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LOCAL BUS SERVICES MARKET INVESTIGATION 

Summary of a response hearing with FirstGroup held on 23 June 2011 

Provisional findings 

Opening statement 

1. In response to the Competition Commission’s (CC’s) provisional findings, FirstGroup 
stated its view that all bus markets were local in nature and each had individual 
circumstances which influenced how competition occurred in each one. FirstGroup 
commented that the provisional findings had underestimated effective competition 
and overestimated the level of detriment arising from any lack of competition. 

2. FirstGroup had three main concerns about the provisional findings. One, the analysis 
of head-to-head competition noted a variety of local factors that could be taken into 
account at the route level but had not done so. Were these factors to be taken into 
account, then only a very small proportion of routes could be said to not face 
effective competition. Two, the barriers to entry set out in the provisional findings did 
not correspond to Mr Fearnley’s previous experience as a small operator or to 
FirstGroup’s experience of the market. FirstGroup said that in its view and those of 
the majority of other operators no significant issues arose in relation to single-
operator multi-journey and multi-operator network tickets. It also did not consider that 
operators entering a market regarded the response of the incumbent as a barrier 
which would prevent them entering if other market conditions were favourable. 
FirstGroup also observed that the provisional findings had not demonstrated a 
statistical relationship between concentration and pricing, promotions or depot 
profitability. FirstGroup also did not agree with the CC’s calculations of detriment or 
the benefits of adding a new player in every area.  

3. In relation to the possible remedies the CC had proposed, FirstGroup noted that any 
meaningful discussion could not take place without the CC having identified first in 
which relevant markets an adverse effect on competition (AEC) had occurred. It also 
said that the implementation of the proposed remedies would unintentionally create 
considerable detriment and would not deliver any actual benefits. The bus industry 
was currently in a state of flux because of cuts in funding for local authority tendered 
services, concessionary fares and Bus Service Operators Grant (BSOG). It was also 
still grappling with the effects of the recession, including reduced customer patron-
age. Bus operators faced a changed world so a historical view of their profitability 
was not appropriate.  

4. As part of its localism agenda, the Government was considering whether to transfer 
BSOG funding from bus operators to local authorities. FirstGroup was lobbying for 
any funding transferred to be ‘ring-fenced’ so that local authorities were required to 
use it for bus services and could not use it for other expenditure. FirstGroup was 
concerned that local authorities might use ring-fenced funding for tendered services, 
and that this would have very significant effects. Some local authorities had told 
FirstGroup that they were planning to spend funds on commercial services, but this 
could give rise to legal issues about State aid.  

5. Cuts to local authority funding had impacted councils’ spending on bus services. One 
example of this was Derby, where the council had removed the bus lanes because 
they no longer had the money to maintain and enforce them. FirstGroup noted that it 
worked in partnership with a number of local authorities, and it was happy to 
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contribute to up front investments or the running costs of the partnership where there 
was real value to its passengers. 

Market definition and concentration 

6. FirstGroup noted that it was possible to identify local markets and that it was a legal 
requirement for the CC to identify relevant local markets, particularly if it wished to 
impose remedies in them. The CC had, as part of its AEC finding, found as a feature 
of the market that there were areas where the provision of bus services was highly 
concentrated. The CC only has vires to apply remedies in those areas where there is 
an identified AEC. This means that remedies cannot be applied in local markets 
which do not satisfy the CC’s first filter of being ‘highly concentrated’ (which the CC 
had still not defined). FirstGroup noted what it considered to be a lack of connection 
between the CC’s assessment of head-to-head competition and its observation that 
there were a large proportion of routes that were not able to support head-to-head 
competition. FirstGroup said that it was possible to link these two points and then 
take account of inter-modal and potential competition. The CC could identify over-
lapping flows, plot where operators’ facilities were based and look at drive-times etc. 
FirstGroup considered that by applying a filtering system such as this, the CC would 
identify a relatively low proportion of routes that required further investigation. 
FirstGroup noted that it had made these points at its hearing in October, and noted 
that it was still possible to perform this analysis in the time remaining for the CC to 
complete its investigation. FirstGroup observed that a similar approach to market 
definition had been used in the CC’s Groceries market investigation and so there was 
no reason not to go down to a local route. FirstGroup went on to say that it was then 
necessary for the CC to look at whether detriment, if any, arose on the routes where 
an AEC was present and the proportionality of the remedies needed to address it. 

