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What am I going to be talking about?

• I’m not Dutch, despite the spelling!

• Reading Buses – one of the UK’s best bus companies?

• The industry is under threat, but you can help sort it!• The industry is under threat, but you can help sort it!

• My 17 years in passenger transport

• Some thoughts, advice and lessons from along the way 



Who are we and what do we do?



A comprehensive and colour coded network…

Now runs 

24/7!







Martijn Gilbert

Chief Executive 
Officer

Board (Non Execs)

Chairman

Team structure

Tony Pettitt 

Chief Finance & 
Information Officer

Finance and IT 

team
Including management 
information, payroll 
and major projects

John Bickerton

Head of Engineering 
& Innovation

Engineering team
Including cleaners, 
shunters, facilities, 
purchasing and the 
canteen team, plus open 
data & innovation

Dan Bassett

Head of Operations

Operations team
Including Drivers, the 
Control room team 
and Driver Performance 
Managers

Commercial team
Including planning/ 
schedules, marketing, 
revenue, ops support 
and customer services
(including the Bus Shop)

Caroline Anscombe

HR Director

HR and training 

academy team
Including Employee 
administration and 
engagement



The power The power 

of PR!



Employees views 

at the heart of 

what we do

A coaching culture 

for management, 

role modelling 

our values

Invest in next 

gen buses to re-

launch Woodley & 

Royal Blue routes

Further enhance 

our environmental 

credentials with 

bus wash rainwater 

harvesting

Improve asset 

utilisation with 

more ad-hoc work

Further reduce 

accidents, costs 

and poor bus 

presentation

Greater revenue 

protection, 

2016

2016/17

More Health & 

Wellbeing activities 

for employees

Launch new 

employee personal 

benefits hub

24/7 use of digital 

communications 

to keep our 

customers 

informed

Upgrade our 

hybrid buses for 

another 5-years 

cost effective use

protection, 

including a review

of all fares and 

tickets

Strong cost control 

and revenue 

growth focus

Smarter ticketing 

including app and 

bankcards 

+
Continue our 

promotion of the 

congestion 

busting benefits 

of our services

Expand services 

where there is 

clear potential, 

e.g. Ikea

Be recognised as 

a great company 

and employer 

that’s constantly 

improving



Customer Focus
– Our no. 1 core value
– Service expansion
– On-board ambiance 
– Accessibility 
– Reputation and satisfaction



Recognising, rewarding and 

supporting our employees
– Recruitment and training
– Star of the month
– Gym
– Cycle to work
– The Hub
– Surveys and staff forums– Surveys and staff forums



Vehicles
– On-board ambiance
– Gas 
– Efficiency 
– Style and creativity



Revenue and ticketing
– Fares and review
– Boost for young people
– Mobile tickets
– Barcode ticketing
– Contactless
– Revenue protection



Growth and improvement
– Kennections contract win
– Vodafone contract renewal
– Route investment, running time review 

and improvements 
– Rail replacement work
– Internal processes



Technology and Innovation
– Use of technology 
– Working with our suppliers
– Hackathon
– Tech partnerships
– Tech lab



Community support
– Travel partnerships 
– Support for our community
– Getting involved in events
– Charity of The Year
– Annual Open Day



Future vision
– A33 Mass Rapid Transit scheme
– Forward future project
– Stakeholder engagement
– Developer engagement
– Business partnerships
– Ongoing Horizon scanning (what’s going on and where)





It’s working!
• Greater satisfaction – 93% and favoured mode

• Enhanced publicity and reputation

• Changed perceptions on buses

“modern and productive environment on-board”
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But…But…



Challenge 1 - Congestion



Challenge 2 – Competition

Not just from other bus routes…    

Better apps?
Better marketing?
Taxis
Retail
How people shop and work



Challenge 3 – A changing digital world around us



Industries changed by technology and apps:

• Music
• Video rental
• Banking and finance
• Takeaway food
• Job search and employment
• Retail – home shopping
• Weather and Meteorology • Weather and Meteorology 
• Travel – holidays
• Taxis and ride sharing

Transport?



The evolution of the bus

Horse tram           Electric tram             Trolley bus                   Crew operated diesel bus      One person operated diesel bus

1900s
1920s

1940s
1960s

1970s

Horse tram           Electric tram             Trolley bus                   Crew operated diesel bus      One person operated diesel bus

1990s
2000s The future…

Focus shifted to efficiency, environmental performance and customer ambiance





Retail at a Crossroads: Future Hangs in the Balance 

as Retail Industry Passes Tipping Points

“They can no longer be classified merely as disruptors, due to the massive 

changes they have forced on the retail market. “98% of retail executives 

recognize the changing customer behaviours and other forces are disrupting 

their industry, but only a minority are taking action to address the changes.”

https://www.tompkinsinc.com/en-us/Insight/Articles/commerce-beyond-the-crossroads



Are we doing enough?



