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Foreword  

Greater Manchester is delivering better buses for our people, businesses and visitors, connecting them to 

new opportunities, essential services and each other. 

This Bus Strategy sets out how, through the creation of the Bee Network and the new opportunities that 

bus franchising brings, we will develop a better bus system for our city region, built on affordable fares, 

high quality services, swift and reliable connections, and clear democratic and customer accountability.  

Franchising means returning our bus network to public control and, with it, an opportunity for significant 

improvement. Since the deregulation of buses in 1986, we have seen reductions in services, greatly 

increased fares and a fragmented offer for bus users, with little ability for local leaders to intervene or 

integrate. Recognising the importance of buses for a prosperous city region, generations of Greater 

Manchester leaders have lobbied over many decades for powers to reform the bus system. Thanks to their 

ĲģĬğġħĲķ# ĵģ Ĭĭĵ ĦğĴģ ĲĦģ ğĠħĪħĲķ ğĬĢ İģıĮĭĬıħĠħĪħĲķ Ĳĭ Ĳğĩģ ġĭĬĲİĭĪ ğĬĢ ħīĮİĭĴģ ċİģğĲģİ đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı 

most used form of public transport. 

Buses are particuĪğİĪķ ħīĮĭİĲğĬĲ Ĥĭİ īğĬķ ĭĤ ĭĳİ ġħĲķ İģĥħĭĬŌı īĭıĲ ĢģĮİħĴģĢ ġĭīīĳĬħĲħģı# ĵĦĭ ğİģ Īģıı 

likely to own a car and are therefore reliant on buses to connect them to work, leisure and public services. 

If buses are to realise their full potential in Greater Manchester, we will need to use our new powers over 

ĲĦģ ĬģĲĵĭİĩ Ĳĭ īğĩģ ıħĥĬħĤħġğĬĲ ħīĮİĭĴģīģĬĲı# ĠĭĲĦ Ĳĭ ħīĮİĭĴģ ġĳİİģĬĲ ĳıģİıŌ ģĶĮģİħģĬġģ ğĬĢ Ĳĭ īğĩģ 

buses the preferred travel option for far more people. 

Bus franchising will allow us to reimagine the role of buses within a wider integrated transport system, 

develop strong relationships with staff and trade unions and, over time, reshape this critical part of our 

infrastructure to serve the modern city region. More people using our better buses will help reduce 

ġĭĬĥģıĲħĭĬ ğĬĢ ğħİ ĮĭĪĪĳĲħĭĬ# ıĳĮĮĭİĲ ģġĭĬĭīħġ ĥİĭĵĲĦ# ġİģğĲģ ğġġģıı Ĳĭ ĭĮĮĭİĲĳĬħĲħģı# ħīĮİĭĴģ İģıħĢģĬĲıŌ 

health and reduce social exclusion: vital elements in building the greener, fairer, and more prosperous 

Greater Manchester of the future. 

In 1824, tĦģ ęďŌı ĤħİıĲ Ġĳı ıģİĴħġģ Ĳĭĭĩ Ĳĭ ĲĦģ ıĲİģģĲı ĭĤ ċİģğĲģİ đğĬġĦģıĲģİ# ıĮğİĩħĬĥ ğ ĮĳĠĪħġ ĲİğĬıĮĭİĲ 

revolution. Two hundred years later, our city region is leading the way again, as we use the vision set out in 

this strategy to build a bus system for everyone, of which Greater Manchester can be proud. 

 

Andy Burnham 

Mayor of Greater Manchester 

 

  



 

4 

 

Executive summary  

The Greater Manchester Bus Strategy sets out our vision for better buses for Greater Manchester.  It will 

help people here understand how the bus system will develop to 2030 and will support Transport for 

Greater Manchester (TfGM) to plan its work and make the case to government and external organisations 

for appropriate support and funding. 

This document sets out: 

¶ Our vision for buses 

¶ The case for change in Greater Manchester 

¶ What we need to do 

¶ Čĭĵ ĵģŌĪĪ ĢģĪħĴģİ ĠģĲĲģİ Ġĳıģı 

Our vision for buses 

Buses are central to our transport network and carry three quarters of all public transport journeys. They 

can deliver significant benefits for the environment, health, traffic congestion and the economy.  

Greater Manchester is building the Bee Network, an integrated transport system that will support 

sustainable travel across the city region. Better buses are central to delivering the Bee Network and with it 

a fairer, greener and more prosperous city region.  

At present# Ġĳıģı ğİģ ĬĭĲ ĢģĪħĴģİħĬĥ Ĳĭ ĲĦģħİ ĤĳĪĪ ĮĭĲģĬĲħğĪ! Ćĳı ĲİğĴģĪ ħı ıģģĬ ğı ğ ŋġĦĭħġģ ĭĤ ĪğıĲ İģıĭİĲŌ ğĬĢ 

car use is rising. We need to take action.  

We are taking our bus system into public control through bus franchising. For the first time, we can plan 

routes, set affordable fares and integrate buses into our transport system: the Bee Network. 

We want buses to be the first choice for more journeys. 

When planning bus routes and timetables, profit will no longer be the main focus. Instead, the network 

will be designed so that services arrive on time, at convenient locations and offer the best value for money.  

