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Scotland Needs Better Buses
October 2026

	Summary 
· 40 years of deregulation have failed. October 2026 marks four decades since bus deregulation, leaving Scotland with a fragmented, declining and increasingly inaccessible network, despite substantial public funding.
· We need fundamental reform, not just cheaper fares. Fare caps are urgently needed as an interim measure, but they do not fix a system that is financially, socially and environmentally unsustainable.
· Buses should be an essential public service. Public ownership can put communities, passengers and workers, rather than commercial interests, at the heart of the network in a country where on average a quarter of people do not have access to a car or van
· Better buses can deliver across government priorities. A reliable, affordable network can help tackle the cost-of-living and climate crises, reduce inequality, improve public health, and support access to education, employment and economic opportunity while rationalising public spending
· The powers already exist — but national support is needed. Local Transport Authorities can establish publicly owned services and reform the bus market, but they lack the guidance and financial support needed to use these powers 
· The Scottish Government must enable action now. This parliament must publish clear guidance and start-up funding for public ownership, while supporting market reform through franchising in tandem




The public purse is propping up a decaying bus system
Private bus operators across Scotland are not commercially viable without substantial public subsidy. In 2024-25, 56% of bus operators total revenue came from Government subsidy –costing the public purse £499 million. Over the last five years, government funding to bus operators has increased by 24%, and operators’ revenue has grown by 9% despite passenger numbers falling by 7%.  There is no real public control over bus services in return for this spending. 
Despite increasing subsidy and many operators maintaining healthy profit margins - Stagecoach, for example, reported profits of more than £27 million in 2022 – operators have continued to cut services:
· 13% cut in bus service provision across Scotland in five years; North East, Tayside, and Central saw a 26% cut in one year alone.
· 15% decrease in the number of buses in operators’ fleets since 2019–20.
· 10% of jobs lost in the bus and coach industry since 2019.
· 31% fall in bus use since 2007–08, despite the urgent need to shift journeys away from cars.
· Unregulated fares are among the most expensive in the UK: a return from Peterhead to Aberdeen costs £23.80.
· Transport continues to be Scotland’s largest source of greenhouse gas emissions, the rate of decarbonisation of major privately owned bus fleets is too slow to meet climate targets and reliance on cars is the biggest culprit of dirty air on our streets.

The current system is financially, socially, and environmentally unsustainable. Routes and timetables are being cut, leaving communities deemed “unprofitable” without reliable services, while major private operators continue to benefit from public subsidy. The case for treating buses as an essential public service has never been clearer.

Public transport must be in public hands 
A 2025 STUC report found that publicly owned buses can provide better services, better terms and conditions for workers, and better value for money than privately owned services.
Scotland already has examples of public ownership working:
· Lothian Buses consistently achieves the highest passenger satisfaction in Scotland, has grown ridership and reinvests revenue in services rather than shareholder profits. Lothian has returned £36 million in dividends to local authority shareholders over the last decade.
· Highland Council saved £1.79 million by bringing bus services directly in-house and ending expensive subsidised tendered contracts. Passenger numbers have subsequently increased.
· Scottish Borders Council’s council-run bus service has achieved a six-fold increase in passenger numbers, alongside rising passenger satisfaction.
Public ownership means revenue can be reinvested into services, public money can be used more efficiently, and services can be designed around communities rather than commercial returns. It can also support better working conditions in the public interest and ensure that rural and less commercially profitable communities are not left behind.

The powers already exist
The Transport (Scotland) Act 2019 gives Local Transport Authorities (LTAs) powers to reform local bus networks. They can:
1. establish Bus Services Improvement Partnerships (BSIPs) with operators;
2. regulate the market by establishing a franchise 
3. provide bus services directly through public ownership models.

Together, the latter two powers provide the framework for rebuilding Scotland's bus network. The challenge for this Parliament is to ensure that LTAs have the guidance, funding and support needed to use these powers.

MSPs can deliver better bus services:

· Support the urgent expansion of a national £2 bus fare cap to bring fares down now as an interim measure. Action must be taken to avoid a postcode lottery of patchy implementation. However, cheaper fares mean little where services do not exist and a fare cap is not a sustainable solution. While our bus services continue to be in private hands, achieving affordable fares is only possible by massively increasing public subsidy to private bus companies. 

· Back the expansion of public ownership. Public ownership is the only lever in the Transport (Scotland) Act 2019 that treats public transport as a genuinely public service and a basic right for all. The Scottish Government must:

1. Publish guidance for Local Transport Authorities to establish publicly owed bus operations. The UK Government published guidance in July 2026 to help local authorities establish new local authority bus companies, following legislation granting this power in 2025. Scotland has had the power to establish publicly owned bus operations since 2019, but no equivalent national guidance has been published.

2. Provide start-up funding to local authorities to use their powers to provide bus services directly. LTAs need financial support to investigate and establish publicly owned services. A 2018 Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) briefing estimated that establishing a publicly owned operation in a city the size of Dundee would require a one-off set-up cost of £34.4 million, with annual operating costs of £17.5 million. BSIPs and franchising have received ring-fenced public support; public ownership should receive the same backing.

3. Make bus franchising easier. Speed up the process of regulating the bus market through franchising by simplifying Scotland’s overly complicated bus franchising legislation to bring it closer to England’s Bus Services Act. Market reform must be delivered in tandem with public ownership. Franchising alone will not solve the underlying problems, but a regulated market combined with publicly owned operators offers the strongest route to a sustainable, integrated network.

	Contact: Malachy Clarke, Friends of the Earth Scotland Public Affairs Manager

	mclarke@foe.scot 
	0131 243 2700
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