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The following summary of the transcript is in two parts. The first covers the morning session. The second covers the afternoon session. 

Morning Session

After the Chair welcomed everyone to the Forum, Marian Harrison, Encams, explained how she had begun to appreciate the problems that many groups have accessing transport in their region through involvement with the Moor Park community group, North Tyneside. This prompted her to contact with Professor Margaret Grieco, Napier University Transport Research Institute, She described how they worked together to bring about the first workshop held on the 28 and 29 of June 2001 in North Tyneside. 

Professor Grieco then talked about the problems of transport and social exclusion. Her work in this field brings together community groups and transport operators by utilising technology that enable and interchange of experiences and the scope to develop solutions to identified problems. She stated that the theme of the Forum was really Public Service Failure and it was that failure which had excluded many groups from utilising public transport. She also stated her view that technology could be used to address that problem.

Margaret Wright, Moor Park Residents, then addressed the Forum She talked about the interlinkage of education, health and communities with transport. She described how community groups were now beginning to use technology to record on the internet the real problems faced by many. 

Joe Rowell described work being done by groups in the Outer West of Newcastle and how decline in public transport provision was impacting the quality of life. He also described how the care bus service was often unavailable and how this was often found after a prohibitively expensive telephone call. Similarly young people were also being affected where a recent concessionary system only operates at certain times and does not anticipate that some young people will travel after 7.00 p.m., for example from youth clubs or at weekends. 

Geoff Walker and Leon Morris, Newcastle City Council then described the technology that was being used to develop the evidence base that was available on the website. The HUBS project was described which is using all sorts of technology to map service provision and how real time data can be collected and displayed on the NEAT website. Both Geoff and Leon both emphasised that technology was becoming more and more user friendly and despite misgivings some may have, would prove a valuable aid. 

Professor Margaret Grieco re-emphasised the point by describing work she had undertaken with groups in the West End of Newcastle using technology.

Lisa Charlton, Newcastle Disability Forum, talked about the problems that people with visual and hearing impairment have. She asked that transport providers and planners recognise this by giving information in various ways and by ensuring the physical environment takes account of the range of needs. 

Trevor Lennox, representing elderly people in Jesmond talked about the problems faced by the withdrawal of a bus service and submitted a petition to Stagecoach asking for its re-instatement. 

Annette Wynd. A community representative, spoke of the problems faced by young and old in accessing bus services in smaller communities due to changes in bus timetables and expressed the view that the transport planners were not sympathetic to their needs. She described the anxiety she felt when having to leave her Mother in hospital in order to catch the bus despite their more visiting time available.

Jack Thompson, a community representative from Backworth, stated that despite ill health he felt compelled to work with Annette Wynd in campaigning to get better bus services. And said that because buses stopped running at six o’clock, he and others were unable to participate in community activities.

A number of speakers then expressed the following views:-

That money spent on the Tyne Tunnel favoured car users

That bike users were being ignored

That the disabled were not treated fairly

That the complaints procedure was ineffective

A representative of Asylum Seekers spoke of the difficulties being experienced, particularly accessing services, which was exacerbated by the voucher system. Other speakers reflected on the problems caused by unhelpful bus drivers particularly those whose English and knowledge of the area was limited.

John Telford, Newcastle Disability Forum and John Seymour, New Hartley Community Association, spoke of the problems caused by bus services terminating at 6 o’clock. 

Norman Dipper, Fairfield House Tenants Association spoke of the fears that many elderly have about using Metro in the evenings.

Cathy Francis, Social Exclusion Unit in the Cabinet Office, then addressed the Forum, saying the government recognised the problems faced by many and was about to embark on a consultation process to establish the best way forward. One of the areas she hoped would be included in the consultation process would Newcastle and North Tyneside. She recognised the innovative approach being taken to address the problems and find solutions. 

A number of speakers made contributions outlining the difficulties experienced by a range of groups. Piam, a Community and Refugee Support Worker with North Tyneside Council made points about the problems experienced because of the voucher system and how this labelled people.

Afternoon Session

Professor Margaret Grieco then reflected on the problems faced by Asian Ladies in using public transport and emphasised the need for holistic and inclusive solutions.

Gordon Harrison, Nexus Planning Department, said that he had learned a lot from the morning session. He then went explain that Nexus was trying to improve transport for everyone and that the street running trams would be part of an integrated approach to meeting the needs of everyone. He reflected that whilst capital funds were becoming more available one of the problems faced was the availability of revenue funds to support services.

He then explained the Urban Bus Challenge and how this would operate as a flexible hybrid, a cross between a taxi and community bus, which would give access to a range of groups. He then pointed out that the complaints system needed to be improved and hoped that operators and planners would respond to that. 

Paul de Santos, Stagecoach, then outlined the pressures being faced by operators to increase bus patronage against a background of declining use. He said that bus operators were trying both to encourage car users onto buses and meet the needs of socially excluded groups, but did not believe that under the current regime they could meet all needs. In response to the issue of a demand responsive system he believed would require a different approach from operators.

Martin Harris of the Go Ahead Group said that bus operators do operate some services at a loss, for reasons of network integrity and to meet needs. He did agree that the operators should do more and listen more to what groups are saying, despite the efforts they currently make. He commented on the need for more funding and said that he hoped that Cathy Francis would take the message back to government that further resources would be needed if they were to meet all needs.

Steve Bird, Arriva Group, said that although bus operators were in business to make money, they recognised that they could only do so by providing high quality services. Arriva had renewed half there fleet recently with low floor models and were training drivers in customer care. He agreed that the complaints procedure needed improving and agreed to work with others on that. He said that bus operators were working closely with Nexus and added that they would be happy to work with a demand responsive system if one were introduced.

A speaker for Sustrans argued the case for cyclists and particularly asked for a scheme that would allow cyclists to use the Metro system (they already can but only with a particular model of cycle). 

Michael Strachan of KM Software talked about a regional portal for the internet that would allow all kinds of organisations to interchange information throughout the region. He pointed out that this could be used to transmit complaints, enabling customers direct contact with producers. There was the potential for transport users to utilise this system.

Geoff Walker then gave a presentation on the HUBS project and showed how real time data on transport experiences was being logged onto an internet site. This type of data gave a graphic picture of the transport problems faced by many socially excluded groups.

Alison Foster of the Inland Revenue described how one bus operator had withdrawn a well used service because they claimed that many transfare users were making the route non viable. Stagecoach, the operator in question, responded that the problem with the network ticketing arrangements did need to be addressed. 

Several speakers then raised issues of care buses, the problems of bus driver courtesy, issues of the funding for Nexus, a suggestion that bus operators should work together more collaboratively (operators pointed out that competition law did not facilitate co-operation) and the issue of poor response to complaints.

Councillor Muriel Green, Vice Chair of the Passenger Transport Authority stated that while much had been to improve services the issue was how to increase public transport use. She agreed that extra money would help but also said it was up to us all to change the ways we do things and use public transport more.

Additional speakers commented that prices were a deterrent to public transport use.

Professor Margaret Grieco summed up the Forum by saying that to move things forward we should set up a steering committee. Now was the time to build on the work already done by the Forum. She said that she looked forward to carrying on from the position we had arrived at today. 