This strategy sets out the integrated planning guidelines we will use to review the network and how will we 

put them into practice.  

We are aiming to grow bus patronage by 30% by 2030 . 
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What we need to do 

Ęĭ İģğġĦ ĲĦħı ĲğİĥģĲ# ĵģ ĬģģĢ Ĳĭ ħīĮİĭĴģ ĮģĭĮĪģŌı ģĶĮģİħģĬġģ ĭĤ ĥģĲĲħĬĥ ĲĦģ Ġĳı! By 2030, we want to 

deliver: 

 

Our roadmap for buses  

 

¶ First Bee Network bus services operate in Bolton, Wigan and parts of Bury and Salford. 

¶ Bus fares across Greater Manchester capped at £2 for a single ticket, £5 for a day ticket and £21 for a 

week ticket. New integrated bus and tram tickets launched. 

¶ Bee Network app launched for live travel information and ticket sales. 

¶ New zero emission buses in use on routes in the west of Greater Manchester. 

¶ Ongoing programme of bus pinch point removal across the network. 

 

¶ Second phase of bus franchising begins with Bee Network services operating in Rochdale, Oldham and 

parts of Bury and Manchester. 

¶ New zero emission buses in use on routes in the north east of Greater Manchester. 

 

 

¶ All Greater Manchester buses operating as part of the Bee Network. 

¶ Contactless payment with automatic capping and integrated ticketing with Metrolink. 

¶ New zero emission buses in use on routes in the south of the city region. 

¶ Access improved at hundreds of bus stops, including through raised kerbs and more seating.  

 

 

 

 
By September 2023 

 
By March 2024 

 
By 2025 



 

6 

 

 

 

¶ New bus priority measures delivered between Salford Crescent and MediaCityUK will improve bus 

speed and reliability. 

 

 

 

¶ On board next stop displays and announcements on all buses.  

¶ New orbital bus priority measures delivered between Bury and Rochdale, Ashton and Stockport, Wigan 

and Bolton and Rochdale-Oldham-Ashton to improve bus speed and reliability.  

 

 

¶ Buses will run at least every 12 minutes on key radial and orbital routes. 

¶ 90% of the entire Greater Manchester population will be within a 30-minute frequency bus or 

Metrolink service on weekdays within 400m of their home.  

¶ 500 more accessible stops are provided through measures such as raised kerbs and places to rest 

while waiting.  

¶ The UďŌı ĤħİıĲ ĭĮģİğĲħĭĬğĪĪķ ġğİĠĭĬ ĬģĳĲİğĪ ĲİğĬıĮĭİĲ ħĬĲģİġĦğĬĥģ ħĬ Ćĳİķ ĲĭĵĬ ġģĬĲİģ opens, 

integrating bus, cycle parking and Metrolink.  

 

Our aims 

By delivering these improvements, we will create a bus system that:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The trip described overleaf shows how we want travel by bus to improve in the coming years. 

 

 

Provides consistent and attractive car-free connectivity for all.  

 

Connects to other parts of the Bee Network and longer distance public transport.  

 
Supports attractive urban places, including town centres and new developments . 

 

Has a positive impact on public health and the environment.  

 

Provides people with more travel options in the day and night.  

 
Is accountable and a source of shared local pride. 

 
By 2026 

 
By 2027 

 By 2030 
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Our vision 
As part of the Bee Network, we want the bus 

to be the first choice for more journeys in 

Greater Manchester.  

To make this happen, we have a vision for a bus 

system that is reliable, affordable and integrated 

with other forms of transport. Buses will be 

accessible, connect communities and provide an 

attractive and environmentally friendly 

alternative to car travel.  

At the heart of the Bee Network 

Greater Manchester is building the Bee Network, 

an integrated transport system that will support 

sustainable travel across the city region. Better 

buses are central to delivering the Bee Network 

and with it a fairer, greener and more prosperous 

city region.  

In anticipation of bus franchising, this Bus 

Strategy sets out the role of the bus in delivering 

our Bee Network ambition and will help to 

ħĬĤĭİī ċİģğĲģİ đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı İģĤİģıĦģĢ ĪĭġğĪ 

transport vision and plans. 

It will help the public, councillors and other 

stakeholders understand how their bus system 

will develop to 2030. It will also support TfGM to 

plan its work and to make the case to 

government and external organisations for 

appropriate support and funding. 

The Bus Strategy is not a funded delivery plan 

and the priorities and ambitions set out here are 

anticipated to require some additional funding to 

be delivered in full. 

Our ambitions 

In the Greater Manchester Transport Strategy 

2040  (GMTS 2040), we set out a vision for a 

modern, low-emission and accessible bus 

system, fully integrated with the wider Bee 

Network, on which everyone will be willing to 

travel, regardless of their background or 

mobility level.        

This document is a supporting strategy to GMTS 

2040 . It focuses on our actions to 2030 and will 

help to put us on the right path to achieving our 

Right Mix vision: for 50% of all journeys in 

Greater Manchester to be made by active travel 

and public transport by 2040, with zero net 

growth in motor vehicle traffic over that period. 

