Executive Summary

1
Introduction

The principal objective of the study, as outlined in the study brief, was to explore the provision of public transport by use of Social and Health Care (SHC) vehicles spare time, taking Faringdon/Wantage as a representative area for detailed study. Intended to inform the October 2003 bus service revisions, delay in obtaining necessary data on SHC transport operations prevented this being achieved. The findings of the study, however, have applicability wider than the study area. A number of distinct, but nevertheless interdependent, work streams were undertaken as part of the study. 

2
Identification of Demand

2.1
Replacement of existing tendered bus services 

For the Faringdon/Wantage study area the existing services for both SHC and tendered bus services using County Council data sources were mapped. The potential for existing services to be either replaced by SHC transport or provide new links where these would be useful was examined. In parallel, the passenger loadings from OCC tendered services in the area were analysed to evaluate the practicability of carrying current loadings on the smaller SHC vehicles.

2.2
Provision of additional bus services

The possibility of replacing existing bus services was also examined to establish if there were any known deficiencies in local bus service routes, or parts of routes, where additional vehicle resources would be beneficial in providing additional journeys. A number of locally useful services that could possibly be provided by SHC were identified.

2.3
Replacement or supplementing of community transport (CT) services 

Halcrow consulted organisations that co-ordinate CT both countywide and locally. From this consultation exercise, a number of frequently voiced issues and concerns surfaced which are presented, in particular the lack of volunteer drivers rather than vehicles, and the desire for a closer working relationship with SHC. No specific examples of unmet demand in the study area were reported.

3.
Spare Capacity in SHC Fleets


3.1        Local authorities have the duty to provide SHC transport so adults can access day services. A significant number of users need assistance from an escort, journey times are often slow, and vehicles can only pick up a limited number of passengers. The current utilisation of the in-house fleet vehicles based in and around the Wantage and Faringdon areas was analysed.

3.2
Typically, the vehicles are occupied in transporting clients for 5 ½ hours per day for 5 days of the week. Between morning and afternoon runs vehicles can stand idle for up to 3 ½ hours. No regular vehicle activity occurs before 0730 or after 1730 Monday to Friday or at weekends. Driver availability is more critical than vehicle availability, being limited to a 2 to 2 ½ hour period between 10.30 and 13.00.

3.3
The carriage of SHC clients and the general public at the same time in the same vehicle was examined but is regarded as not being practicable principally because of the incompatibility of the needs of these two groups of passengers.
3.4
The requirement to investigate situations raised by elected Members representing areas outside the nominated study area was addressed.  No specific examples were forthcoming, although a request to investigate SHC transport activity in the Wallingford area was received and pursued. A number of opportunities for replacing local bus services were identified.

4
Legal and organisational constraints 

4.1
This section identifies the present terms and conditions of in-house fleet drivers including the types of licences held and training they undergo. It considers the specification of the vehicles used in terms of their suitability for general passenger carriage and whether they meet the required regulatory specification. 

4.2
Operation under Section 19 of the Transport Act 1985, as amplified by the DfT Advice Note of March 2003, offers some scope for the operation of local bus services by SHC vehicles and drivers.

4.3
There are also a number of issues that require consideration that are within the control of the County Council. These relate to issues such as insurance, use of SHC vehicles by outside organisations, driver standards and tendering requirements. A further driver ‘acceptability’ issue raised during consultation relates to the MiDAS qualification promoted nationally by the Community Transport Association.

4.4
SHC will be able to decline to tender or not to tender for public transport services on a case-by-case basis. This freedom is essential to ensure that its core business of providing transport to day centres is not compromised, particularly in respect of the predicted growth in demand for day services transport and joint work currently being discussed with Health Trusts. 

5
Experience Elsewhere

5.1
In order to benefit from Best Practice, a review of experience elsewhere in the country where the use of social services vehicles have been successfully employed in providing public transport services was undertaken. 

5.2
Devon County Council has a long record on integrated transport provision, and we report on their pioneering work. Savings achieved in Devon are not necessarily capable of being replicated in Oxfordshire. There is also interesting work currently being undertaken by Lincolnshire County Council as part of the DfT Accessibility Planning Pilot Programme.

6
Specific Examples 

6.1
In order to demonstrate the principles under consideration, Halcrow  undertook to work up two actual examples from anywhere in the county. Examples were selected from the areas we had studied, namely the Faringdon /Wantage and Wallingford areas. In fact a total of five local bus services have been costed.