7. FirstGroup said that the CC had underestimated the level of competition (both actual 
and potential) in its analysis, and that this was borne out by the fact that the CC 
found that prices were lower than economic theory suggested they should be; oper-
ators, including FirstGroup, were not able to raise prices because they faced actual 
and potential competition from other bus operators. FirstGroup also noted that it 
faced strong competition from other modes of transport, such as rail, tram, taxis, ferry 
and the private car and that it was constrained by this competition. It was also con-
strained by its relationships with local stakeholders, such as local authorities and by 
potential competition. FirstGroup regarded potential competition as an extremely 
important constraint. 

8. FirstGroup said that the frequency threshold (50 per cent (ie a service running every 
15 minutes would face competition from one running every 30 minutes on the same 
section of route but not from a service running every 45 minutes)) set by the CC to 
determine whether two services on the same route were competing was too high. 
FirstGroup observed that the threshold should be less than 50 per cent because a 
service every 5 minutes would face strong competition from a service running every 
15 minutes. It noted that the constraint on an every-5-minute service presented by an 
hourly service would logically be less. In each instance, the timing of services during 
the day and the offer (eg fare price) presented also needed to be taken into account. 
FirstGroup noted that the CC’s performance-concentration analysis had not found a 
correlation between fares and concentration, and it suggested that this was because 
there was an effective constraint from potential competition. 
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Barriers to entry 

9. In relation to whether operators’ network tickets posed a barrier to entry, FirstGroup 
noted that only 10 per cent of passenger journeys involved more than one route, so 
only 10 per cent of passengers could be ‘locked in’ to using incumbents’ network 
tickets, while the remaining 90 per cent or more of passengers had the choice of 
using other operators, who actively made use of their own ticketing offering including 
network tickets. The amount of a particular bus network travelled by most passen-
gers was low, and FirstGroup cited the NTS data which found that only 3 per cent of 
journeys made were multi-route trips made on a season ticket. FirstGroup noted that 
simple and standard empirical checks confirmed that own operator network tickets 
were not in practice being used as a barrier to entry, showing that, at least in areas in 
which FirstGroup operated, there was no relationship between its own operator 
network ticket usage, own operator network ticket prices or own operator single ticket 
fares and its market share. The length of time that any one passenger was locked in 
to a network ticket was usually also short (eg a week), so this did not restrict 
passengers’ ability to switch between operators. 60 per cent of the ‘tier two’ smaller 
operators consulted by the CC said that operators’ network tickets did not constrain 
their ability to compete at all and many operators had not raised this issue as a 
concern. Passengers outside of London did not expect services to be ‘turn up and go’ 
and often knew the bus they wanted to catch would arrive, so they could get a less 
frequent, but cheaper, bus if they wished. 

10. In response to the CC’s finding that operators did not appear to increase prices on 
routes where they did not experience competition, as they might be expected to do, 
FirstGroup stated that this was because the CC had underestimated the effective-
ness of competition (actual and potential). FirstGroup set its fares based on a 
number of factors including customer demand, operational costs and stakeholders’ 
views, as evidenced by its board papers. In some instances FirstGroup had lowered 
fares in response to competition and in some cases it had not. It noted that the CC 
had not found a relationship between pricing, or price promotion, and concentration. 
FirstGroup observed that it offered promotions where it believed it could stimulate 
demand, not simply because it faced new entry on a given route. FirstGroup did not 
react more vigorously to competition from larger competitors than smaller ones. It 
observed that the CC had not found a general relationship between competition and 
pricing changes. FirstGroup’s main priority was growing the market and one of the 
ways it worked to achieve that goal was through competitive pricing.  

