
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Unite submission to the South Yorkshire Bus Review 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 

1.1. This response is submitted by Unite the Union, the UK’s and Ireland’s largest 

transport union with 1.3 million members across all private and public sectors. The 

union’s members work in a range of industries including transport, manufacturing, 

financial services, print, media, construction, energy generation, chemicals, local 

government, education, health and not for profit sectors.  
 

1.2. In the arena of transport Unite represents over a quarter of a million members in all 

transport modes, making it the largest transport union in the UK.  
 

1.3. Unite has obtained the views of our members through our lay member committees 

at national and regional level. Our lay members in South Yorkshire have been 

actively engaged in this Review. Therefore Unite is in a unique position to submit a 

response to the South Yorkshire Bus Review. 

 

 
 

2. Executive Summary 
 

2.1. Unite is committed to a policy of full public ownership of buses and we see this as 

the best way for the bus system in South Yorkshire to operate in the interests of 

passengers, communities and the wider economy. Unite sees little benefit to bus 

users, communities or workers in private companies cherry picking routes to provide  

profits to pay to shareholders while fares rise, bus routes are withdrawn, public 

subsidy increases and the terms and conditions of workers in the industry are being 

eroded. 

 

2.2. Since deregulation of bus services in 1986, bus fares in South Yorkshire have risen 

by 250%1. The current deregulated model has failed to increase bus use. Figures 

from the Department for Transport show an alarming decline in passenger journeys 

in South Yorkshire where over the last recorded nine years as bus journeys have 

fallen by 17.2%2. The staggering level of decline is even greater when comparing 
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bus patronage in the 1980s before deregulation to current levels, whereby the 

decrease is at 62%3. 

 

2.3. As with bus patronage, there has been a significant decrease of 30% in the number 

of bus workers over the last twenty years going from 3,500 in 1999 to 2,500 in 2019. 

Unite believe that the current pay as well as terms and conditions for bus workers as 

well cuts to employee benefits such as sickness and holiday pay, overtime and 

weekend premiums are contributing to a high turnover rate of new drivers. It is right 

that bus sector workers are fairly rewarded for the service they deliver day in day out 

keeping the buses running and the economy going.  Unite calls for the terms and 

conditions of South Yorkshire bus workers to at a minimum level up to the best 

terms and conditions currently in operation. An example of this would be the Licence 

for London4 covering 25,000 bus workers in the capital which was launched in 

January 2017 by Unite and the Mayor of London.  

 

2.4. Unite bus sector members have raised concerns regarding the ever decreasing 

levels of morale. Members reported they are over stretched and stressed because of 

worsening conditions relating to coverage of shifts and feel obliged to work half 

shifts. Driver fatigue is constantly raised by union reps with increasing numbers of 

drivers having had their licence revoked over the past few years. This is a damning 

indictment of the passenger industry and the difficult job that bus drivers undertake, 

often to the detriment of their own health. 

 

2.5. Unite welcomes this review and we call for any changes to the operation of buses in 

the region to ensure that the bus workers are able to benefit from any material 

improvement in their terms and conditions. It is Unite’s view that the issues raised in 

this consultation could be better addressed if the focus of bus policy was more 

centred on the community needs and employment of bus workers rather than 

profitability. 
 

 

3. Trends in bus use 
 

3.1. Buses are an essential transport service for South Yorkshire where over 80% of all 

passenger journeys are made by bus5. However there has been a notable decline in 

bus usage in South Yorkshire with the number of passenger journeys dropping year 

on year, falling from 115.8 million in 2008/2009 to 95.8 million in 2017/20186. A 

similar pattern of decline is reflected in the numbers of bus journeys which have 

fallen by 21% over the ten year period between 2008/2009 to 2017/20187.  