To achieve this, and maintain a growing city 

region, bus use must grow. 

More popular buses  

We have set an ambitious initial target to 

increase bus patronage by 30% by 2030 from 

2022 /23  levels. This would mean almost 50 

million more journeys being taken by bus each 

year, to a total of around 200 million. This 

change will need to be driven by affordable fares, 

a more user-friendly and frequent network, and 

better infrastructure to provide more reliable bus 

journeys.  

This growth will require additional investment 

and careful prioritisation of existing resources, 

enabled by bus franchising. Final targets for 

patronage growth across all modes will be 

confirmed through the development of Greater 

By 2030, we want  

our buses to carry over  

200 million   
journeys per year. 

https://tfgm.com/2040-transport-strategy
https://tfgm.com/2040-transport-strategy
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đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı ĬģĶĲ ĐĭġğĪ ĘİğĬıĮĭİĲ ĔĪğĬ ğĬĢ 

refreshed Right Mix vision. 

More affordable buses 

We will keep fares as low as possible and 

reinvest any surplus back into the transport 

system. Greater Manchester has already seen the 

positive impact of lower fares on bus ridership. 

We will continue to support low fares and the 

benefits in terms of inclusivity, simplicity and 

access to opportunity that they bring.  

More frequent buses 

We will run more high frequency services on our 

bus network. By 2030, we will aim  to run  buses 

at least every 12 minutes on key radial and 

orbital  routes . Subject to demand, people in the 

most built-up areas of Greater Manchester will 

have at least five buses per hour within 400m of 

their front door. We will aim to provide 90% of 

the entire Greater Manchester population 

with a 30-minute frequency bus or Metrolink 

service on weekdays within 400m of their home 

(78.9% of the population as of November 

2022 ).  Where this is not possible, we will put in 

place other options to provide connectivity as 

part of the Bee Network e.g. demand responsive 

transport (like Local Link). 

More reliable buses 

To support improved reliability and quicker, 

more consistent journeys, we intend to  deliver 

on-street bus improvements across 70km of 

high frequency, strategic bus routes across 

Greater Manchester by 2030. A quarter of car 

users would consider switching to buses if they 

were quicker and more reliable, while a 10% 

decrease in bus speeds reduces patronage by at 

least 10%.1  

These improvements will include ambitious bus 

priority measures, signal upgrades to improve 

bus reliability, enhanced access to bus stops by 

walking and wheeling, and bus stop upgrades. 

ĔģĭĮĪģŌı ĨĭĳİĬģķı ĢĭĬŌĲ start and end at the bus 

stop Ü they begin the moment they leave their 

front door. This Bus Strategy therefore supports 

and develops the Streets for All approach 

previously adopted in Greater Manchester.  

We need to reform and grow our bus system so it 

can play a key role in creating more attractive 

places, achieving the Right Mix and supporting 

our ambition for an integrated transport system 

in Greater Manchester. We will install and 

improve the significant quantity of bus priority 

infrastructure that bus services need to run 

reliably. 

 

  

 
1 Confederation of Passenger Transport, 2016 

We want Greater ManchesterŌı bus system to: 

1. Provide consistent and attractive car-free connectivity for all. 

2. Connect to other parts of the Bee Network and longer distance public transport.  

3. Support attractive urban places, including town centres and new developments.  

4. Have a positive impact on public health and the environment.  

5. Provide people with more travel options in the day and night.  

6. Be accountable and a source of shared local pride. 

https://www.cpt-uk.org/news/the-impact-of-congestion-on-bus-passengers/
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The case for change 
Buses are the most-used form of public transport 

in Greater Manchester, carrying three-quarters of 

all public transport journeys: almost three 

million trips a week. 

Despite this, the proportion of all journeys taken 

on buses is small: just 5%.2 By improving journey 

times, frequency, reliability, and other aspects of 

the bus system like affordability and safety, we 

will increase the proportion of journeys taken by 

bus.  

By meeting its full potential, the bus system and 

wider Bee Network can help us tackle some of 

ĭĳİ ġħĲķ İģĥħĭĬŌı īĭıĲ ıħĥĬħĤħġğĬĲ ġĦğĪĪģĬĥģı# 

including congestion, access to opportunities, 

population health and the need to reduce air 

pollution.  

Benefits of better buses  

¶ Buses reduce congestion 

On average, each car in Greater 

Manchester carries just 1.3 people.  

Buses are able to carry many more 

people than cars and are a more efficient 

way to use limited road space.   

Attract ing non-bus users to travel by bus 

and current bus users to use it more is 

therefore one of the most effective ways 

to reduce congestion and improve 

conditions for all road users. Congestion 

currently costs Greater Manchester 

businesses £1.3bn per year.3 

 

¶ Buses are affordable 

Bus travel is more affordable than 

owning and maintaining a car and allows 

other costs Ü like parking Ü to be avoided, 

making it an accessible travel option for 

people on all incomes.  

 
2 TfGM, 2021   
3 TfGM, 2018 

A survey carried out by Opinium found 

that the average cost of running a car in 

the UK is ~£3,400 per year, rising to 

~£5,740 per year if the car is bought on 

finance.4 In comparison, buying ŋąĬķĆĳıŌ 

weekly bus passes (currently capped at 

£21 per week in Greater Manchester) 

would cost £1,090 per year. 