Profitability 

11. FirstGroup said that any previous trend of historic profitability was unlikely to continue 
given the changes to government funding for bus services. It also noted that oper-
ators’ profitability could be explained by efficiencies, and it did not think the CC had 
taken adequate account of this in its provisional findings. Finally, FirstGroup noted 
that its recent profit increase was in large part a result of improved pensions and fuel 
hedging positions. 

Performance concentration 

12. Professor Smith explained that it followed from the CC’s arguments that the CC’s 
OLS results were upwardly biased and that the IV technique adopted failed to correct 
for this bias. Rather, the IV analysis resulted in an even more unsound estimate. As 
an example of Professor Smith’s argument, FirstGroup said that the OLS results for 
the urban area frequency analysis found an effect of between 1 and 4 per cent extra 
frequency resulting from the addition of an extra operator. The IV results—which 
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should have found a smaller effect—in fact, found an effect typically of between 20 
and 30 per cent from an extra operator. 

Remedies options 

13. FirstGroup said that the CC had failed to articulate what it would have expected in a 
well-functioning market. It added that the case law required that the CC clarified the 
outcome it was trying to achieve and the relevant market in which the CC was trying 
to achieve it, otherwise there was no framework to assess the appropriateness and 
proportionality of any remedy. 

Multi-operator ticketing 

14. FirstGroup actively supported and helped to develop multi-operator ticketing 
schemes, including the Fusion scheme in Norwich, which had started in January 
2011. It was also considering schemes in Swansea and Bristol. It regarded multi-
operator schemes as a way of growing the market and would support them if there 
was demand for such a scheme and as long as they complied with the requirements 
of the Ticketing Block Exemption. 

15. In deciding whether or not it thought a multi-operator scheme would be viable, 
FirstGroup would consider, among other things, whether large numbers of customers 
were looking to make more than one journey to destinations in the relevant town or 
city and where major trip generators were located. The schemes which had been in 
place for a number of years, particularly those in the metropolitan areas, were 
successful for those passengers who wanted to use them.  

16. In response to evidence from Passenger Focus that there might be latent demand for 
more multi-operator ticketing schemes, FirstGroup noted that passengers often said 
they would like such tickets but then would often not purchase and use them in 
practice. The industry regarded the introduction of the PLUSBUS rail and bus ticket 
(introduced in response to politicians and passengers saying there was demand for 
such tickets) as a success, but its sales were very small compared with the overall 
number of bus and rail tickets sold. FirstGroup said that these low sales were not 
because of lack of promotion of the ticket but because there was actually little real 
demand for it. Most passengers made one journey to and from a specific destination, 
and they did not usually need to use a multi-operator or multi-modal ticket to do so.  

17. In successful multi-operator schemes, their administration costs were easily 
absorbed by the schemes’ revenues. Costs were not a barrier to setting up schemes, 
but it was essential that governance arrangements were correct. In theory, schemes 
could be based on smartcards and have common back office arrangements to 
reduce cost, but the technology around smartcards had not yet advanced to a degree 
where this was possible and there would be a number of other issues to resolve this. 
Smartcards could help to make running multi-operator schemes more efficient. For 
example, in West Yorkshire the Passenger Transport Executive (PTE) required 
around 60 data collectors to conduct the surveys necessary for revenue apportion-
ment under its scheme, the majority of which could be withdrawn when smartcard 
technology was rolled out (FirstGroup and some other operators had committed to do 
this by June 2012). As for using the groundwork for setting up PLUSBUS schemes to 
create bus-only schemes, this was possible though it would need to be worked 
through in each local area and operators’ participation would need to remain 
voluntary. There were areas where there might not be sufficient demand for multi-
operator tickets, so they should not be imposed.  
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18. The most important factors were the governance of the scheme and ensuring it 
adhered to the Ticketing Block Exemption. If Local Transport Authorities (LTAs) 
wished to be involved in a scheme’s governance, then they should take part, and all 
the long-standing schemes had local authority involvement. Decisions about how the 
schemes should be run ideally should be taken collaboratively; no single operator 
should have voting rights that equated to a veto, and where a decision could not be 
reached there should be appropriate mechanisms to resolve disputes.  