 

3.2. The correlation between the fall in bus patronage and bus journeys is not 

coincidental as bus companies respond to declining patronage by axing bus routes 

and reducing frequency to maintain profitability, with the axe often falling on less 
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“lucrative” but more socially desirable routes, bus companies and their shareholders 

are benefitting while communities are cut off and more people abandon public 

transport for private car use, with car ownership growing faster in South Yorkshire 

than in other metropolitan area8. The current deregulated system is harming 

communities, the local economy and the environment. 

 

3.3. Unite is concerned that rural areas in South Yorkshire are losing bus services which 

provide essential transport links to surrounding towns and urban centres. Our 

members in the bus sector who live and work in the South Yorkshire region are 

telling us that villages in the region are having their bus services reduced to daily 

services and some routes are being cut all together. These are restricting access to 

services, retail and leisure opportunities. 

 

3.4. Unite has noted that bus fares in South Yorkshire are more expensive than fares in 

other regions9. The current cost of bus fares in the region as well as route cuts, 

reduced and insecure services are severally impacting low-income families’ 

standard of living and access to jobs. The proliferation of zero hours contracts 

means that many workers on insecure contracts are unable to benefit from a 

weekly/monthly/annual travel card. Bus journeys made without a weekly or monthly 

travel-card result in high travel costs for less frequent travellers. Unite believe the 

lack of affordable and accessible buses is severely impacting workers on low 

incomes which in turn is contributing to a decline in bus use.  Unite recommends a 

review of ticketing options to take account of the fact that working hours/days can 

vary from week to week as discounted ticketing is not presently set up in such a way 

to give value for money for people working on precarious contracts. 

 

4. How to increase bus patronage  

 
4.1. In order to overcome the issues raised in the previous section Unite recommend the 

following measures;  

 

i. More flexibility – To respond to changes in typical work patterns as a 

consequence of the rise in precarious contracts, ticketing options should go 

beyond the traditional weekly and monthly seasonal tickets. The current daily 

bus pass is unaffordable for those on low incomes and zero hour contracts.  

 
ii. Off peak services – The rise of route profitability is resulting in cuts to 

Sunday and night bus services in the region as bus companies are getting rid 

of marginal routes in favour of core profitable routes. Because of privatisation, 

there are no regulatory powers over where services run and local authorities 

have lost the ability to alter changes made by private companies running 

these bus routes. Cuts to Sunday and night services are putting vulnerable 

bus users such as women, the elderly and young people at risk and 

contributing to a fall in bus patronage and increase in social isolation. Unite 

call for the re-regulation of buses  
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iii. Timetabling – The increase in re-routing and re-numbering in the region 

have made bus services unreliable. This creates issues for bus users as well 

as bus workers who absorb the frustrations of the traveling public. There must 

be a reduction in timetable changes and greater consultation with the local 

communities and bus workers’ representatives ahead of route and timetable 

changes.  Currently there is no joined up thinking in relation to time, numbers 

and routes operated by the different companies within the region. Unite 

believe that a time table route management system would reduce the volume 

of buses running below capacity or even empty. If this was incorporated with 

a universal fare structure it would encourage the travelling public to use the 

services rather than their motor vehicles. 

 

iv. Bus priority lanes – With their considerable experience in the bus sector, 

Unite members in the South Yorkshire have told us that bus priority lanes with 

modern signalling systems would significantly improve congestion and 

improve the running of services. Where this has happened in other parts of 

the country, Unite has noted significant benefits including faster, more 

reliable bus journeys and increased bus use. To compliment this we would 

suggest an increase in the facilities of out of town park and ride. 

 

v. Cleaner buses – Cleaning services in the bus sector have become a tool for 

private bus companies to increase profits. As a further consequence of 

deregulation, cleaning services for buses are now outsourced. Race to the 

bottom contracting practices mean cleaners are on the low wages and poor 

working conditions. To save money, the contracting companies are rationing 

cleaning equipment and thus cleanliness of buses is poor. Unite call for bus 

sector cleaning services to be brought ‘in-house’ and for these workers to 

receive decent salaries and terms & conditions and a good level of equipment 

which will allow them to present buses in the best possible way.  