4 Opinium, 2020 

 

https://tfgm.com/TRADS
https://tfgm.com/congestion
https://www.nerdwallet.com/uk/personal-finance/cost-of-car-ownership/
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¶ Buses provide access to opportunities  

Over a quarter of Greater Manchester 

households do not own a car.5 Reliable 

and affordable public transport provides 

people with equal access to job 

opportunities, education, and other 

important services. In 2018, 18% of 

unemployed people in England either 

turned down a job or decided not to 

apply for a job due to transport-related 

problems.6  

Buses are key to supporting local 

prosperity and reducing deprivation. A 

KPMG report found that a 10% 

improvement in bus service connectivity 

was associated with a 3.6% reduction in 

social deprivation in an area.7 

¶ Buses are greener 

Transport currently accounts for around 

a third of carbon emissions in Greater 

Manchester. Local authorities here have 

declared a Climate Emergency and the 

city region aims to be completely carbon 

neutral by 2038. To achieve this, we 

need more people to choose to travel by 

bus and other more sustainable forms of 

transport.  

We are working towards a zero-emission 

bus fleet by 2032. As more vehicles are 

replaced with zero emission alternatives, 

the positive environmental difference 

that buses can make will grow. 

 
5 Census, 2021 
6  The Health Foundation, 2021 
7 Confederation of Passenger Transport, 2016 
8 GM Independent Prosperity Review, 2022 

 

¶ Buses deliver health benefits  

Greater Manchester has significantly 

poorer health than other parts of the 

country. Life expectancy in the city 

region is almost two years lower than the 

England average8. Nearly a third (28%) 

ĭĤ ĲĦģ ĮĭĮĳĪğĲħĭĬ ħı ġĪğııģĢ ğı ŎħĬğġĲħĴģŏ# 

meaning they complete less than 30 

minutes of activity a week, costing health 

services here £26.7m a year.9 10 

Increased use of less polluting buses can 

also help improve local air quality, 

leading to health benefits and a more 

attractive environment for more active 

lifestyles. 

Buses also promote more regular active 

travel through the journey to and from 

the bus stop, encouraging activity 

amongst groups who might otherwise be 

inactive.  

¶ Buses deliver economic benefits 

Reliable and efficient bus services can 

boost local economies by increasing high 

street footfall and reducing the time lost 

to congestion. The research and 

campaign body Greener Journeys 

estimated that, for every £1 of targeted 

investment in bus priority measures and 

bus infrastructure, £3.32 of economic 

benefit is generated.11  

9   GM Moving, 2021 
10 GM Moving, 2021 
11 Greener Journeys, 2014 

 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/datasets/TS045/editions/2021/versions/4
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/how-transport-offers-a-route-to-better-health#:~:text=Our%20analysis%20shows%20that%20in,the%20two%20most%20important%20factors.
https://www.cpt-uk.org/media/yqsda4iu/greener-journeys-value-of-bus-to-society-final-1.pdf
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/media/6714/gmipr-evidence-update-health-inequalites.pdf
https://www.gmmoving.co.uk/media/4365/gmmia-strategy-with-links-compressed-1.pdf
https://www.gmmoving.co.uk/media/4365/gmmia-strategy-with-links-compressed-1.pdf
https://greener-vision.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Bus-infrastructure-report-June-2014.pdf
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There is significant new development 

underway across Greater Manchester. 

The bus network will need to be 

sufficiently flexible to ensure these new 

developments are well served. At the 

same time, developers and businesses 

must work alongside TfGM to ensure that 

plans for new developments include bus 

service provision to reduce car 

dependence.  

¶ Buses provide access to the wider 

transport network  

Buses can provide people with good 

access to Metrolink and rail services so 

longer journeys can be made easily. In 

the past, Metrolink, rail and bus services 

have often competed against each other. 

Local control of our buses means that 

Greater Manchester has some of the 

tools it needs to remove this inefficiency 

and better integrate services. 

 

  



 

14 

 

Who uses the bus? 

Buses play a vital role in the lives of many people 

who live, work, and visit Greater Manchester. A 

wide range of people use buses, and many more 

people say they would be prepared to use them 

in the future, especially once services are 

improved. 12 We need to further broaden their 

appeal and make taking the bus a more attractive 

choice.  

Education and shopping are especially common 

reasons for travelling by bus. These established 

uses are helpful to understand our network and 

the types of places it should serve, but ĲĦģ ĠĳıŌı 

reliance on shoppers means that services are 

particularly vulnerable to changes in the cost of 

living and in retail habits. 

Buses are particularly important for residents in 

ċİģğĲģİ đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı īĭıĲ ĢģĮİħĴģĢ areas. Low 

car ownership is sometimes a result of lower 

incomes, often found in isolated communities 

living in poorly designed estates with poor access 

to services.  

Women, young people and Black or Black British 

people are disproportionately more likely to 

travel by bus.13 These groups are more likely to 

experience multiple forms of disadvantage and 

social exclusion and could particularly benefit 

from improvements to the bus system. When 

making any changes to the bus system, we will 

actively consider the likely impacts on these 

groups and others. 

