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Bus Services (No. 2) Act — Briefing for
Branches

Background

The bus sector in England (outside London) was deregulated and privatised in the 1980s
by the Transport Act 1985. This left Local Transport Authorities (LTAs) beholden to the
commercial interests of private bus operators that are free to ‘cherry pick” whichever
services they want to run for a profit. As a result, bus services are often unreliable and
expensive, there have been significant cuts to services, with local authorities left to
subsidise any routes deemed non-profitable by operators. There were 482 million, or 29%,
fewer bus services kilometres operated in England (outside London) in 2024 compared to
2005, and during that period, the number of bus workers reduced by nearly 20,000
(24%). Labour analysis shows that between 2010 and 2023 there was a loss of more than
5000 bus routes.

It has been estimated that in a decade nearly £3bn in dividends was paid out by the
private bus operators in shareholder dividends, but, perversely, the only way that the bus
companies are able to maintain this level of profitability is because they are so heavily
subsidised by local and national government. In the decade prior to Covid, the bus
operators in England (outside London) received, on average, more than £1.3bn in net
public support annually.

At the same time, local authorities have been banned from setting up a new municipal bus
company to directly deliver their bus services.

Bus Services (No2) Act

The Labour Party had a manifesto commitment to introduce bus reform legislation, and in
Autumn 2024 it tabled the Bus Services (No2) Bill, which received Royal Assent in October
2025.

The main changes introduced by the Bill include making it easier for Local Transport
Authorities (LTAs) to franchise and the reversal of the ban on new municipal bus
companies.

Since the Bill was introduced, the Union has been having regular meetings with DfT civil
servants and the General Secretary has met with the Local Transport Minister Simon
Lightwood on a number of occasions.

RMT amendments

The Union had previously been successful in securing amendments to the 2017 Bus Act



(which introduced franchising for Mayoral Combined Authorities) to ensure TUPE would
apply to bus workers when franchising was implemented, additional protections for
pensions in the event of a transfer from operator as a result of a franchise contract, and
the previous Government also included the importance of CIRAS in its franchising
guidance for local authorities.

RMT has sought to amend the latest Bill to address a range of issues of concern for bus
worker members including around pay and employment protections, working hours and
rest breaks and health and safety issues, a number of which had been the subject of
resolutions to the bus worker NIOC in recent years. The full list of issues that the union
tabled amendments on is at the end of this document.

Whilst the Government did not accept any of our amendments, this process allowed us to
apply further pressure on our policy goals and reach a number of concessions, including
that:

e The Department will be learning lessons from LTAs such as Manchester, including
considering workforce-related best practice in its updated guidance.

e The Department will be issuing guidance to LTAs which will include information on
TUPE transfers for staff where the LTA sets up a municipal bus company and the
unions will be consulted on the development of this guidance.

e In response to the amendment regarding the creation of a National Bus Forum, the
Government said that it will continue its conversations with unions that have arisen as
a result of the bill and will use its ‘convening powers to bring stakeholders together’.

e The Government will be revising its franchising and enhanced partnership guidance
and has said it will include the need for trade union involvement at local forums in
this and that unions will be consulted in the production of the guidance.

However, it should be noted that overall, the Government’s response to the issues we
have sought to raise through the Bill has been disappointing, including its resistance to
establishing a national bus forum despite this being a recommendation from the Transport
Select Committee in 2018 which was as a result of RMT lobbying.

It is also disappointing that the Government did not use the Bill to go further to support
public ownership of buses, including refusing to allow LTAs to directly award bus services
to a municipal bus company without having to compete alongside commercial operators.
In response to a number of issues raised on behalf of RMT in Parliament, the Government
made repeated references to commercial interests of operators and competition, which
shows it has not moved far enough away from this model of bus provision. The Transport
Select Committee’s most recent inquiry into buses agreed with RMT that funding for the
bus sector was key to the success of reforms. The Government’s response to this report
was criticised by the Committee, which said it lacked ambition and risked missing an
opportunity to improve connectivity across England.

ASB training
When the Bill was introduced, it included a requirement for all bus operators to train

frontline workers on how to ‘identify, respond to and where possible prevent’ anti-social
and criminal behaviour on buses. RMT was not notified of or consulted by the Government
on these provisions despite the implications for bus worker safety.



In response to our concerns, the Government confirmed that it does not expect bus
workers to intervene in dangerous situations and tabled an amendment to the Bill to seek
to clarify this, replacing ‘where possible’ with ‘where safe to do so’. The DfT has confirmed
to RMT that it will consult the unions in the development of its guidance on this training.
The Union has also met with consultants employed by the Confederation of Passenger
Transport (CPT, bus and coach sector employer body) to develop a training module for
bus workers around Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG).

Implications of the Bus Bill for RMT members
Throughout this process, the Union’s priority has been, and remains, protecting our
members’ jobs, pay, conditions, pensions and safety.

It seems likely that the Bill will continue the postcode lottery in bus provision as different
areas utilise the reforms to varying extents. The reality is that unless there is a significant
uptick in funding, it is unlikely many, if any, LTAs will set up a municipal bus company in
near future, especially as the Government has refused to allow LTAs to directly award bus
services to a municipal bus company, meaning it would still have to compete alongside
commercial operators and put supported services out for tender.

Thus far, there are no rural areas that have introduced franchising and it awaits to be
seen how this will work in practice. There are various models that can be used for
franchising. For instance, a franchise does not need to cover a whole LTA area, and it can
also involve multiple LTAs if they work together. The LTA can decide how to award
franchise contracts, for instance it could offer one contract for the whole franchise or
break it up into multiple contracts (as is the case in London and Manchester). There are
potential implications for existing operators depending on how the franchise contracts are
divided up, which again reinforces why trade union involvement from the outset is vital.