 

vi. Improving the quality of services – Bus engineers play a vital role in 

maintaining safe, road worthy vehicles. Our members who work as bus 

engineers tell us that they need to have the equipment to carry out repairs in 

a speedy and efficient way and for this they need stocks of spares available 

as well as improved working time, pensions and rates of pay which reflect 

their expertise. 

 

vii. Interconnected transport modes – The people of South Yorkshire deserve 

a bus system that safe, affordable, reliable, tackle poor air quality and is fully 

integrated to other transport modes. The bus system should connect villages 

and towns to cities, enable growth of the international airport and connect 

communities to other major aviation hubs around the country. 

 

Interconnected transport modes improve connectivity between communities 

and key employment growth areas, they provide links to and from high speed 



rail stations and international gateways, increase bus capacity and frequency 

improvements and network extensions10. In planning interconnected transport 

modes, there must be a concentrated effort to ensure affordability of travel, 

customer information, to encourage greater uptake. This in turn would 

increase bus revenues, improve passenger experience, attract more tourism 

and benefit the environment through reduced dependency in private cars.  

 

 

5. The commercial operation of the bus sector 
 
5.1. Bus workers are central to the operation of the bus sector. The notable decline in the 

number of bus workers in South Yorkshire bus system is largely attributed to 

deregulation after which bus workers have had their pay, pensions and working 

conditions reduced to benefit profitability for private bus companies11. Before 

deregulation, rates of pay in the bus sector were comparable to those of rail 

workers, but now these wages have fallen in real terms with the highest paid bus 

drivers now earning just above the national minimum wage at £11 per hour.  

 

5.2. As bus companies cut costs to stay competitive, bus workers are increasingly 

working excessive hours due to driver shortage and for overtime requests. Our 

members in the bus sector are increasingly reporting the impact of fatigue on their 

mental and physical health leading to stress and poor mental health. A recent Unite 

survey of bus drivers revealed 53% of bus drivers are working up to 50 hours per 

week with 17% working over 50 hours per week. The survey revealed high levels of 

mental and physical health complaints attributed to fatigue with many drivers 

reporting long hours had led to divorce and family breakdown, with over 70% of 

drivers stating that their family life and relationships had been damaged due to their 

working practices. 

 

5.3. Overworked drivers have a profound negative effect on workplace and community 

safety. A very disturbing 79% of bus drivers surveyed by Unite reported that in the 

past year they had made errors while driving due to tiredness, while 10% had 

actually fallen asleep while driving. The primary factor in addition to long hours 

which created fatigue and tiredness is the lack of recovery time. Legally workers 

should have 11 hours between finishing one shift and beginning the next, however 

our members report these legal minimums are not being met. Over a third of bus 

drivers reporting rest periods just 10 hours.  

 

5.4. It is unacceptable for bus workers who provide an essential bus service that has 

huge benefits for the economy are being pushed to their limit. Companies are risking 

the safety of their employees and the general public to maximise profits. Our 

members tell us they feel compelled to work overtime because of poor pay and 

company pressures.  
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5.5. The practices outlined in the sections above are leading to high rates of staff 

turnover and driver shortage. To overcome these Unite calls for bus workers to be 

properly rewarded. For this to be achieved and maintained we need a system of re-

regulation. An example of such is the London licence.  The Licence which was a 

deal secured between Unite the Union and Transport for London in 2017 allows bus 

drivers working across all London bus companies to have a new starter minimum 

wage of £23,000. This has prevented a ‘race to the bottom’ in terms of pay, and 

addresses the large variations in pay between drivers employed by different 

companies. The London Licence demonstrates that only a public body, 

unencumbered by shareholders and dividend payments, would be prepared to make 

the necessary investment in its workforce to encourage staff retention and safe 

working conditions.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Bobby Morton – Unite the Union Passenger Transport National Officer   

For clarifications and more information please contact: 

Irina Do Carmo - Research Officer 0203 371 2031 / irina.docarmo@unitetheunion.org 

   

 


