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ANNEX 1
Consultations

1. For this review a joint consultation has been carried out in conjunction with all of the above City and District Councils, encompassing all the Parish Councils in each district, the Area Committees of Oxford City Council, relevant County Councillors, local Members of the Youth Parliament, as well as Transport For All, the Oxfordshire Rural Community Council, Bus Users UK, and a number of local branches of organisations suggested by member authorities, such as Vale Disability Access Panel, Age Concern, the Alzheimer’s Society, Cystic Fibrosis Trust, Mencap, MIND, Oxfordshire Association for the Blind, Multiple Sclerosis Society, Headway, Wolvercote Commoners Committee, Chipping Norton Gateway Club, West Oxon Volunteer Link-Up, Citizens’ Advice Bureau, Cottsway Housing Association, and a number of Access Groups and Volunteer Centres in the South Oxfordshire district.   Specific responses are summarised in the report and copies of all consultation responses have been deposited in the Members’ Resource Centre.

2. Replies to the consultation have been received from 30 sources, including Parish and Town Councils and Parish Transport Representatives, in the existing Octabus area, as well as 26 further responses specifically from the South Oxfordshire District Council area which is NOT currently served by Octabus.

3. Of the responses from consultees in the existing Octabus area 16 were generally positive about the Octabus dial-a-ride and wished to see it continue and develop, whilst the other 14 were either more ambivalent or had no comment to make.  No replies from the existing Octabus area were expressly negative in nature, although several respondents felt that publicity about the service could be improved and/or better-targeted.

4. Responses to the consultation were received from three Oxfordshire County Councillors, Cllr Olive McIntosh-Stedman and Cllr John Sanders (both representing Cowley & Littlemore), and Cllr Zoe Patrick (representing Grove & Wantage).  Cllr Sanders expressed concern that many of his elderly constituents in Littlemore found it difficult to use the conventional bus service to visit their GP, but had found it difficult to qualify for Octabus because of the existence of the conventional bus, and because of the limited capacity of Octbaus in relation to overall demand.  “I could only support the continuation of the [Octabus] service if it could be adapted to suit constituents’ need to visit their doctor”.   Cllr Zoe Patrick observed that “the service is well used and appreciated”.

5. Care has been taken to include the unparished areas of Oxford City in the consultation process, and officers were pleased that the consultation responses received included two of the Area Committees of Oxford City Council, those for the North Area and for the North-East Area of the city. 

6. Responses from the South Oxfordshire district were much more ambivalent.  Of these respondents 11 expressed positive opinions, 8 were negative, and 7 either had no opinion or expressed a balance of views about the potential extension of the dial-a-ride to South Oxfordshire.

7. The parish councils of Bix & Assendon, Highmoor, Chalgrove and Pyrton all questioned whether there was any value in extending Octabus into South Oxfordshire.  However, the town and parish councils of Wallingford, Crowmarsh, North Moreton, Goring, Little Milton, Stadhampton, and Benson were amongst those supportive.  Brightwell-cum-Sotwell and Lewknor parish councils were supportive of the principle but felt unsure if Octabus could be financially viable.  

8. Responses to the consultation were received from three Oxfordshire County Councillors, Cllr David Wilmshurst and Cllr Nick Carter (both representing Thame & Chinnor), and Cllr Lynda Atkins (representing Wallingford & Brightwell-cum-Sotwell).  Cllr Wilmshurst felt that the key transport issue for disabled and mobility-impaired people in Chinnor was the difficulty in accessing the nearest hospitals, at Stoke Mandeville, High Wycombe, and the John Radcliffe.  He was otherwise unconvinced of the case for a funded dial-a-ride service in his Division.  Cllr Carter felt similarly that much of the area in and around Thame looked across the border to Buckinghamshire for many of its needs, and that “any dial-a-ride service that doesn’t take account of these geographical needs is bound to fail”.  He suggested a cross-border arrangement with Buckinghamshire County Council should be trialled, to develop a dial-a-ride serving the villages south of Aylesbury and the population of Thame.  Cllr Atkins was supportive of the introduction of Octabus into South Oxfordshire district, “In view of the ageing population, it seems likely that the need for this type of provision will only increase”.

9. Full details of all responses are available in the Members’ Resource Centre.

Usage of the service

10. Use of the Octabus service has been closely monitored throughout the term of the contract.  Details of service use have been published in the form of a number of reports, and copies of these have been made available in the Members’ Resource Centre.

11. Membership of the Octabus scheme has risen as follows

	
	March 2006
	Dec. 2007
	July 2008

	City:
	213
	333
	375

	Vale:
	130
	213
	221

	West:
	119
	211
	216


12. The predominant age of Octabus users is 81-90 years, with some 45% of users in this age-group.  However, this masks variations between districts, with 50% of City members, 34% of Vale members, and 39% of West members falling into this category.

13. In general, all districts show broadly similar patterns with usage rising incrementally to age 81-90 and then declining.

14. Comparisons of usage patterns between different days of the week have shown little consistency between districts, and variability (over time) within districts.