7
Financial Issues

7.1
The charges that SHC need to make to cover their costs, but still acting in a not for profit role, vary according to a number of factors. These are a mix of new costs, redirected costs, and savings and include:

· The net extra cost of using staff and vehicles;

· Additional management and supervisory costs; and 

· Potential savings in support for community transport or conventional supported bus services.

7.2
Current SHC not-for-profit charge out rates for a 9-16 seat vehicle are £8.30 per hour Monday to Friday, £12.45 per hour Saturdays and £16.60 per hour Sundays PLUS at all times 30p per mile. These are considered reasonable as a basis for the future costing of local bus service operation by SHC. 

7.3
The marginal nature of SHC local bus operations costing means that a simplified basis for inter-departmental charging can be put in place.

7.4
Any additional costs arising from co-operation by SHC with the CT or public transport sectors will not be expected to be borne by SHC.  
8
Conclusions and Recommendations

8.1
From the Study the following conclusions have been drawn: 

· The local bus network in the Faringdon/Wantage area in terms of route coverage is at least as extensive as the SHC network. 

· Local bus service loadings in the study area, except in a small number of cases, are within the maximum seating capacity of SHC vehicles.

· There is a limited defined need for additional local bus services in the study area following the October 2003 service revisions.

· CT providers throughout Oxfordshire are facing problems of shortage of volunteer drivers rather than a shortage of vehicles. 

· Co-ordination of resources between CT operators and SHC is seen as a concept worth pursuing by some organisations in the CT sector. 

· No issues of unmet demand identified by the CT sector in the study area that would be dependent upon additional vehicle resources being available. However, there is known unmet demand within Oxford city for Ring-a-Ride services.

· The ‘uncommitted’ time of both SHC vehicles and drivers is a maximum window of 3 ½ hours per day, although only a limited number of vehicles could be made available on any particular day. There is vehicle availability at evenings and at weekends but not comparable driver availability.

· Where lack of spare capacity does not preclude the mixing of the general public with SHC clients on the same vehicle at the same time, there are other persuasive reasons why this should not take place.

· In the Wallingford area there appears to be scope for the limited utilisation of SHC vehicles to support the local bus network.

· Local bus services using SHC vehicles must comply with Section 19 conditions, as SHC drivers are paid employees. The DfT March 2003 Advice Note is however helpful regarding the operation of public services under Section 19, enabling SHC vehicles to provide a public service to ‘isolated’ communities.

· Section 22 local bus service operation by SHC vehicles would only be possible if the current volunteer drivers only restriction were lifted. This would require action by Government.

· The experience of Devon CC, whilst not entirely transferable, shows that more intensive use can be made of Social Services’ vehicles where a single CC transport tendering unit exists.

· The DfT’s Accessibility Pilot Planning Programme due for reporting during 2004 may have useful outputs with relevance for Oxfordshire.

· The countywide application of the greater use of SHC vehicles on a limited scale for local bus services could yield small annual savings. The actual amount will be capable of more accurate assessment following implementation of services in a pilot area(s).

8.2
Recommendations

Opportunities to achieve greater utilisation of SHC transport resources exist on a limited scale. These opportunities are in two spheres – the greater use of SHC resources by the CT sector and, the use of SHC vehicles to provide local bus services when vehicles and drivers are not engaged on client transport and other essential duties. To actually achieve these benefits, it is recommended that the following actions are pursued:

1. The Director of Social and Health Care be asked to enter into a dialogue with CT organisations to discuss practical issues that may be acting as an impediment to greater use of SHC transport resources and to seek ways to overcome such barriers. A timescale for reporting back the outcome of these discussions should be agreed.

2. The replacement of withdrawn or threatened bus service journeys to a number of rural communities in the Faringdon/Wantage and Wallingford areas by SHC vehicles operating under Section 19 powers should be piloted. Normal tendering arrangements should be adopted but SHC will need to be advised by the Environment & Economy whenever a service that may be appropriate to Section 19 operation by SHC is identified.

3. Arising from pilot operations a review of the cost effectiveness, usage and consumer satisfaction with the operations should be undertaken by Environment & Economy to determine the applicability for further extension of the concept to other areas of the county. 

4. Environment & Economy should keep a watching brief on possible changes to Section 22 criteria and the outcome of the Government’s Accessibility Planning pilot studies so that any wider opportunities for the use of SHC vehicles can explored in the future.
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