  

 
12 TfGM, 2021 13 TfGM, 2021 

TRADs 2019 
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Women, young people and Black or Black British people are 

disproportionately more likely to travel by bus

Percentage daily bus trips Percentage population

https://assets.ctfassets.net/nv7y93idf4jq/1Cu66Ouc9StC7JlRPiuSVl/95b9734bb0096523ec1328dd7c582035/BSIP-PM-PUB-0005_GM_Bus_Service_Improvement_Plan_October_2021.pdf
https://tfgm.com/TRADS


 

15 

 

 

New users 

Our research shows that only a minority of 

people (less than 20%) would never consider 

using the bus.  

A far larger group - over 50% of the Greater 

Manchester population - have no objection to 

the bus in principle, but do not use it, or do not 

use it regularly. These are potential target 

markets and, with an improved bus offer, should 

be more open to switching to regular bus use.14  

We will use detailed demographic analysis of all 

these groups, along with the unique opportunity 

provided by franchising, to improve buses and 

increase ģĴģİķĭĬģŌı ĵħĪĪħĬĥĬģıı Ĳĭ ĳıģ ĲĦģm.  

We need to encourage those who would never 

take the bus to consider using it and retain 

satisfied customers through a consistently high 

standard of delivery. We also need to consider 

relatively new post-pandemic travel behaviours, 

including hybrid working.       

 

 
14 TfGM Sales Funnel 

https://assets.ctfassets.net/nv7y93idf4jq/1Cu66Ouc9StC7JlRPiuSVl/95b9734bb0096523ec1328dd7c582035/BSIP-PM-PUB-0005_GM_Bus_Service_Improvement_Plan_October_2021.pdf
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The story so far 

Greater Manchester has always been a pioneer when 

it comes to buses. In 1824# ĲĦģ ęďŌı ĤħİıĲ ģĴģİ 

ŎĭīĬħĠĳıŏ ıģİĴħġģ ĵğı ħĬĲİĭĢĳġģĢ between 

Pendleton and Manchester, and bus services grew 

rapidly in the following decades. 

Boom and bus 

Bus patronage in Greater Manchester peaked 

around 1950, just as towns and cities began to be 

remodelled to prioritise private cars. At the time, car 

ownership (and population) was much lower, and 

many people did not foresee the congestion and 

environmental challenges that lay ahead. In the face 

of an increasing focus on private cars, decline in the 

bus system was inevitable.  

As the number of people using buses declined, a 

vicious circle emerged. Fewer passengers made each 

bus more expensive to run, resulting in reduced 

service frequencies and routes, and higher fares to 

passengers, leading to even fewer people using 

buses. 

Deregulation  

Before 1986, most bus services in Greater 

Manchester were provided by public bodies, initially 

by local councils and then by the Passenger 

Transport Executive at a regional level. Local 

government was accountable for the planning, 

delivery and performance of the bus system. 

In 1986 the bus market in Great Britain was 

ŎĢģİģĥĳĪğĲģĢŏ ĭĳĲıħĢģ ĭĤ ĐĭĬĢĭĬ! ĈģİģĥĳĪğĲħĭĬ 

meant that bus services were no longer planned 

centrally by local governments. Anyone could run a 

bus service at any fare, route or timetable they 

decided.  

Taking decision-making away from local elected 

politicians shifted priorities away from serving 

 
15 TfL, 2006 

communities and towards the convenience and 

profitability of bus operators, who were not 

permitted to cross-subsidise routes. Deregulation 

also broke the link between bus operations and local 

highway authorities: a critical relationship for an 

efficient, reliable and sustainable bus network. 

Deregulation did lead to improvement and 

innovation in some areas, but the overall impact has 

been negative. Services were no longer joined up, 

and a lack of consistency led to confusion and a poor 

passenger experience in some cases. 

Deregulation meant different operators competing 

for the same customers, causing problems for 

passengers and the wider public. The so-ġğĪĪģĢ ŋĆĳı 

WaİıŌ ĭĤ ĲĦģ >FE=ı ğĬĢ >FF=ı ığĵ ĲĦģ īĭıĲ 

lucrative routeı ÞıĳġĦ ğı đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı ēĶĤĭİĢ ĖĭğĢ 

corridor) flooded with buses as different operators 

competed for customers, often causing significant 

disruption in the process. 

Over time, larger operators began to dominate 

areas, stopping new competitors entering the 

market. As car use continued to grow, bus journey 

times increased, fares rose, the number of people 

using the bus reduced and the bus network shrank.  

This was the case across almost the whole of Great 

Britain, except in London, where a system of bus 

franchising was implemented. Thanks to additional 

investment, London saw patronage sustain into the 

1990s, followed by 40% growth between 1999 and 

2004. 15 

 

Compared with 10, 20, and 50 

years ago: 

¶ Waiting times are longer . 

¶ Journey times are longer  (i.e. buses run 

more slowly), especially at peak times. 

