paper, or get them to contact 
all their members or service users to support petitions 
and events. 

Get public support 
A noisy public campaign can make decision-makers sit 
up and listen. Talking to passengers is important and a 
passenger questionnaire is a good idea. It both raises 
awareness of the threat and the answers will help 
back up your arguments. 

A public meeting is often an effective tool. Invite 
potential allies and send a press release to local media. 
You could hold a stall in a prominent place with a 
petition or letters to sign and badges and flyers to hand 
out.  We can provide some of these. These give people a 
visual sense of pulling together as part of a team. Seeing 
people wearing a sticker or displaying a poster in their 
window can build a sense of momentum and boost  a 
campaigner’s morale, which is important too.

Media
If you contact local media outlets don’t forget radio 
and TV as well as the local paper. Try to get telephone 
numbers for journalists as well and follow up any 
press releases you send out with a phone call. Building 
up good relationships with journalists can really make 
a big difference to coverage.

Think about what events in your campaign could be 
turned into a media opportunity. For example, going 

to a council meeting could work as a story if you have 
a demonstration outside with placards. You should 
make it easy for journalists by helping them get a
good photograph and have someone available to give 
them a quote. The media love a personal angle, so be 
sure to have someone who is actually affected by the 
bus cut who has agreed to speak. 

You could also try organising a publicity stunt. For 
example, a group of you walking the bus route (or 
part of it) with campaign t-shirts or a day when 
everyone in the campaign group catches the bus 
together to leaflet and talk to passengers. Invite the 
media to come along.

If you would like advice about writing press releases 
or talking to the media do get in touch and we will be 
happy to help.

Encountering difficulties
No one can pretend that this is an easy time to 
campaign for government funding. There are cuts  
being made to all sorts of public services and ring 
fencing for local authority transport funding has been 
removed. This means that local authorities have more 
flexibility, but services are effectively competing for the 
same funding. You will have to make a decision on how 
to approach this issue. You could make the case that 
bus cuts are short-sighted, because, without the bus, 
people will be less healthy, less economically active 
and less self-sufficient, and these problems will put 

“A lot of campaigning is about 
building positive relationships. 
Don’t always be anti-stuff! A lot 
of people in councils are doing 
their best for communities and 
sustainability.” 
Victoria Harvey, Bedfordshire 

Sophie Allain, Save our Buses campaigner, makes a strong 
case about young people and buses to local media.



a greater pressure on other parts of the public purse. 
You could talk about ways local authorities can make 
smarter savings that will be better for bus passengers 
(see the section on tendered routes). If you talk about 
opposing the cuts entirely, you should be aware that 
this is a political point. There are more general anti-
cuts groups in the UK and you can find out more about 
these groups at www.falseeconomy.org.uk.   
 
A big challenge when campaigning on buses is  
that most people making decisions about buses  
do not often use them and buses still suffer from 
social stigma. It is important that Save our Buses 
campaigns are positive, show that buses are popular 
and that they have an optimistic future in a fair,  
low-carbon economy.

Get support
What can Campaign for Better Transport offer? 
•	 We are able to provide local campaigners with 

materials and resources like flyers and bus pass 
holders. Email info@bettertransport.org.uk to 
order a campaign pack.

•	 Our interactive bus cuts map6 is a tool to try 
and make the effects of cuts in local areas 
transparent. This is a crowd-sourcing project so 
please do inform us if you know of any updates.

•	 Subscribe to our local group e-bulletin, packed 
full of information on campaigning, by emailing 
communications@bettertransport.org.uk or filling  
out this online form.7

•	 Contact us at info@bettertransport.org.uk for 
advice. For example, if you would like help writing 
a press release, writing to the Local Government 
Ombudsman or if you would like a new group 
listed in our directory of local campaigns please 
don’t hesitate to contact us. You can keep track of 
the campaign using our buses blog.8 

•	 We also provide research materials9 to help 
campaigners make the case for the social, 
economic and environmental value of buses 

•	 You can also find all of the links in this guide on 
the campaign webpage (www.bettertransport.org.
uk/campaigns/save-our-buses).

Feedback on this short campaigning guide is warmly 
welcomed. And please let us know how your 
campaign goes. Good luck.

6 www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/save-our-buses/map 
7 www.bettertransport.org.uk/local_campaigning/e-bulletin
8 www.bettertransport.org.uk/campaigns/public_transport/buses/blog
9 Buses Matter, January 2011 (www.bettertransport.org.uk/system/
files/11.02.23.buses-matter.pdf )
Transport, Social Equality and Welfare to Work, October 2010
(www.bettertransport.org.uk/system/files/Transport_ 
social_equality_welfare_work.pdf)

 

“Our village was shocked when 
we heard that our bus was going 
to be withdrawn. Although we 
have decided not to make a  
legal challenge it was good to  
be able to put this possibility into 
our discussions with the council. 
It made them realise they had 
to play this carefully and I hope 
it will make them think more 
carefully before doling out the 
next cut. Over the next few 
months we also plan to get  
the message to local people to 
‘use it or lose it’ to support our 
bus service.”  
Caroline Collins, Save the 86 
Bus, West Sussex 

Campaign for Better Transport is the UK’s leading authority on sustainable  
transport. We champion transport solutions that improve people’s lives and reduce 
environmental damage. Our campaigns push innovative, practical policies at local  
and national levels. Campaign for Better Transport Charitable Trust is a registered 
charity (1101929).
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