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Contact: Cllr Steve Bridger   
Direct dial:  07385 430526 
 
 
John Penrose MP 
House of Commons  
London  
SW1A 0AA 
Via email 
 
 
 
 
Dear John 

 

I welcomed the opportunity to meet with you in June to discuss matters of importance to 
North Somerset residents. I would also like to thank you for your endorsement of North 
Somerset Council’s latest Levelling Up bid.   
 
Consequently, I was very disappointed to read the note you have published on your 
website following the notice First Bus have given regarding their intent to withdraw three 
further bus services in our area from October. I have also seen a copy of a written 
response you have given to a constituent, which repeats inaccurate claims - and uses 
inflammatory language - implying any bus service cuts are the council’s decision. This is 
false. It is First Bus who make the decision to withdraw commercial bus services.  
 
The current vulnerability in bus service viability is largely due to the government's failure 
to ensure continuity to support services to recover and deliver bus funding quickly 
enough. Government messaging has also damaged passenger trust in public transport. 
 
The council - in partnership with the West of England Combined Authority - has not yet 
received a confirmed funding allocation from the DfT for our Bus Service Improvement 
Plan (BSIP). Negotiations and dialogue are ongoing, and I anticipate this will be 
resolved in September, with funding released by the DfT once the Enhanced 
Partnership (EP) is made in October/November. 
 
Bus de-registration requires 70 days’ notice. As the council and bus industry have 
flagged, there remains a cliff edge between COVID bus recovery funding that lapses on 
the 4 October and the indicative BSIP funding later in the autumn. 
 
We are prohibited to support commercial bus services deemed unviable with BSIP 
funds. This is a DfT grant stipulation that has been restated by ministers. Dialogue with 
our appointed BSIP lead at the DfT last week indicated that we can use the funding 
(once confirmed) to support new or improved services (subject to commissioning) along 
key parts of our network. 
 
The council has already intervened 13 times in 12 months to support and transform bus 
services. Our supported bus spending is now £1.1m - compared to around £200k in 
2018. We have very little financial manoeuvrability left to make further interventions in 
the bus market. 
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Additionally, First Bus have informed us they do not have enough driver resource to 
deliver all the current routes in W-s-M and the surrounding depots. As a result, they are 
taking decisions on what services they can deliver to a legally compliant level of 
reliability. No intervention will guarantee all services will survive if we cannot find a driver 
to sit behind the wheel of a bus. Intelligence from all bus operators in the region 
indicates this position will not change in the short term. Bus operators are all vying for 
the same drivers from an ever-decreasing pool of applicants and agency workers. 
 
Our public transport team is working flat out to try and mitigate the impacts with all the 
tools available to us. As it is, the council is spending at risk in order to mobilise BSIP 
schemes which will help to sustain and recover routes scarred by the pandemic. We 
anticipate the delivery of the first few schemes next spring, subject to the DfT approving 
them. 
 
Some First Bus routes have recovered to a commercially sustainable level despite the 
challenges; many others are stuck at patronage of 75% of pre-pandemic levels. 
Concessionary travel is stuck at around 60% of pre-pandemic levels.  
 
This is a national crisis, which is significantly amplified in the South West. The driver 
shortage and lost mileage (bus no-shows) have shattered the confidence of the public 
whom we need to ‘trust the bus’. Something has to give in order to recover this trust. It 
would be helpful if you would encourage the government to provide the council with the 
flexibility we need to deliver on our ambitions.   
 
My officers will be in touch to arrange a detailed briefing for you on the current situation, 
which I hope you will welcome. 
 
Best wishes 
 
 

 
 

 

Cllr Steve Bridger 

Leader 

North Somerset Council  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