19. The operator groups which managed these schemes decided on how they should be 
marketed. LTAs would also often support their marketing. FirstGroup wanted the 
schemes it participated in to ensure that multi-operator tickets were well-marketed 
and easy to purchase. FirstGroup sold multi-operator day tickets on its buses in West 
and South Yorkshire and in Manchester. If it had the ticketing and payment tech-
nology to accept card payments on-bus, it would also sell longer-term (weekly, 
monthly) tickets on its buses as well. In West Yorkshire, the local bus operators’ 
association had put forward proposals to the PTE that its members would promote 
multi-operator tickets alongside their own single-operator tickets. 

20. The areas or ‘zones’ covered by multi-operator tickets were determined by the 
schemes’ operators based on their knowledge of the demographics and demand in 
the market. Where operators were unable to agree on the area which should be 
covered by a multi-operator scheme, in say an instance where the current scheme 
covered a larger area and a ticket covering a smaller area within it was proposed; 
then if there was evidence that a smaller area ticket would be viable, the relevant 
LTA would usually support the operator proposing it, and this support would normally 
be influential. Decisions such as this would be voted on by the schemes’ operators.  

21. Operators’ voting rights should be determined by market share. In the schemes in 
which FirstGroup operated, no operator was in a position to exercise a veto. In a 
scheme where any single operator had a market share of more than 50 or 75 per 
cent (depending on the constitution of the individual scheme), it would expect its 
share of votes to be capped.  

22. The prices of multi-operator tickets should be calculated in line with the Ticketing 
Block Exemption which started from taking an average of single fares in the area 
covered by the ticket. FirstGroup would follow a similar model in pricing its own multi-
journey tickets. Route-specific travelcards were also possible and would be priced on 
the basis of a discount to the cost of ten single-journey or five return tickets for that 
route. There was no set rule about the level of discount, which would depend on the 
individual market’s conditions.  

23. As far as applying a maximum discount on single-operator tickets in respect of multi-
operator tickets, FirstGroup stated that such a rule would restrict operators’ commer-
cial freedoms to a degree not justified by the CC’s provisional findings, and would 
also not comply with the Ticketing Block Exemption and UK and European compe-
tition law.  

Operator behaviour 

24. In relation to what actions by incumbent operators were acceptable as responses to 
entry by competitors, FirstGroup said that it was difficult to comment generally as the 
circumstances varied in every case and ‘entry’ and ‘responses’ could be difficult to 
define. FirstGroup did not provide its own guidelines to its operating companies as to 
what was and what was not a legitimate competitive response in respect of fre-
quency. It acted within the law as set out in the Competition Act 1998 and the Office 
of Fair Trading’s (OFT’s) guidelines on how to comply with the Act. 
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25. FirstGroup’s view was that any restrictions on operator behaviour would be extremely 
complicated and would create unintended consequences that were likely to produce 
significant and certain detriment to the passenger. Entrants might use such 
restrictions to gain an advantage over incumbent operators by registering on a route, 
operating on it during the period which restrictions on the incumbent applied and then 
removing the service and moving it to another route where again the incumbent 
would be restricted in its response. Implementing such remedies would not be 
practical as they would require significant resources for monitoring and would require 
real time route-level analysis. Traffic Commissioners did not have the powers, 
expertise or resource for this.  

26. FirstGroup emphasized that the regulation of frequency which occurred under 
voluntary partnership was different from remedies restricting operator behaviour as it 
was voluntary and the agreements underpinning them included exceptions when 
participating operators could alter frequencies.  

