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ITEM TIC11E

TRANSPORT IMPLEMENTATION COMMITTEE – 29 MAY 2003

PROPOSED ABINGDON-WITNEY BUS SERVICE
Report by the Assistant Director (Transport Development)

Introduction

1. This report details progress on the potential new Abingdon-Witney bus service since it was considered by the Executive in September 2002.  It also deals with the current situation regarding contract S69 (Thames Travel service 139, Wallingford-Abingdon), where a formal notice of surrender has been received to take effect from 5 July 2003.

2. As further background information, the formal application to the Countryside Agency (CA) including the Business Plan is included at Annex 1, with the exception of any financial information relating to either the proposed bus operator’s contract or individual contributions from members of the Partnership which is set out in Exempt Annex 2.    

Reasons Why the Item is Exempt

3. This item should be considered in exempt session because its discussion in public might lead to the disclosure to members of the public present of: 

(a) the amount of any expenditure proposed to be incurred by the Oxfordshire County Council and other local authorities and organisations under any particular contract for the acquisition of property or the supply of goods or services; and

(b) information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person (other than the authority).

4. The operational costs must be treated as strictly confidential since they relate to the financial and business affairs of the operator.  All other prices must be treated as strictly confidential until such time as the Committee decides whether or not to provide financial support for each service. Revealing operators’ prices before then would prejudice the Oxfordshire County Council’s position if tenders or propositions have to be sought again for any of these services. 

Background
5. On 4 September 2002 the Executive had before it a report on bus subsidies, much of which was devoted to the area review of bus services in the Witney, Burford and Carterton areas.  As part of the review, consideration had been given to initiating a new bus service linking Abingdon and Witney for which there had been long-standing requests.  Furthermore it was noted that a formal request for such a service had also been made to the Oxfordshire Rural Community Council (ORCC). As a result, Transport or Travel Research Limited (TTR), a firm of planning consultants, was commissioned via the Rural Transport Partnerships (RTP) Steering Group (of which Oxfordshire County Council is a member) to carry out a full survey and report on the practicalities of such a service.  The report, a copy of which has again been placed in the Members’ Resource Centre, confirmed the need for such a service.  As a result, tenders were invited on the basis of an hourly peak and off-peak daytime service in each direction, Monday-Saturday, and presented to the Executive as part of its review.

6. All of the tenders for this service received from operators were extremely costly and it was felt that expenditure incurred on this service would have been disproportionate to what could be afforded from the Public Transport budget.  The recommendation regarding the lowest tender received was put to the Executive who resolved that the County Council should not accept  but instead officers should seek its implementation via a Rural Transport Partnership project (with major funding from the Countryside Agency), to which OCC would contribute, and also negotiate with Abingdon-Witney College for a suitable contribution.

Current Situation

7. Since then significant progress has been made towards the implementation of this resolution.  The Rural Transport Partnerships Steering Group has formally agreed that this projected bus service should be submitted as a bid to the CA for funding as an RTP project.  Preliminary discussions with the CA have been positive but the CA has indicated that it would require a business plan to be submitted as part of the application.  As a result, joint discussions have been held between my officers, the Oxfordshire Rural Community Council’s Rural Transport Partnership Officer and Thames Travel, the bus operator who submitted the lowest tender for this service to the County Council in July 2002.  A business plan has now been produced and forms part of the formal application to the CA (Annex 1) apart from the financial information which is included in exempt Annex 2.

8. Officers have also held detailed discussions with Abingdon-Witney College.  Currently the College pays for a private contract bus service in order to provide a service between the two campuses in Abingdon and Witney at the beginning and end of the College day.  As a result of these discussions, the College has agreed in principle to enter into a Partnership with Oxfordshire County Council by which students will be able to use the projected new service in return for a negotiated financial contribution as detailed in Exempt Annex 2.  Since the service is due to operate hourly, this will offer the College and its students far more flexibility than they currently have.  Furthermore agreement has now been reached whereby the County Council and the College will review all of the College’s transport contracts with a view to pooling resources for the provision of subsidised bus services. 

9. The CA will fund up to 75% of successful RTP project bids for a maximum period of three years, subject to a maximum overall cost of £250,000.  The remaining funding has to be provided from local members of the Partnership.  The County Council’s Executive has already agreed through its resolution in September to contribute towards the costs of the project.  Financial support has also been agreed from the Vale of the White Horse District Council, West Oxfordshire District Council and, subject to the outcome of paras. 12, 13 and 15 below, South Oxfordshire District Council.

10. This is a ground-breaking concept for a local Partnership to finance this projected bus service with significant CA initial funding.  The nature of the service is experimental with a high financial risk in its early years and the business plan is structured on the basis of diminishing subsidy requirements over the three-year period.  The project length of three years should be sufficient to enable a reasoned judgement to be made as to the viability of the service at the end of this period as a stand-alone County Council subsidised service.  The end of the project coincides conveniently with the next County Council review of bus services in the Witney area.