¶ Bus punctuality is poor. 

https://www.polisnetwork.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/london_fares_policy.pdf
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The bus today 

Today, bus travel is sģģĬ Ġķ īğĬķ ĮģĭĮĪģ ğı ğ ŋĪğıĲ 

İģıĭİĲŌ and, in recent years, levels of car 

dependency have dramatically increased. After 

decades of decline, Greater Manchester and many 

other parts of the country are caught in a vicious 

circle, where falling bus patronage leads to rising 

fares and costs of operation and a shrinking bus 

network.16  

 

Figure 1: Over the last decade, and before, ċİģğĲģİ đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı Ġĳı ĬģĲĵĭİĩ has been shrinking.   

 

 
16 GMPTA/E Annual Reports and Accounts, 1987/88  
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Our network has shrunk 

In 1977, buses in Greater Manchester travelled 

137 million kilometres.16 

In 2022, buses in Greater Manchester travelled 

85 million kilometres. 

This is a 38% decrease.  
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Figure 2: While personal car-keeping in Greater Manchester has increased.  

 

 

Figure 3: Bus patronage has fallen dramatically since the 1970s.  

Local government bodies like TfGM have 

previously had limited ability to make 

improvements to the bus system. Where funding 

has been available, it has been necessary to use 

this to fill gaps in the network where commercial 

operators do not provide services. This job has 

been made harder by a lack of access to detailed 

data about who is using the buses, how often and 

on which routes. 

Combined with an increase in private car use, the 

decline in bus use has contributed to many of the 

wider challenges faced by Greater Manchester: 

¶ Decline of town centre shopping. 

¶ Growing social and economic 

inequalities. 

¶ Increased air and noise pollution. 

To reverse this growing car dependency, buses 

need to provide attractive, reliable, accessible 

and affordable services across Greater 

Manchester to allow more people to access jobs, 

essential services, and other opportunities. This 

is particularly important for people who do not 

own a car, and also for car-owners for whom 

improved bus services could mean car ownership 

is no longer necessary. 

For more people to use the bus, we need to 

improve the network, so it serves more of our 

residents. ČħıĲĭİħġğĪĪķ# ċİģğĲģİ đğĬġĦģıĲģİŌı Ġĳı 

network was much larger: in 1977, buses here 

travelled 137 million kilometres. Today, buses 

travel about 85 million kilometres every year and 

only 28% of our residents live within 400 metres 

of a high frequency bus or Metrolink service.  

  

More private cars 

Between 2011 and 2021, the number of 

cars available for household use in Greater 

Manchester grew by 13%. 

Greater Manchester bus patronage by year 
600m 

500m 
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300m 

200m 
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0m 

Financial year 
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Franchising Ü local control of bus services  

In recent years, Greater Manchester has spent 

increasing sums of money to support and 

maintain the current bus network, filling gaps 

between commercially provided services. This is 

an inefficient use of funding and a poor way to 

plan a public transport system. Without change, 

we face either an unsustainable funding 

requirement or a diminished bus network.   

To break free of this cycle, in 2021, the Mayor of 

Greater Manchester made the decision to 

implement bus franchising. Franchising is the 

system used to procure and co-ordinate bus 

services in London, and many other cities around 

the world.  

Under franchising, we will contract with 

transport operators to deliver bus services we 

specify, with revenue risk and public 

accountability remaining with the transport 

authority.  

This system provides Greater Manchester with a 

new, more effective way to manage bus services. 

Public bodies will plan the network and customer 

offer, and contract operators to provide services. 

For the first time since deregulation, integrated 

timetables, ticketing and information will 

become a possibility and fares will be set locally, 

with the public sector taking on the revenue risk 

for the system.

Challenges remain 

The possibilities unlocked by franchising are 

exciting, but we will need to make sure people 

can continue to make their journeys by bus 

during the transition to this new system. Initially, 

current routes and service patterns will be 

maintained, providing continuity and clarity for 

bus users.  

Years of deregulation have meant that our 

understanding of the current network and the 

commercial performance of existing services is 

limited. For the initial period following the 

introduction of franchising, we will focus on 

gathering data and better understanding the 

system as it stands, to ensure informed decisions 

can be made.  

As we better understand how people are using 

bus services, we will have the ability (subject to 

funding) to develop the network further, with 

new routes, increased service frequencies and 

other improvements.
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What do we need? 

Building a successful bus system  

Increased bus patronage will be vital if we are to 

achieve our aims for the bus system and improve 

its financial sustainability. 

We know there are many different drivers of 

increased bus use, and they vary significantly 

between bus users. For some, service reliability 

and frequency will be the most important 

consideration. For others, the key factor will be 

how direct the route is. For others still, safety 

and accessibility, or the overall price of the 

journey will be the primary concern. 

Listening to our residents  

If we are to increase ridership, the bus system 

will need to be responsive to bus users and non-

users alike.  

 

When we asked people from across Greater 

Manchester what they want their bus network to 

look like, they told us that they want bus 

journeys to be: 

¶ More reliable 

¶ Quicker 

¶ Greener  

¶ More affordable 

¶ More integrated with other forms of 

public transport  

¶ Safe and accessible17  

Bus users are clear that ĲĦģ ŋĵĦĭĪģ ĨĭĳİĬģķŌ 

experience needs to be improved Ü including 

information on and off the bus, customer care, 

ticket integration with other public transport 

modes, and better waiting environments.  

