Report of Public Meeting: Citylink bus services to Skye

Wednesday 8th February, 2.30 – 3.30pm

Broadford Village Hall
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2. Key points

3. Full minutes
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1. Attendance

Chair: Rupert Allison

Citylink (and Megabus): Ian Laing, General Manager; Aiden Procter, Commercial Manager.

14 members of the public

A BBC Alba film crew and a West Highland Free Press photographer

2. Summary of key points coming out of the meeting

vehicle quality

・
Citylink have recently introduced 2 year old buses on to all Skye services, fitted with toilets, heating and air-conditioning. There should be a noticeable improvement in comfort.

・
Regular Citylink buses on Skye services undergo routine maintenance every 2 weeks. In the past, older buses were used to replace them while they undergo maintenance. These older buses have often had problems with heating and toilets. Citylink have recently introduced newer “Megabuses” to provide improved cover when the regular buses are undergoing maintenance.

fares
・
Citylink will freeze fares on all Skye services this year. 

・
Citylink will cut fares for journeys within the Skye and Lochalsh area to local service levels. A specific offer was made to cut the standard fare from Broadford to Kyle of Lochalsh by 50%. These fare reductions will take effect by April 2012 at the latest.

customer service
・
Citylink are introducing a new Customer Services Manager, Laura Finlay, in March, and are rolling out a programme of customer service training for all staff. 

・
Drivers are responsible for handling baggage. Passengers should not have to load their own bags into the hold or take them out.

・
Drivers do have the power to refuse to take drunk passengers on board. There is a policy against the consumption of alcohol on board Citylink buses.

・
If there are problems with heating, air-conditioning or any other aspect of a service, please inform the driver. Conditions in the drivers cab are different and the driver may simply not be aware of a problem.

・
If you have problems that are not resolved on the service, please do contact Citylink and make them aware.

・
Contact details:

Full Minutes

Introduction

Rupert opened the meeting by thanking the two Citylink senior managers for travelling up from Glasgow for the day to attend the meeting, and Una Macleod for her tenacity in getting the meeting organised.

He made a few points:

・
Skye was lucky to have a 7 day a week, summer and winter Citylink service linking us to Inverness and Glasgow – not all west coast communities have this. 

・
Citylink operate a purely commercial service, with no public subsidy. Passengers do not therefore have a right to a service under a public service obligation.

・
That said, many people are dependent on Citylink for travel, whether for shopping in Inverness, or to attend hospital appointments in Raigmore or Glasgow. Some people have no choice but to use the service, and there have been some serious problems.

He then invited Citylink staff to speak.

Citylink staff

Ian Laing said that Citylink accepted that there had been some issues with vehicles on the 915, 916 and 917 Skye services, and that following letter and telephone correspondence with Una, had realised that the problems weren't going to go away unless they do something about it.

He said that Citylink had taken steps to improve the quality of buses.


There are now new buses – 2009 registrations – on Skye services, and there should be a noticeable improvement.


Another issue was that the regular buses on Skye services are taken off the service for maintenance every 14 days. (This is more frequent than government guidelines of 21 days, because of the high mileage that these buses do.) While they are off the road, older replacement buses are used. Citylink have seen that these replacement buses weren't good enough and have now transferred 6 vehicles from down South, that do have toilets, heating etc (although they are not brand new), to offer a better service while the regular buses are undergoing maintenance.


Citylink hope that soon, all their vehicles in Scotland will be under 5 years old.

Finally he noted that, as Rupert had said, the service was not subsidised. However, people pay for their tickets and should expect a good service in return.

Aiden Procter added that the new replacement buses are from Megabus, and so have Megabus colours and logos.

Discussion

There was a wide-ranging discussion. The following is a summary of the points raised, and responses from Citylink staff.

Citylink staff were urged to travel on their own buses. One person said that buses in Mexico were more comfortable than Citylink coaches. 

Citylink staff said that they had come to this meeting by car; however, Aiden Procter had travelled on the Skye-Glasgow route himself in the past.

A number of people raised problems of heating. A letter was read out in which a woman described a journey with her husband, travelling back to Skye from Glasgow where he had been undergoing treatment for cancer. On this very recent journey, there had been no heating and he had caught a severe cold. On the next journey, the bus was stiflingly hot! One person noted that her children, when travelling home to Skye from university, would routinely pack a space blanket and hot water bottles for the winter bus services. Another noted drivers leaving the heating on and ventilation hatches closed on summer days, overheating passengers.

Ian said that a few years ago there had been a joint Citylink-Stagecoach venture which had run into problems due to old buses and third party operators whose service was not up to standard. Sometimes this was because drivers were not adequately trained in how to operate the buses. The standard of vehicles now on the Skye services was a huge improvement.

Why does Skye not have brand new vehicles like those on Inverness-Glasgow or Aberdeen-Glasgow services?

Those vehicles are on the Gold services, which is a different sub-contractor. However, there will come a time when the current (relatively new) vehicles on the Skye services are too old, and then they will be replaced by brand new vehicles.

