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Why Nottingham
wants change

Nottingham’s leaders want a city that’s more legible and easier to
get around, and the city’s buses must find their place in this vision
Nottingham is a one off that’s made the most
of its unique position whilst also illustrating
trends that are kicking off everywhere.
Why unique? It’s a sizeable city but tightly
bounded politically. Too tightly in many
ways for its economic footprint and
journey-to-work patterns. But that weakness
has proved to be a strength in other ways, as
it has been tightly bounded enough to give it
political stability. One party rule can lead to
inertia and complacency, with energy lost to
infighting rather than fuelling imagination.
But on transport in Nottingham it has begat
boldness, as well as fostering municipal
entrepreneurialism (of which more later).
Boldness and entrepreneurialism aren’t
unique to the city council. Nottingham is
also host to Trentbarton - arguably the most
interesting bus company outside of London.
Too many bus companies have an empty desk
where their R&D should be (something that
Brian Souter recently indirectly acknowledged
in his speech on how the bus industry
needs to embrace the opportunities from
transformative technological change). But not
Trentbarton. Every route is almost a business
in itself, designed and fine-tuned around local
market research, nurtured through teamwork
and marketed and operated to appeal to
those markets. There are good bus companies
elsewhere of course, including some that
have attempted skin deep versions of the
Trentbarton approach - but as far as I can see
there’s still only one Trentbarton.
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Nottingham City Transport is also
award-winning as well of course and as a
whole the bus network ticks a lot of boxes:
all the main routes are low floor, all Euro 3 or
better, with high satisfaction levels and rising
patronage. Some people say small is beautiful
but I think on transport medium size can
be best. The best bus companies tend to be
medium-size: big enough to have to do the job
properly (unlike some, but clearly not all, small
operators) but not so big that they lose touch
with the day job. Arguably Nottingham City
Transport also meets the medium-size criteria.
Either way we have seen some impressive
firsts in Nottingham. Nottingham being
the first place outside London to introduce
a charging mechanism on private vehicles
to benefit public transport in the form of a
workplace parking levy that has funded tram
extensions, the transformation of the main
line station and contributed to the biggest
fleet of electric buses in Europe. A fleet of
electric buses that was also part of a clever
plan to slash the cost of tendered services,
whilst converting them to electric operation
and avoiding the easy option of salami-slicing
services to balance a declining budget.
There’s a lot that other local transport

authorities could learn from what Nottingham
has done on its tendered service network.
Nottingham’s tendered service network is not
just anonymous off-peak and off-centre infill
on minimum-spec tenders at the mercy of a
dwindling number of contractors. It’s cleverly
constructed and marketed to fill specific needs
and address specific market segments. From
‘Worklink’ services to major employers like
Boots, to a free ‘Medilink’ service linking the
City’s two major hospitals to each other, as well
as to the Queen’s Drive Park and Ride site.
Capital spend on electric buses for the
tendered service network has also slashed the
operating costs. These costs could come down
further if the electric buses could be charged
up with power generated by the municipal
incinerator - something which is being
explored right now.
A further chunk was taken out of costs
because most of the network is now provided
by the not-for-dividend Nottingham
Community Transport company who beat the
private sector on price but still make enough to
help support the community transport service
(which in turn reduces the cost of running that).
And Nottingham was doing total transport
before, ahem, pteg came up with the name for
it and promoted the hell out of the concept.
Part of the redesign of the tendered service
network was to identify what works buses,
college shuttles, school and health services
were already in play, and then build these
into a more coherent overall network. This is
ingenious stuff which shows that the public
sector can innovate to do more for less whilst
providing a service which is far from second
rate and meets the needs of those for whom
the bus is a lifeline.
Respect is also due for the way Nottingham
has done tram (which on my visit was running
in dress rehearsal mode for the extensions).
I’ve always felt that Nottingham got the
tram right from the get-go with well used
park and ride sites right from the start.
The extensions will double its reach,
provide a cross city connection, and turn
it from something that feels like a route to

“Nicholas Ridley’s vision of bus deregulation has
mutated into something more corporate but it
lives and breathes in Nottingham”
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“They want a city that’s
more legible - and easier
to find your way around”

www.passengertransport.co.uk
PT_Issue116_p22-23 23

next to a tram stop on the main square - but
carries no information about the tram, or
when I was there, no information about
bus services other than those it provides.
Meanwhile the tram information centre is
down a side street off the square.
There are also five different smart cards
and many people have more than one in
their pocket. Nicholas Ridley’s vision of bus
deregulation has mutated into something
more corporate but it lives and breathes in
Nottingham.
Escaping from the dirty air and branding
chaos to the calm modernity of the tram
was like switching to an opposite vision of
how public transport should be - a low key
rationality of almost Scandinavian dimensions.
I took the tram out to Phoenix Park where it
inserts itself with decorum next to a packed
park and ride service whilst somewhere not
so far away commercial bus services give the
interchange a detour.
The danger for the buses in Nottingham
- and indeed in other cities - is that they are
seen by the place makers as shouty, dirty and
unmanageable and end up pushed to the
margins of the city centres in favour of the
default option of blanket pedestrianisation.
And the problem is that however good
each operator is at doing what it should do maximising return and building brand loyalty the more incompatible it risks becoming with
what cities want, which is long term certainty
about how an integrated bus service which is
clean, legible and cost effective will fit with
their long term master plans and short term
budgets pressures.
I don’t know how Nottingham is going
to resolve these challenges but I wouldn’t
underestimate the resolve of an authority
that brought in the Workplace Parking Levy
to do something it sets out to do. And what’s
interesting is if award-winning Nottingham is
considering the potential of radical options,
because of their wider ambitions for the city,
then the world really is turning.

A cacophony
of brands...

William Swain

something that feels like a network.
So with so much good stuff going on
what’s the problem? It’s not a problem with
the buses per se, the problem is that the
current framework is having difficulty in
responding to where the city wants to go next.
And, although Nottingham is an ambitious
and forward-thinking city, these aspirations
aren’t unique to Nottingham.
In short, Nottingham wants to change its
city centre into a place more people want
to be. This means cleaning up the air, taking
out more of the last of the hulking seventies
blockhouse multi-stories and shopping
centres (or at least gussy them up so they look
better), develop the last of the post-industrial
wastelands, bring in some colleges to the
centre and reboot the area round the station,
kick out more of the heavy traffic to the ring
road, and create a centre with less bloody awful
walking routes from A to B.
They want a city that’s more legible - and
easier to find your way around, and with public
services that also knit together and are more
legible to users. Take a walk down Upper
Parliament Street (Nottingham’s equivalent
to Oxford Street for buses) and you will see
the problem. Those individually-branded, and
carefully-tended Trentbarton routes make a
lot of sense when they set off from former
coal mining towns, but the nearer they get
to the city centre the more they contribute
to a visual cacophony of competing brands,
colour schemes and fares offers. When you
get to Upper Parliament Street it becomes
overwhelming. Air quality is not good either
- even with Euro 3 buses. On a muggy August
day the air felt tangy and thick. Whether my
eyes were stinging from the clashing colours or
the air pollution I don’t know but the closest
visual experience I had was walking past the
multi-coloured contents of the Build -A-Bear
shop in the nearby Victoria shopping centre.
And then if all that isn’t enough to give you
a headache there’s understanding the fares. As
far as I can see there’s some good marketing
and fares out there. The trouble is, there’s too
much of it. And although savvy regular route
users will get the hang of it - the parts don’t
add up to a sum and at the margins it verges
on the farcical. There are six travel centres in
Nottingham (four different providers) and
none of them offer the full range of fares. The
Nottingham City Transport travel centre is
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