The Government has included provision in the Bill to allow LTAs that are franchising for
the first time to direct their initial franchise contracts for broadly similar services to
incumbent operations without needing to go through a tendering process. This should help
smooth the transition process and should mean that it is less likely that TUPE transfers are
required where LTAs opt to direct award contracts to incumbent operators.

The Government has identified some rural LTAs for franchising pilots which will provide
funding for resources including consultants to develop franchising plans for the rural
areas. The LTAs involved in the pilots include Cornwall, where a number of our bus
members are based. The Union raised the pilots at a recent meeting with DfT civil
servants, who advised that the trial involves funding from DfT for the relevant LTAs to
undertake franchising feasibility studies, to decide whether to move to a formal franchising
assessment. The funding does not cover a full franchising application or process. The
Union reiterated the importance of trade union involvement in the franchising process
from the outset and will continue to press this issue with Government.

Of course, bus companies do not necessarily operate solely within LTA boundaries, and
where franchising is rolled out, any operator that wished to operate a cross-boundary
service would need to apply to the LTA for a permit to do so, and there is no requirement
on the LTA to award such a permit.



Note on the Devolution Bill

The English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill is currently making its way
through Parliament, following the Devolution White Paper published earlier in the year.
The provisions in the Bill include the Government’s long-term goal for all areas in England
to move towards a ‘strategic authority’ namely a Combined Authority (CA) or Combined
County Authority (CCA) which are formed of two or more Councils. These already exist in
a number of areas including where RMT represents bus workers such as the Devon and
Torbay County Authority, the East Midlands Combined County Authority and Greater
Lincolnshire Combined Authority. Hampshire, Isle of Wight, Southampton and Portsmouth
councils are in the process of becoming a Combined Authority.

The CAs generally become the Local Transport Authority meaning that decisions around
franchising and bus provision are taken at CA level. This could make it more likely that
areas will introduce franchising as a result of being able to pool resources, but also has
implications for representation at local forums as a result of widening local authority
boundaries. The Government has said its target is for strategic authorities to serve
populations of at least 1.5 million.

Next steps

The Union is continuing discussions with civil servants and advisors and will be pushing for
our key demands to be incorporated into guidance. We will be continuing to press the
Government to establish a National Bus Forum, and once the relevant guidance has been
updated we will be approaching the LTAs where our bus members are based to seek trade
union representation at their local forums.

Feedback from Manchester has highlighted the importance of trade union involvement at
the earliest stage in franchising, and where members become aware of any local
discussions around the potential for franchising in an area where we represent bus
workers, they should inform Head Office.

RMT amendments to the Bus Services (No2) Bill

Whilst the Government did not accept any of our amendments, this process allowed us to
apply further pressure on our policy goals and reach a number of concessions.

Employment protections and general policy

e As part of the Union’s wider support for public ownership of all the bus industry, for
local authorities to be able to directly award their bus service provision to a
municipal bus company rather than needing to compete with commercial operators
and tender for supported services.

e The creation of a National Bus Forum comprising Government, operators and
unions, as per the recommendation of the Transport Select Committee in 2019,
following RMT evidence to the Committee at the time calling for a forum. The
purpose of this forum would be to discuss industry wide issues of concern affecting
health and safety, employment matters and recruitment and retention.

e Sectoral collective bargaining across the bus industry to develop an industry wide
approach to improve pay and conditions.

e Extending the notice period bus operators must give when cancelling a service in



areas where local authorities have announced their intention to franchise.

A legal requirement for LTAs to establish a forum with unions and operators where
they introduce franchising (as already exists in Manchester) so that unions can be
at the table to help ensure that any new arrangements protect jobs, conditions and
safety.

Ensuring that TUPE applies as soon as an LTA announces their intention to
franchise or where they establish a municipal bus company.

Full employment protections where an LTA intends to implement franchising.
Provision for bus worker terms and conditions to be no worse for the duration of a
franchise and for new staff to not be employed on inferior terms and conditions as
existing staff. The purpose of this amendment is to avoid a ‘race to the bottom’ in
terms of bus worker conditions and the creation of two-tier workforces.

A legal requirement for trade unions to be a statutory member of LTA enhanced
partnership stakeholder forums. The DfT is also conducting a review of the
effectiveness of EPs, which the Union responded to, and our response reflected the
need for unions to be involved in the stakeholder forums.

Health and safety

A legal requirement for all LTAs to make it a condition of their enhanced
partnership/franchise/local authority bus company that bus workers have access to
CIRAS or equivalent reporting line and that the trade unions must be consulted on
any issues arising as a result of this. Note - during the last Bus Bill in 2019, the
Union was successful in getting the Government to include the importance of CIRAS
in its franchising guidance for local authorities.

A legal requirement for all LTAs to make it a condition of their enhanced
partnership/franchise/local authority bus company that bus operators must provide
them with bus safety incident data and that the LTA must publish this information
on their website and consult trade unions on any issues arising as a result of the
publication of the data.

A legal requirement for all LTAs to make it a condition of their enhanced
partnership/franchise/local authority bus company that bus operators must provide
them with data relating to assaults and violence on bus services (affecting staff and
passengers) and that the LTA must publish this information on their website and
consult trade unions on any issues arising as a result of the publication of the data.
Bringing the rules governing bus worker driving hours in line with those for HGV
drivers, with no loss of pay (as is longstanding RMT policy).

A legal requirement for bus drivers to take a break after a maximum of 5.5 hours
on duty as opposed to 5.5 hours of driving.

The creation of an independent bus accident investigation branch.

Contact: Sophie Ward, National Policy Officer
s.ward@rmt.org.uk



mailto:s.ward@rmt.org.uk