27. FirstGroup was unsure how requiring operators to give LTAs 14 days’ notice about 
changes of routes (as was currently required in Scotland) would address the CC’s 
concerns about operator behaviour as LTAs did not have powers to interfere. 
FirstGroup’s understanding of the reason for the rule was to enable LTAs to have 
more time to determine tendered service requirements resulting from the operators’ 
change to its route and to consult with operators. 

28. FirstGroup explained that when it made a change to its services, whether in response 
to competition or not, it would expect to maintain that change over the medium term 
so it could determine whether or not it was a good move. FirstGroup tended to take a 
strategic approach to competition and did not engage in short-term tactics. It was 
also noted that when engaged by a new entrant it tended to be FirstGroup, not the 
entrant, which exited. 

29. FirstGroup’s view was that there was a high degree of awareness in the industry of 
the OFT’s powers to address Chapter II infringements. The OFT had also provided 
guidance to the bus industry, which it thought might have, in part, led to complaints 
by operators about anticompetitive behaviour. 

30. FirstGroup did not believe that a requirement for operators intending to introduce 
significant fare reductions to notify either the Traffic Commissioner or the OFT of their 
intention would be practical. It would be difficult for operators to know when they 
should notify the reduction to the relevant authority. Not all reductions were made in 
response to competition and it would be difficult for the relevant authority to deter-
mine the reasons for a particular reduction. As far as the length of time it currently 
took for the OFT to consider complaints about anticompetitive behaviour and whether 
its thresholds for considering complaints were set too high, FirstGroup suggested 
that parties could seek redress from the courts if the issue was particularly urgent.  

31. FirstGroup was in favour of the introduction of a code of conduct to address the 
practices which could properly be described as ‘cheap exclusion’. The Traffic 
Commissioners were the appropriate authority to enforce such a code, but they might 
need increased resources to do so. The Traffic Commissioners’ current ability to 
sanction (including revocation of an operator’s and/or transport manager’s licence) 
under repute and the threat of such sanctions should be sufficient to ensure 
operators’ compliance with the code. 
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Access to bus stations 

32. FirstGroup thought that in principle bus operators which owned or managed bus 
stations (where use of the station was necessary for the operation of local bus 
services), they should operate them on a fair, reasonable and non-discriminatory 
(FRND) basis. However, it was not always clear what a ‘bus station’ was, and every 
one of them was different and created different logistical and operational challenges, 
so it might not be possible to draft a code which could be applied to all of them. 
Defining bus station capacity was difficult and capacities that appeared to be viable 
on paper did not always work in practice. The station’s operator was best placed to 
determine capacity and if there was a dispute with a bus operator about capacity; 
then there should be an appeal mechanism available.  

33. Tariffs for use of the bus station, along with any volume discounts, should be made 
public. This would also apply to the charges an owner/operator was paying. The 
issue was determining what fair and reasonable charges would include, eg a reserve 
for maintenance and/or future improvements. It was appropriate for bus operators to 
own bus stations and to operate them without ‘arm’s length’ management rules, so 
long as they were transparent about how they operated the stations. Rules and 
regulations which imposed ‘one-size-fits-all’ requirements on bus station operators 
could, particularly in smaller stations, lead to increased management costs, and to 
higher tariffs for operators, which could put them off using the station, particularly 
when parking on the street (which could be closer to where passengers wanted to 
be) was free.  

Franchising and partnerships 

34. FirstGroup believed that franchising remedies were unacceptable and unwarranted. 
There was no severe market failure identified which could justify such a severe 
remedy. It also noted that franchising would involve the appropriation of private busi-
nesses and would fundamentally alter the way competition in the market operated. 
FirstGroup noted that the CC proposed that quality contracts would only be appro-
priate in urban areas, and it said that the detriment indentified by the CC which 
quality contracts would address was small. FirstGroup suggested that the costs of 
franchising would outweigh any benefits, and, in any case it did not believe that fran-
chising would benefit competition in local bus markets. The large number of small 
operators in existence provided competition at the route level, and a franchising 
system would be likely to drive such operators out of the market, as it said had been 
the case in London.  