Tools Facilities Plans



My story

































Market positioning – where we fit
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YPremium, high quality, brand

Large (generally ‘big group’) operators:
• Higher, often legacy influenced, cost base

• Structured operations

• Overheads and fixed processes

• Dependable quality

• Large scale

• Established commercial and high yielding services

• Low cost base

• Structured but agile operations

• Group support and backing 

LOW COST

Primitive, basic quality operator

Independent operators
• Low cost base

• Less structured operations

• Standard quality

• Small scale

• Contracts and marginal services

• Group support and backing 

with local entrepreneurial spirit

• Dependable quality

• Contracts, more marginal and 

some commercial services



Challenges!

• New brand – cease being Centrebus

• Culture/Managing the change

• Knowledge - Understand the business 

commercially and financially and then 

evolve and delivery the strategy

• Arriva standards, policies & procedures • Arriva standards, policies & procedures 

• OFT

• Improve business performance:
• Greater expectations of stakeholders

• Reliability and punctuality

• Fleet and engineering

• Health, Safety & Security

• Costs and Profitability

• Competition

• Leeds financial under performance 







What I’ve 

learnt so far…



1. Take the

initiative
• Seek out opportunities

• Network

• Ask questions

• Build confidence 



2. Understand  

it
• Costs/finances

• Operational detail

• ALL the key parts of the 

company 



3. Really care

• Passion• Passion

• Attention to detail

• Keep nagging!

• Work hard

• Be flexible



4. Get out 

there

• Walk the walk

• Full customer experience

• Lead from the front

• Think about all perspectives



People, people, people!



Management influence on UK de-regulated bus ‘Op Cos’ 
Gilbert & Knight, September 2017
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Enlightened & supported 

management
‘Functional’ 

management

Acceptable business 

performance
Acceptable business 

performance

Problematic business 

performance

Properly understand 

detail, local market 

and their business

P&L and KPI only 

approach

Change 

management
(maybe even consultants!)

D
E

C
IS

IO
N

S
 

(o
r 

la
c
k
 o

f!
)

L
IK

E
L

E
Y

 

O
U

T
C

O
M

E

Good and 

considered 

initiatives

Bold, maybe 

irrational, 

initiatives/decisions

Fire 

fight

Cut

costs

Short term profits

DECLINE

Growth, stability 

and SURVIVAL!
FAILURE!

50%      50%



Pet hates!Pet hates!



1. “I think so”
• Know so!

• Check it, double check • Check it, double check 

and check it again

• NEVER assume!



2. “I’ve emailed

them”
• Pick up the phone or go 

and talk to them

• Make it happen now!

• Follow/back up on e-mail if 

needs be



3. I want it but 

don’t get it
• Don’t wait to be asked!

• Take the initiative 

• You might have to make a 

short term sacrifice, e.g. 

be flexible on work location



4. Talking down   

to people
• Don’t let it go to your head!

• This is a people business

• Many employees older/ 

more experienced than you

• Think how to communicate



“Buses aren't 

cool!”









Revenue

• Fare box/cash takings

• Season tickets

• Scholars tickets

• Concessionary fares

• Multi-operator schemes

• Plus Bus

• Contracts – Gross cost

• Emissions regulations

• Consumer rights

• Contract requirements – multiple

• Bus Services Act

• Threat of re-regulation

Market influences

• Traffic

Know your bus industry – it’s a complicated game!

• Contracts – Gross cost

• Contracts – Net cost

• Bus Services Operators Grant (BSOG)

Rules/regulations

• Company law

• Health & Safety

• Operators licence

• Road worthiness/maintenance

• Route registration arrangements

• Accessibility regulations

• Traffic

• Weather

• Shopping habits

• Time of the year

• Academic terms

• Employment/unemployment

• Density of population

• The economy

AND MANY MANY OTHER ELEMENTS



High street 

retail
Healthcare

Hospitality
“People who 

like people”

Not existing 

licence holders



ANNUAL AWARDS 

FOR EXCELLENCE

Customer

satisfaction

Scores for 

buses
National Highways 

and Transport 

Network survey

93%

TOP
In England 

& Wales

Happy customers and great results so far…

satisfaction
Transport Focus 

Bus Passenger Survey

93%

New routes & 

growth
Coolest buses 

in the world!

Fastest bus

in the world!

Bus trials & 

innovations
Fantastic 

fundraising









1. People

Value our people, think about 

things from their perspective  and 

talk to them on their level – do 

this and other things just come

2. Commercials

Understand the numbers and what 

drives them SUSTAINABLY…

Profit vs. EBIT 

Growth vs. volume growth

If I leave you with just four things…

3. Detail

Care about it and check it!

Understand and keep on top of 

ALL the right details, not just 

your KPIs

4. Get out there

Go beyond the day to day outputs 

– Engage, network, champion and 

build advocacy and support – for 

your bus services AND YOU



And finally, my third challenge…



UK BUS OPERATOR OF THE YEAR!

Thank you!