Another issue raised was Inverness staff diverting Skye buses to fill in on other services (e.g. to Ullapool). The Skye service was then late and operated using school buses - this was apparently a regular occurence.

We give Inverness the same instructions as our Glasgow depot. There should be a high standard of vehicle on the Skye services. But if there's a problem, then we will sort it out with them.

Several people asked about comfort stops and the state of public toilets in Crianlarich. While accepting that the toilets were outside Citylink's responsibility, they asked whether they couldn't stop elsewhere (e.g. the Green Welly Stop in Tyndrum), and whether such a long stop in Fort William was necessary?

Aiden Procter said that he hoped the toilets on buses would be working and therefore comfort stops wouldn't be such an issue. However, he had used the service and seen the Crianlarich toilets! Regarding the Fort William stop, Ian Laing said that the stop was for crews to change over, as it was not legally possible for them to drive all the way from Glasgow to Skye. The stop was also quite useful, particularly in winter, in giving some leeway to catch up on any delays in the service due to e.g. bad weather.

Drivers were the focus of many comments. On the one hand, several people said that the vast majority of drivers were helpful, polite and professional. Their timekeeping was praised, as was their driving skill in the light of the weather conditions they often contend with. They were even  described as “heroic” in a letter read out to the meeting from a resident of Sleat. On the other hand, a number of cases of unhelpful driver behaviour came to light. Drivers being rude to passengers who had made mistakes with their ticket, refusing to help elderly and ill passengers with their bags, or driving off with the luggage hold open were mentioned.

Ian Laing was glad to hear of good drivers, but said that he took a “grim view” of unhelpful drivers. Citylink are there to offer a service. In the case about bags, the driver had said that he had a sore back; in that case, he shouldn't have been driving. It is drivers' responsibility to load passengers' bags into the hold, and unload them. Citylink are rolling out a driver training programme around the country. But if there are still problems, please let him know! He also noted that Citylink don't employ the drivers – they are all employed by sub-contracted companies who operate the coaches.

The pricing of bus services was the subject of several questions. People said that the pricing structure was confusing, and particularly on the website – could all the prices for a journey be displayed on one page? Standard fares were expensive e.g., £66 return Skye-Glasgow; how many of the really cheap tickets that Citylink advertise are available? Finally one person noted that it cost twice as much to travel Broadford-Kyle on Citylink as on local buses. Now that local bus services leave a lot to be desired (watch this space for future campaigns...), could something be done about this?

It would be difficult to make the website fares display simpler – it did need to get information on which particular bus you wanted to catch, whether you were a student, pensioner etc, before being able to display relevant fares. Regarding cheap advance fares, there were two £5 Skye-Glasgow tickets available per journey – perhaps just one on weekends. However, there were other discount fares before you go to the full £66. There was also a 3 day “network pass” which gave unlimited Citylink travel for £39. However, Citylink were prepared to freeze all fares on Skye services for 2012, although prices were in general due to go up. On the specific issue of local bus journeys, Ian and Aiden offered to cut the Broadford-Kyle fare by 50%, to £3, and to cut fares on journeys within Skye and Lochalsh to local service rates.

It was also noted that Portree Tourist Office are almost always able to get people bus tickets at less than full standard fare – passengers generally pay £37 or £39 rather than the full £66.

is there a policy about putting on extra buses when services are full? If many people who haven't booked in advance turn up, are there spare buses that can be brought into service e.g. in summer with tourists around?

putting on extra buses – not possible for small numbers of extra people. When we do put on extra buses, this is generally done on the basis of advance booking information (from website, phones etc). Citylink do reserve 6 seats on Skye services for walk-on passengers, but do have to run service on a commercial basis.

One person recalled a bus journey on a hot summer's day when a very drunk passenger was vomiting regularly. Another noted that people sometimes got on sober but drank heavily during the journey.

Drivers can refuse to let a drunk passenger on board. Citylink do have a policy against the consumption of alcohol on board buses.

Historical overview and comparison of current service with that advertised in a leaflet from 1964. Then there was one return service a week from Skye to Glasgow, costing 70 shillings return! The service has improved massively in frequency and cost. This person also noted a big improvement in vehicles and drivers in last 10 years, the efficiency of the booking service and the professionalism of the drivers. He finished by noting that the meeting today is very important, as we have senior managers listening to the people of this area – not had that for a long time. Very encouraging.

Citylink sometimes use buses in other logos, which can be confusing to passengers. What colour buses should we look out for? And when the bus isn't the usual colour, can drivers look out for people waiting who might not recognise the bus as a Citylink one? (relating to a specific incident when a passenger waited a long time after an unmarked white bus went past.)

Regular services should be Citylink colours. Sometimes, especially in the summer when extra services operate, white (or other) buses might be used. They should always say “citylink” on the side. Also don't forget there are the Megabuses that will be used as replacements when the regular buses are undergoing maintenance.

How can people get hold of relevant Citylink staff in an easy way?

Ian and Aiden both left their email and phone numbers (given on page 1).