It is important that the people who make 

decisions about the bus system understand the 

views of local people. As franchising proceeds, 

we will build upon existing engagement 

processes, and develop new ways to engage with 

local communities, businesses and bus users, to 

make sure they are involved in decision-making.  

Throughout the process of developing our 

ambitions for the bus network, we have 

benefited from hearing a wide range of opinions 

about how it  should develop. This process will 

continue over the coming years as our plans 

evolve and we will ensure that we speak to 

people we do not always hear from, as well as 

regular bus users. 

 

  

 
17 GMCA, 2020 

https://greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/media/3037/appendix-4-tfgm-bus-reform-qualitative-research-report.pdf
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Learning from others 

As we develop our modern bus network, we want to learn lessons from other parts of the United Kingdom 

that have successfully increased patronage and service satisfaction.  

 

By their nature, bus networks are unique to the places they serve, but we hope to use these examples to 

build on the success that other areas have seen. Other lessons can also be learnt from places like Brighton 

& Hove, Nottingham and Reading, which have maintained high bus patronage over long periods of time.  

 

Belfast  

ĘİğĬıĪħĬĩŌı ŋċĪħĢģİŌ ıģİĴħġģ 

increased patronage on its 

route by 30%, thanks to high- 

quality vehicles and new bus 

priority infrastructure and 

stops. 

London 

By improving frequency, quality, 

reliability, and affordability with 

significant levels of public subsidy, 

London doubled passenger 

kilometres (the distance travelled 

by bus users) between 2000 and 

2010.  

Leeds 

ĘİğĬıĢģĴ ĆĪğĸģĤħģĪĢŌı @C ıģİĴħġģ# ĵĦħġĦ 

links Leeds, Harrogate and Ripon, has 

successfully built a strong local brand 

with high-frequency connections and 

high-quality onboard accommodation, 

growing patronage on the route by 21% 

in the five years to 2021. 

 

West Midlands 

Between 1974 and 1980, the West 

Midlands successfully maintained 

patronage levels by focussing on 

affordability and high frequency 

services. By contrast, patronage in 

Greater Manchester fell over the same 

period as a comprehensive route 

network was retained, but frequency 

and affordability fell. 

Poole 

With improved passenger 

information and close working 

between local authorities and bus 

operators, Poole in Dorset 

increased patronage by over 90% 

in the ten years between 2004 and 

2014.  
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Designing our network differently  

When planning routes and timetables, public 

control means that profitability will no longer be 

the primary focus for our buses, although 

financial sustainability will remain a key 

consideration. Instead, the transport network 

will be planned in a way that connects people 

and places and helps services arrive on time in an 

environmentally and financially sustainable way.  

For the first time, we will have the opportunity to 

plan services as part of an integrated network. 

Rather than focussing on individual routes, we 

will consider how passengers can reach their 

destination, wherever it may be, using all 

available transport options. 

 

Area-based network reviews 

Following the arrival of franchised services, we 

ĵħĪĪ ĠģĥħĬ ğ Įİĭĥİğīīģ ĭĤ İĭĪĪħĬĥ ŋĒģĲĵĭİĩ 

ĖģĴħģĵıŌ! ĘĦģıģ İģĴħģĵı ĵħĪĪ ġĭĴģİ ğ ĥģĭĥİğĮĦħġğĪ 

area of Greater Manchester and consider how its 

integrated transport needs can be better met by 

amending the bus, Metrolink, rail, demand 

responsive transport and active travel networks. 

Before a network review can take place, the bus 

network will require several months to stabilise 

following the arrival of franchising and for data 

to be collected. Reviews themselves are usually 

expected to take approximately 12 months from 

inception to implementation of network 

changes. 

Following the process set out in the diagram 

above, we will work with local people and elected 

representatives (e.g. through local Bee Network 

committees) to understand the needs of their 

area, the best use of available funding and how 

the bus system can support a better quality of 

life. 

The reviews will include the application of our 

Public Sector Equality Duty and meaningful 

consideration of equality impacts, safety, 

accessibility and comfort. Significant changes to 

the network will be carefully considered and 

subject to assessment and consultation, with 

local politicians collectively agreeing how the 

network changes over time. 

c. 12 months 

TfGM begins 
engagment with 
districts & 
communities & 
establishes baseline 
data.

Objectives for review 
are proposed & then 
agreed with relevant 
district(s). 

TfGM undertakes 
analysis, option 
generation, appraisal 
& recommendations.

Where required, 
local consultation or 
engagement takes 
place.

TfGM reviews, 
refines & finalises 
recommendations. 
Operational 
preparedness 
considered.

Proposals 
considered by Bee 
Network Committee 
for approval.

Rolling programme and overarching aims of network reviews are agreed by Bee Network Committee. 
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In some situations of low travel demand (e.g. in 

less populated locations or at less popular times 

of day), dynamic, demand responsive services 

may represent the most convenient and viable 

option. These services, like Local Link and Ring & 

Ride, are booked by users in advance and do not 

run to a set timetable, supporting public 

transport connectivity in every part of Greater 

Manchester. 