11. The TTR Consultants’ Report details the demand for a regular Abingdon-Witney bus service which it found through its surveys and interviews.  Other potential sources of traffic are detailed in the RTP application.  The Committee is also reminded of the formal consultation which officers carried out with the various Parish/Town Councils, Parish Transport Representatives and local County Councillors in the Witney review area last spring/summer.  Specific indications of support for an Abingdon-Witney bus service were received from West Oxfordshire District Council, Carterton Town Council, Witney Town Council, Witney’s Parish Transport Representative and County Councillor Harry Wyatt.  More recently, in connection with the current Faringdon/Wantage area bus services review, a formal request for an East/West bus service along the A415 has been received from Frilford Parish Meeting.  Also a petition of some 300 signatures from residents in the Southmoor, Kingston Bagpuize and Longworth areas which called for an Abingdon-Witney bus service was recently presented to the Vale of the White Horse District Council who support such a service.  

12. It had been hoped through this project to provide a regular off-peak service to the village of South Leigh which is currently only served by a once-a-week shoppers’ bus service to Witney.  Unfortunately the potential operator of this service has demonstrated that it is not practicable to include such a diversion in the operating schedule.

13. The potential operator has submitted timetables which offer departures on an hourly basis in each direction between approximately 07.15-18.00 Monday-Friday and 08.00-18.00 on Saturday.  The RTP Steering Group is agreed that this frequency is the minimum needed to ensure that this service is seen as attractive to potential users.  It is hoped that the decision of the CA may be known in time for this meeting, in which case it will be reported orally.  The aim of the Partnership is that, if the application to the CA is successful, the service should begin on 7 July 2003, the July start date of the next round of new County Council bus subsidy contracts. 

Wallingford-Abingdon Bus Service (contract PT/S69)

14. In submitting the latest draft of the proposed timetable for the Abingdon-Witney service, Thames Travel has included an extension from Abingdon to Berinsfield and Wallingford.  The operator has indicated that it wishes to integrate the operation of the Abingdon-Witney service with its current operation of contract PT/S69 (service 139) in order to achieve operational efficiency.  It also highlights the additional attraction of direct links between locations west and east of Abingdon.  Buses on the Witney-Abingdon service will continue through to Berinsfield with connections through to Wallingford.  Peak journeys would operate directly through to Wallingford.  These journeys would replace those currently operated under contract PT/S69.

15. Thames Travel has decided that its current operation of contract PT/S69 is losing the company money and, to this end, if the Abingdon-Witney service is not introduced, it has given formal notice that it will terminate contract PT/S69 with effect from 5 July 2003.

Financial and Staff Implications 

16. The budget situation for Public Transport contracts was set out at the last meeting of the Committee.  The recommended County Council contribution to the Partnership budget for the Abingdon-Witney bus service project is detailed in Exempt Annex 2.  Should the application to the CA not be successful, no expenditure for this service will be incurred. 

17. If the bid to the CA is approved, there will be no increase in cost covering the Abingdon-Wallingford route if the two services can be integrated.  If either of these scenarios does not occur, then we will have to enter into a re-tendered contract PT/S69 for the remaining term (until July 2004) with a likely increase in cost.  As a safeguard therefore, I am seeking tenders to cover the remaining contract and, should this prove necessary, I will report orally with a recommendation at the meeting.  

18. If the project application is successful, the contract will be awarded by the Oxfordshire Rural Community Council acting on behalf of the RTP Steering Group.  Monitoring and surveys will be undertaken by the County Council’s Public Transport Team as part of its regular duties.     

RECOMMENDATIONS 

19. The Committee is RECOMMENDED:

(a) to agree to pay a subsidy as detailed in the business plan financial information set out in Exempt Annex 2 for the period terminating 28 October 2006 as the County Council’s contribution towards the provision of the Rural Transport Partnership project for a Abingdon-Witney bus service, subject to the Countryside Agency (CA) agreeing a substantial financial contribution to the project;

(b) subject to the acceptance of (a) and the bid to the CA being successful, to accept the integration of the operation of contract PT/S69 with the new Abingdon-Witney service with no increase in price or fundamental loss of service; and

(c) should (a) above not be accepted or in the event of the CA not agreeing the Rural Transport Partnership bid, to make its decision on subsidy for the continuation of contract PT/S69 until 3 July 2004 with a probable increase in cost on the basis of the tender prices to be reported orally at the meeting.

EDDIE LUCK

Assistant Director (Transport Development)

Background papers: 
Rural Transport Partnership papers, correspondence with local councils, public transport representatives and transport operators (refer to contact officer)

Contact Officers:
Alan Pope (tel. Oxford 815585)




Allan Field (tel. Oxford 815826) (Contract PT/S69)
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