35. As for rural areas where most services were tendered already, FirstGroup did not 
agree with the suggestion that commercial services should be packaged with the 
existing tendered services under a franchise arrangement as this would have 
distorting effects. 

36. There were proposals for quality contracts in two areas where FirstGroup operated, 
West and South Yorkshire. FirstGroup said that these developments were politically 
motivated. In West Yorkshire, work on developing a quality contract had been 
ongoing for about two years. Operators in the area had formed a group and had 
proposed an alternative set of partnership proposals. Metro, the West Yorkshire PTE, 
had subsequently decided to continue to develop its quality contact proposal along-
side the operators’ partnership proposals, which included aspects relating to service 
levels and ticketing, including a ‘trade-up’ option which would allow, for example, a 
passenger who had purchased a FirstGroup day ticket who then wanted to travel on 
an Arriva bus, the option of paying the difference between the cost of the FirstGroup 
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ticket and the local multi-operator day ticket. All operators had agreed to this 
proposal. FirstGroup’s view was that the partnership proposals met virtually all of the 
PTE’s aspirations and would deliver these much faster than a quality contract could. 
It did think that the threat of the quality contract had been useful in bringing all the 
operators together to propose the partnership, but at the same time it could inhibit 
investment in the area by operators. 

37. In South Yorkshire, the PTE had begun consulting on quality contract proposals, but 
these had so far not been developed further, and the PTE was also discussing 
partnership arrangements with operators. One such partnership would shortly come 
into operation, which would include frequency commitments from operators along 
with standards for vehicles and driver training. The PTE would provide publicity, 
improved information provision, and additional street furniture and its ongoing 
maintenance. The intention was to extend partnership arrangements to cover, for 
example, the whole of Sheffield. FirstGroup believed that the implementation of 
partnerships would help to grow the market. It did not currently participate in any 
partnerships where it was the sole operator. It was vital for operators and LTAs to 
cooperate to grow the market and partnerships were the best way to achieve this, in 
part because operators could see the value of making further investments in their 
services, which they were much less likely to do if quality contracts were involved as 
it was possible they would lose the business they had invested in. 

38. FirstGroup did not currently participate in any qualifying agreements. It did participate 
in voluntary partnerships. It thought that there would be more development of volun-
tary partnerships as LTAs were increasingly gaining confidence about what could be 
achieved under these arrangements. For example, on the Bristol to Weston-super-
Mare corridor, FirstGroup had made commitments on fare offers and frequency 
levels, and the local authority had committed to bus lanes and other priority meas-
ures. This had reduced peak journey times between Weston-super-Mare and Bristol 
by 15 minutes. There were now few LTAs which did not seek to cooperate with and 
assist bus operators.  

39. FirstGroup had spoken to government ministers about encouraging LTAs to engage 
with bus operators, and the Government had tried to incentivize LTAs to do so, but 
had found it difficult—the Government could only issue guidelines and sometimes 
financial incentives, but even these did not always work.  

40. Voluntary partnerships did not need to exclude operators from participating in the 
market. Once operators understood the benefits to be gained from these partner-
ships in terms of high-quality bus shelters that were cleaned regularly, bus priority, 
and so on, they usually wanted to join. In any case, voluntary partnerships often did 
not require more of a bus operator than what it ought to do if it ran its business 
responsibly and effectively. If ‘bad’ bus territory could be turned into ‘good’ bus 
territory, then this should encourage growth in the market and attract more operators. 
Provided meeting the requirements to join a voluntary partnership were not unnec-
essarily difficult to meet and were proportionate to what the local authority was offer-
ing to provide in return, then its existence should not negatively discourage new entry 
and affect competition. FirstGroup contrasted voluntary partnerships with statutory 
partnerships and quality contracts, which it said could discourage or eliminate new 
entry. Of course, operators which were not part of a voluntary partnership were still 
able to benefit from bus lanes and other priority measures in the same way as those 
operators that were could. 
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Tendered services 