 

 

Network planning guideline s 

When undertaking network reviews, we will apply seven planning guidelines tĭ ĢģĪħĴģİ ĭĬ ĲĦģ ĠĳıŌı 

potential: 

¶ Integrated  Ü because bus users need access to other journey opportunities. 

o Design the detailed specification of services to facilitate interchange with shared mobility 

services (e.g., cycle hire) and other bus, rail, Metrolink services and Demand Responsive 

Transport (DRT).  

o Align timetables with other public transport, particularly for first and last services in areas 

of lower frequency. 

 

¶ Comprehensive Ü because people need access to convenient transport at all times. 

o Aim to provide accessibility within 400 metres of a daytime local bus service, apart from 

instances where there are a small number of dwellings beyond this catchment. 

o Aim to ensure users can reach employment, education and key services. Where this cannot 

be provided directly, suitable facilities exist to change between services or Local Link 

(demand responsive transport) services are considered. 

 

¶ Reliable Ü because people need to be able to depend on their buses. 

o Provide sufficient running time and space within the timetable to deal with unexpected 

delays. 

o Avoid routes with journey times that vary significantly from day to day.  

o Provide accurate timetables that take account of expected peak period congestion. 

o Avoid lengthy services crossing multiple major intersections and other areas with frequent 

delays. 

 

¶ Simple Ü because people need to find the network easy to understand and use. 

o Ensure that the network is as simple as possible to make it easier to use for existing and 

potential users. 

o Where possible, schedule services to arrive at bus stops at the same time after the hour 

throughout the day. 

o Avoid different routes and numbers, particularly in the evenings and on Sundays. 

 

¶ Frequent  Ü because keeping waiting times low makes the bus more attractive.  

o Provide a minimum frequency of 1 bus per hour on Monday to Saturday daytimes on all 

routes. 
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o Provide a minimum frequency of 5 buses per hour on Monday to Saturday daytimes on key 

radial and orbital routes. 

o Provision of early morning and late-night services to be determined by travel patterns and 

user characteristics. 

o Sunday and evening provision to be determined by travel patterns and user characteristics. 

 

¶ Direct  Ü because bus users value low journey times. 

o Aim to provide bus services (either to ultimate destinations or  interchange points) that 

run as directly as possible. 

o Provide direct, orbital connections between district centres. 

 

¶ Cost-effective  Ü because our bus network  needs to be financially sustainable.  

o Minimise duplication between services on common sections of route to ensure efficient 

use of resources. 

o Better integrate school and general bus services to provide a better service for students 

and other customers. 

The examples overleaf show changes that could be made to the bus network when these guidelines are 

applied. All proposals would be subject to further analysis and formal governance. 
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Comprehensive 

Middlebrook Retail and Leisure Park is an important destination within Bolton district, 

although it is currently not well served by bus. To address this, through our Network Planning 

Guidelines, services between Horwich and Bolton, Wigan and Leigh would be replanned to 

provide a simpler service pattern, improved frequencies, and direct links to Middlebrook and 

adjacent employment areas where interchange opportunities would also be available. 

 

Integrated  

The Prestwich, Radcliffe, Whitefield and Unsworth areas of Bury district are served by lengthy 

routes which provide links into Manchester city centre and Bury, as well as local trips within 

these areas, but do not integrate well with Metrolink services. To address this, through our 

Network Planning Guidelines, the pattern of services would be reviewed to strengthen and 

simplify links from the residential areas to local amenities and the Metrolink stops in 

Whitefield and Prestwich, whilst also providing simplified radial bus links into Manchester city 

centre. 

 

Reliable 

The Chadderton, Royton and Shaw areas of Oldham are served by a network of lengthy and 

complex services which provide links to Manchester city centre and can be subject to on-road 

performance problems. To address this, through our Network Planning Guidelines, the pattern 

of services would be reviewed and, where possible, shortened and made more frequent to 

ensure that passengers continue to be able to make key links whilst also improving the 

reliability of the routes. 

 

Simple 

Areas around Pendleton and Eccles in Salford are well served by buses but there are a lot of 

different services run by more than one operator which makes the network difficult to 

understand.  Through our Network Planning Guidelines, this would be addressed by removing 

the overlap between services to make the network easier to understand. 

 

Frequent 

There are current orbital services in Manchester and Salford which provide links to important 

destinations such as Salford Quays and the universities and hospitals on Oxford Road from 

communities including Gorton and Levenshulme, but these are not currently very frequent. 

Through our Network Planning Guidelines, this would be addressed by making orbital services 

shorter and more frequent and also extending some orbital services to provide improved links, 

such as from Cheetham Hill to Eccles and Trafford Park. 

 Direct  

The Gee Cross area of Tameside does not have access to rail stations or Metrolink stops, and 

journey times on bus services to Manchester city centre travel are lengthy. Through our 

Network Planning Guidelines, this would be addressed by revising the pattern of services along 

the Hyde Road corridor to serve these communities directly whilst simplifying the routing to 

Manchester city centre to provide more attractive journey times. 

Cost-effective  

Whilst a specific, geographical example is not given here, cost-effectiveness will be an 

important consideration when any changes to the network are proposed. 
7 
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