BUS OPERATOR FORUM Monday 4th July 2011

QUESTION AND ANSWER SESSION

These minutes represent the answers provided at the Forum and/or as subsequently clarified for the benefit of circulation - as such they should not be taken as a verbatim record.
Q: Beaver Bus    

We see a great value in continuing to be able to send invoices to you by e-mail. Is there any possibility that the decision to require them to be posted can be reviewed – particularly as bus service invoices do not contain any personal data?

A: MW
Not at the present time for all the reasons outlined in the presentation. If contractors are concerned about normal postal delivery we suggest that they send their invoices by recorded delivery or hand deliver them to County Hall reception and request a receipt.

Q: Beaver Bus

Buses operating scheduled services will be required to be DDA compliant by 2015, why does the Council not specify this requirement in contracts that it is now letting? This would ensure that operators could make sensible arrangements to ensure their vehicles were all compliant.

A: DS

The standard contract conditions for all transport contracts are considered to cover this point. In general terms contractors are required at all times to operate within all relevant Acts of Parliament and other regulations. The Council will not seek to incur unnecessary expenditure in advance of DDA regulations being introduced by ‘over specifying’ contract requirements. Operators can see the evidence of this in the recent awards of local bus service contracts where often a non low floor (and lesser price option) has been selected over low floor and newer vehicle options.
Q: Orbit Travel

Last week’s e-auction prices have resulted in some contracts going for unrealistic and unsustainable prices. What can the Council do to ensure that contract prices are not so low?

A: DS & MW

The Council has to work with an assumption that the operators who are submitting bids have correctly costed their prices – in the same way as they would in any other environment when they were seeking work. The Council, through contract conditions, sets the minimum standards required on the contract and the winning contractor for each contract is judged by those standards – not the price they submitted. The Council recognises that different contractors will have different business strategies and different ways of allocating costs. Contractors who seek to recoup all of their operating costs for a vehicle from one school contract are unlikely to be able to compete with an operator who is able to spread the costs of a vehicle and driver over a much wider area of work.
Q: Confidence Bus
In view of the need for buses to be DDA compliant should the Council be letting, and indeed sticking to, 5 year or even longer contract terms. It appears at the moment that the Council will save lots of money through putting more contracts out to e-auction so can contractors expect to see their contracts terminated – before the ‘nominal’ end dates?

A: MW

The Council is not seeking to terminate contracts en-masse before their full term to make savings. School contracts are normally let with an anticipated life of 5 years and some research we have done suggests that on average they run for about 3 years. This difference is accounted by early terminations by contractors, terminations by the Council as a result of poor performance and due to a change in passenger demand. Contractors can expect that where a contract is let for 5 years that if passenger demand stays consistent and it is operated within contract conditions that the contract will run its full term. However, this does not negate the possibility of an individual contract being reviewed for cost effectiveness, either by the Council or a Contractor, as any business would do.
Q: Abbey Travel

How does the Council notify operators which contracts are being terminated and auctioned?

A: MW &SN

The Council publishes on the web site details of which contracts are to be auctioned about two weeks prior to each auction. A circular e-mail is sent to the holders of any contracts that are to be auctioned (or tendered) to give an extra alert to those contractors, even though the full term of the contract period may have been operated. On the rare occasions where a contract is being terminated early because of a changed requirement the contractor will receive proper and specific written notice on that contract. 
Q: Abbey Travel

How does the Council justify schools taking a percentage of pre-paid fares they collect on contract services? Surely this undermines the viability of the service and increases the cost to the Council.

A: DS

We are happy to look at what seems to be a specific case outside of this meeting but it is not appropriate to try to understand/solve one service in the operator forum. In principle there is no obstacle to having an agent sell tickets off bus and taking a percentage. For school buses this may speed up boarding and thus improve time keeping and may help to reduce fares avoidance as the driver has fewer transactions involving cash. 