41. FirstGroup was asked about the efforts by the local authorities in Bristol and Dorset 
to introduce new operators into those markets through tendered services. In Bristol, 
where FirstGroup was the largest operator and operated a commercial network and 
some tendered services as an adjunct to that network, the LTA had combined a large 
number of tendered services into a single tender (including park and ride) in an 
attempt to attract a new large operator to the area. FirstGroup’s view was that this 
approach had not been particularly successful, as the LTA had received fewer bids 
than it expected (including only one potential new entrant), and FirstGroup said it was 
likely that the arrangement would cost the LTA more than it had hoped. It might also 
have an impact on the tendered services operated by FirstGroup as there could be 
less money to fund them. 

42. In Dorset, a rural area which FirstGroup considered to have a higher proportion of 
tendered services than some counties, the Council had adopted a different model 
exercise and had attracted Transdev/RATP to operate these services. When LTAs 
designed tenders, some did not think ‘out of the box’ and, as part of the tendering 
process, asked operators for bids that might not be compliant with the tender design 
but which operators believed would work better. Some LTAs did take note of oper-
ators’ alternative suggestions, or in the case of Dorset, had effectively provided 
operators with a ‘blank sheet’ and asked them to design their own proposals. 
FirstGroup considered that this was a helpful approach and could deliver best value, 
so long as it complied with legislation and operators were given enough time to 
develop their bids.  

43. FirstGroup was content with the current tendering guidance to LTAs provided by the 
Department for Transport and agreed that it should also apply in Scotland. 

44. Currently, a number of LTAs had as a condition of awarding the tender required that 
the winning operator provide base data relating to passengers and revenues. 
FirstGroup thought that a requirement for an operator that deregistered a route to 
provide the LTA with data about that route could present problems, but that it might 
be possible to provide information about passenger flows. When bidding for a route, 
FirstGroup would want to receive information about passenger numbers, but it would 
also physically observe the route to gain information about passenger flows and how 
many passengers were buying normal tickets or using concessionary tickets (which 
was easy to do and need not take long). 

Other remedies and customer benefits 

45. FirstGroup considered that operators had a responsibility to provide accurate and 
easily understandable timetable information to customers. Simply ensuring that such 
information was posted at bus stops was an inexpensive and effective solution. Real 
time information had limitations as to how much information could be displayed, eg 
often it would not say where a bus was going and who operated it, and for customers 
to find it useful it could require them to have some prior knowledge of the local bus 
network. Real time information was most useful where services were less frequent 
(eg half-hourly), so customers would be able to avoid waiting for long periods at the 
bus stop. However, it was not cost-effective to provide this level of information at 
stops with less frequent services. Real time information systems were usually funded 
by both operators and local authorities and local authorities ensured that information 
about all operators’ services was provided. In the future, the most effective way of 
providing information about services to customers would be via smartphone 
applications (‘apps’), which would enable service information, including fares, to be 
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accessed by customers wherever they were. [] some LTA-developed ones were 
already in operation and more were being developed. [] 

46. FirstGroup’s view was that remedies such as franchising, quality contracts, restric-
tions on operator behaviour in relation to price and frequency were inappropriate, but 
it thought there was merit in addressing perceived issues around bus station access 
and cheap exclusion and facilitating more multi-operator tickets where there was 
demand for them. 

47. The reduction in BSOG coupled with increased fuel prices and the continuing un-
certain economic situation could lead to a number of smaller operators selling their 
businesses and leaving the industry. FirstGroup noted that it had itself sold its oper-
ations in the King’s Lynn area to Norfolk Green because []. 
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