15. The total number of passenger journeys made has risen as follows:
	
	Year 1
	Year 2
	Year 3
	Year 4 (Q1)

	City:
	6,543
	7,474
	11,309
	2,873

	Vale:
	3,696
	3,617
	4,615
	1,238

	West:
	2,913
	2,892
	3,076
	769

	TOTAL:
	13,152
	13,983
	19,000
	4,880


16. The most significant growth in patronage came from the addition of the second vehicle operating in Oxford City from 1 April 2007.    Patronage in Vale of White Horse is now reported by the operator to be at or close to capacity.   Patronage in West Oxfordshire has proved difficult to grow, despite a number of initiatives designed to boost public awareness of the service.   There remains unutilised capacity in West Oxfordshire district.

17. Analysis of membership data has shown that Octabus membership is not distributed evenly geographically.  Within Oxford City membership is skewed towards residence in the OX3 (Headington) and OX4 (Cowley) postcode areas (collectively 72% of total City members).  In Vale of White Horse, 64% of members live in OX13 and OX14 postcodes (Abingdon and its hinterland).  In West Oxfordshire 19% of members live in the OX28 zone (Witney), with a further 33% in OX18 (Carterton / Burford / Bampton), and 30% in the OX29 area (Witney hinterland and Eynsham).

18. Analysis of journey data has shown that, in 2007, 58.4% of all journeys originated in Oxford City, 24.8% in Vale of White Horse, 16.8% in West Oxfordshire.   Over half (53%) of all Vale journeys were cross-border, mainly into Oxford City, whereas in the other two districts journey patterns are much more self-contained: 91% of City journeys take place entirely within the City area (just over half of City journeys have Cowley as the destination) and 81% of West Oxfordshire journeys take place entirely within the West area.  The overwhelming majority of Vale and West journeys start in Abingdon & Witney respectively.

19. As part of the strategic review process prior to tendering, the Octabus Consortium undertook a postal survey of all Octabus scheme members in January / February 2008.  This produced a response rate of 45%, which is regarded as statistically significant.  Members were asked about their experiences of using Octabus, and to rate various aspects of the quality of service provided.   Members were invited to comment on the usefulness of potential weekend or evening service additions. 

20. In general the survey results showed that:

· Half of all respondents used Octabus at least once a week.

· Some 20% of members use Octabus only two or three times a year.

· Three-quarters of respondents marked “shopping” as journey purpose.

· Four-fifths found it Easy, Fairly Easy or Very Easy to book Octabus.

· Two-thirds assessed the politeness and helpfulness of the telephone service as Excellent or Very Good.

· The Octabus drivers were particularly praised.  Over half of all respondents scored the drivers in the top, Excellent, category for helpfulness and politeness; almost as many scored the drivers Excellent for safe driving.

· The overall Octabus service was rated as Excellent, Very Good, or Good by over 90% of respondents, with two-thirds of responses in the top two categories.

· Only a third of members said they would use a Saturday service, a further fifth would do so “sometimes”, another third would NOT travel on Saturdays.

· Only a quarter of members would use a Sunday service, over a third would  NOT travel on this day.

· Only one member in eight would use an evening service, whilst over half of members would definitely NOT travel in the evenings.

Service Publicity and Awareness

21. At the start of the current contract, and in 2006 when new vehicles entered service, a number of publicity events were arranged, in Oxford, Abingdon and Witney, which secured local press coverage.

22. In addition, leaflets have been widely distributed via county libraries, county and district council offices, and Age Concern (including a number of ‘Roadshows’ at various locations around the county).  Certain parishes have participated in distribution of leaflets and/or posters also.    The city / district councils have placed articles and information in their magazines / newspapers circulated to residents; Vale of White Horse distributed Octabus information with Council Tax bills in 2007/08.  In addition distribution of Octabus leaflets has been made to a number of residential homes in appropriate parts of the county.  Information about the Octabus service appears in the Oxfordshire Public Transport Guide; and Octabus is also profiled on the public transport pages of the County Council’s website, with a link to a downloadable version of the Octabus leaflet. 

23. A Braille version of the Octabus leaflet was produced and made available.

24. In the last twelve months an experimental distribution of leaflets was made in the West Oxfordshire area courtesy of the County Council’s Social & Community Services Directorate, via the Home Support care-workers as they visited their elderly clients.    Unfortunately this latter experiment did not seem to reach an appropriate ‘market’ and was not judged a success.

25. It is clear from consultation that awareness of the service remains generally low, despite a range of publicity measures which have been employed during the initial contract period designed to secure awareness of the service generally and amongst the target market for the service.

26. Transport Needs Surveys carried out by ORCC on behalf of a number of parishes in West Oxfordshire as part of the Area Review process for subsidised bus services have quantified the poor levels of awareness of Octabus in many of them.  Similar low levels of Octabus awareness were noted in the course of more informal surveys of opinion in Vale of White Horse.

27. The Octabus Consortium, through the tendering process, has sought innovative solutions and suggestions from potential bidders to improve awareness of the service amongst potential users.  However, this is clearly only appropriate where vehicles have spare capacity, which currently applies in only some areas and times.
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