Bus Operator Working Group
9th August 2011 Minutes

 

Present
 

Colin Simmonds
Country Hopper

Bryan Garratt
Abbey Travel

Eileen Jackson
Jackson Travel

John MacDonald
Beaver Bus

Ron Weston

Total Travel

Celia Phillips

Alantis Coaches

Andrew Webster
Confidence Bus

 

Ashley Holland (AH)
Contracts Team Leader STG

Mark Watters (MW)

Business Development & Support Team Leader

Dave Smith   (DS)

Quality Team Leader, (Meeting Chair and Secretary)

 

Minutes

1. Notes from Bus Operators’ Forum 4th July 2011 were circulated (available on LCC website)

 

2. Induction Transport arrangements. A paper was circulated which described some problems related to induction transport. The STG is intending to take more control over induction transport by requiring schools who wish to use Council administered home to school transport for induction pupils to follow agreed protocols.

 

This is designed to ensure that no bus is overloaded, that pupils are given temporary authorisation for specific buses and it is made clear to parents that transport arrangements may be changed for the new academic year.   

 

3. Contract cover arrangements and administration fees. A discussion paper was presented which outlined the Council’s approach to arranging contract cover (normally for home to school contracts). The Council will from September 2011 charge contractors an administration fee of £30 for every request where cover is arranged on their behalf – regardless of the number of individual journeys covered by that request. This is of course in addition to the actual fee charged by the operator who covers the contract.

 

Contractors are reminded that the Council expects contractors to operate their own contracts with the exceptions being one offs created by unforeseen circumstances or for longer periods – such as when waiting for an increase in vehicle operating discs - by prior agreement. Where contractors work together and ‘mix and match’ contracts the Council would seek to regularise this – again by agreement.

 

4. Variance from contract specification and deductions. A discussion took place over the penalties that should be applied for deviations from contract specification. Contractors were informed that this related mainly to local bus service provision where age and low floor specifications were sometimes breached. Contractors were reminded that these should be declared to the Council and a reduced payment for the period such vehicles are used should be expected.

 

5. Definition of ‘contractor fault’. This was connected to the previous item and a debate was held around whether contractors should expect to be paid for a journey that did not operate – due to no fault of their own. The consensus for home to school contracts was that a failure to operate a journey through mechanical breakdown should not be paid – but where the contractor covered the journey with another vehicle and it ran late he should be paid (albeit with a possible reduction in payment to take account of the lateness).

 

The Council believes that where journeys do not operate because of factors outside the contractors control these should attract a payment representing 65% of the normal rate attributable to that journey. Such factors include extreme weather conditions and vehicle breakdowns not attributable to poor maintenance that occur remotely from depot such that a replacement vehicle could not be expected to cover the journey(s) that were missed. 

 

6. School bus boards. The value of displaying school bus boards was discussed. The Child warning sign is a legal requirement – which can sometimes conflict with the need to keep the swept area of the windscreen clear. Contractors are advised to check that where the sign is placed is visible to intending passengers and does not contravene VOSA guidance. 

 

Operators who have held the same school contract for at least two years and feel they would benefit from having a new (free of charge) front board are asked to e-mail their request to mainstreamtransport@leics.gov.uk  Please note that new contracts will continue to have boards supplied.

 

7. Application of 2 (primary) or 3 (secondary) mile ‘rules’ for home to school transport. There are a number of areas throughout the County where transport entitlement has been removed because children do not meet distance criteria – which is now being more accurately applied. This does mean a reduction in the total number of home to school contracts but at the same time an opportunity for contractors to operate ‘commercial’ services where they feel they are viable. Such services are not bound by the same timings that contract services have to follow and thus can be operated before contract work in the morning and after contract work in the afternoon. There may be some case where the Council would be prepared to purchase places on such commercially operated buses. AH indicated that the Council would endeavour to work with the incumbent operator in developing a commercial replacement in circumstances where contracts were no longer required. If the incumbent operator did not indicate an interest the Council would circulate information to all other operators.

 

8. e-Auction results and protocol. A general discussion was held relating to the first 3 e-auctions that had been held for home to school contracts. MW reported that the Council was changing the e-auction facilitator – to become Due North, but we will seek to keep any changes to the process for contractors to an absolute minimum. This change of supplier is as a result of the Council entering into a contract for an e-auction supplier across the whole of the Council’s purchasing – leading to a considerable saving over the costs of holding each auction.

 

Concern was expressed about the ability of contractors to maintain service at some of the prices recorded. DS reminded the meeting that all contractors making bids had previously proved their professional competence by obtaining operator’s licences and had been reminded before the auction not to be carried away by ‘auction fever’. It was also the case that contractors have different business models and may have other work which fits around school contracts thus enabling them to spread the costs of operation.

 

Prices in the third auction were felt to be more realistic and therefore sustainable. DS reported that one contract in the auction had attracted a lower price when sourced as taxi operation and thus had not been offered to the lowest auction bidder. Steps are being taken to avoid a similar situation arising in the future as it was noted that contractors will not bid lowest for more contracts than they feel able to operate.

 

9. AOB 

a) Contractors made the point that they could be left without the opportunity to secure work if contracts were terminated after all continuing contracts had been let. AH replied that this was unfortunate but was to some extent the result of a reducing number of contracts overall. He was hoping in subsequent years to announce earlier those contracts that were being terminated – and those that would be replaced so that contractors could be in a better position to make business plans. AH reported that he was looking at trying to spread reviews and tendering/auctions more evenly throughout the year.

 

b) Contractors asked why a 5 year contract did not seem to mean that given that several contracts where terminated before their normal expiry date whereas others continued well beyond 5 years. AH & MW responded that contracts were considered for the eAuction if they were 1. Life expired, 2. Changed significantly following a review of a school's transport requirements, 3. Where a contract had been increased in price since its original tender and was now deemed not to be value for money.   In all of these circumstances the contractor would be offered the appropriate contractual notice.  There are some cases where life expired contracts have been extended for one year, and this is because it is anticipated that these contracts will be affected by the 2/3 mile rule, removal of transport provided under historical exception and the review of unavailable walking routes. These contracts will be reviewed in 2012 and retendered under contract if required, or presented to the market as a commercial opportunity. AH indicated that he would be seeking to put to the market all ‘life expired’ contracts in the phased approach he had previously mentioned.

Other information:
Operators are also asked to note that the Council had been able to respond to operator concerns about fuel price rises by offering an exceptional percentage increase on qualifying contracts - the detail can be found at:

 

http://www.leics.gov.uk/fuel_increase_july_2011_operator_letter_v0.2.doc
 

Date of next meeting 3rd November 2011 at 10.30am Room 102, County Hall
 
DJS 12.8.11

