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RE: Ref SCC19R-I-0056 

Written Submission for the Special Committee on COVID-19 Response – Overview of National & 

International Travel Restrictions 

1. Introduction

2. Considering each of the Background topics identified in the Covid 19 Committee Scrutiny

Proposal

3. Considering each of the Issues for Consideration identified in the Covid 19 Committee

Scrutiny Proposal

4. Conclusion

1. Introduction

Public transport plays a central role in the life of communities and maintaining their economies, and 

has continued to deliver critical services to keep essential workers moving during the pandemic.  

FirstGroup as the parent company of Aircoach has been working alongside the Government bodies in 

England, Scotland and Wales, where our operations are predominantly local bus services, to maintain 

services for key workers and those needing essential access to goods and services, and negotiating 

appropriate levels of financial support to maintain these services.  FirstGroup has also been leading 

the European Passenger Transport Operators association (EPTO) liaison with the European 

Commission and in particular DGMOVE to emphasise the ongoing role of public transport to help us 

all out of the pandemic situation and to underpin the economic and social rebuilding of the member 

states in Europe. 

Public transport networks will be at the heart of the challenge of easing the lockdown in Ireland. Their 

role is to act as the lifeblood of communities, connecting people and communities with employment, 

education, health, families, public services, retail and leisure. Crucially such mass transportation 

systems can combat congestion and their business models are based on efficient operation and 

growing patronage. But this principle has been threatened by the current health crisis. 

The health and safety of passengers and employees lies at the heart of Aircoach’s business and we 

have working through the Government Return to Work Safety Protocols and transport specific 
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guidance to put in place the recommended health and safety measures. These important measures 

will help to keep passengers and employees safe, being effective when demand is reduced to the 

current minimal levels.  In Ireland, as explained below this has led to the complete suspension of our 

operations. 

The easing of lockdown measures and the gradual resumption of daily activity will not be accompanied 

by a “return to normal” for the public transport sector. Even as lockdown measures are eased, health 

and safety on public transport will remain central to operators. But this will also mean that whilst 

revenues will be low, costs will increase significantly because of the need to provide sufficient capacity 

to support social distancing measures, as well as mobilising staff and rolling stock currently furloughed 

or mothballed, continued stringent cleaning routines and investments in additional equipment to 

protect staff and to facilitate ongoing social distancing.  

This adverse impact on both cashflow and financial viability, combined with the anticipated slow 

return of passenger numbers on public transport, will put considerable pressure on both the NTA and 

operators, threatening the future of public transport, unless action is taken.  

With significant support, the public transport sector will remain the backbone of vital transport 

networks, sustaining local economic growth, mobility and social inclusion, but without adverse impact 

on local environments or carbon production. Ensuring the viability of local, national and international 

public transport networks will be critical to the deliverability of these objectives across Ireland, 

through the encouragement of modal shift in conjunction with improved personal micro-mobility 

solutions.  

 

2. Considering each of the Background topics identified in the Covid 19 Committee Scrutiny 

Proposal 

There are a number of issues concerning travel restrictions for those entering and exiting Ireland. One 

of the key issues is the movement of people within the country and impact of travel restrictions on 

those going back to work, and whether public services and travel operators will be able to facilitate 

workers.  

Aircoach has as its principal business the onward land transport of passengers to and from Dublin 

Airport, whether by long distance coach serving towns and cities across Ireland and into Northern 

Ireland, or to and from the car parks in and around the Airport.  The downturn in air traffic and the 

prohibition of public transport operators from picking up arriving passengers has had an effect of 

decimating our business as our revenue base is almost eliminated, therefore we have from the 

beginning of the lockdown period suspended our operations.  However as noted below we believe the 

role of public transport is essential in delivering the economic and social recovery in Europe and 

therefore seek the support of and to work with, the Irish government in returning to normal operation.  

However despite these restrictions on our business we note that Dublin Airport Authority has 

continued to extract payments for stand rental and departure charges, which is an increasingly 

untenable position for our business. 

We note that the state owned public transport operators have continued in operation albeit at a lower 

level of service throughout the period when the Covid 19 pandemic has been at its height – but we 

have been unable to do so as explained above.  We have received support during this period for the 

temporary layoff of staff and have been able to make further cost savings by parking up vehicles but 

nonetheless other business costs have continued unabated and without a clear picture of the easing 
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of social restrictions and support with operating costs, we will be unable to recommence operations.  

In particular the restrictions imposed by social distancing on vehicles will reduce our capacity by 75% 

- meaning that in order to maintain our liquidity we would need to effectively increase our fares 

fourfold, the impact of which on patronage would be to effectively eliminate it. 

 

There are also issues regarding self-isolation upon arrival in Ireland, including Irish citizens coming 

home. Those entering Ireland are asked to fill out a Public Health Passenger Locator Form.   

We would be pleased to work with the authorities to develop a system that maintains such safeguards 

and ensures the safety of our passengers and our staff, whilst allowing those who are unaffected by 

such health concerns to use our services. 

 

Other issues include the implications of social distancing measures in airports and ports, and on ferries 

and airplanes, and the impact on capacity and services.   

As noted, our highest priority is to keep our employees and passengers safe . As we look ahead to the 

easing of lockdown measures, a major factor impacting on all public transport will be requirements 

around social distancing. 

Across Europe, governments and transport authorities are taking their own decisions on this, generally 

working with operators. For example: closing the area near bus drivers, restricting seats, using screens 

for bus drivers, enforcing maximum passenger numbers and promoting the use of contactless 

payments are just some of the measures which have been put into place. 

Social distancing on public transport has a number of impacts.  Insistence on passengers using doors 

other than the front for boarding buses has a significant detrimental impact on revenue collection.  

Imposition of minimum distances between passengers results in operators only being able to utilize  

25-30% of their vehicles’ available capacity (but in some cases much less), and some EU member states 

have legislated to mandate this. 

Whilst demand for bus services remains low (and often has been as low as 5% of the norm during lock 

down) social distancing requirements should be manageable , but once lock down measures ease and 

passenger numbers increase, it can result in a situation where to accommodate the number of 

passengers, a higher level of supply is required than before the crisis situation but without the 

accompanying revenue benefit.  This will be  particularly exacerbated during peak times with vehicles 

normally operating at, or close to, maximum capacity.  It could be that one full vehicle has to be 

replaced by up to four (each with associated driver costs) to meet the same requirements.   

But strong governmental guidance to enforce staggered start/finish times for education, employment 

and retailing will help the public transport network accommodate these problems better by spreading 

peak demands. 

Passenger demand is very difficult to estimate as we return to an element of normality.  It is sobering 

to note that in some regions of China, when lock down had been lifted for six weeks, the most 

intensively used urban public transport networks were only reaching 55 to 60% of their pre-crisis 

patronage, .  It looks as if this will be a long, slow process.  Conditions in Ireland represent a society 

inherently less reliant on public transport and experience to date in mainland Europe, though very 

limited, reflects a very low and gradual return to use.  The last few weeks have seen significant changes 

to peoples’ lifestyles in respect of their employment, shopping and leisure activities, and some of 
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these will have a sustained long-term impact.  These in turn adversely affect their demand for 

transport.  

Furthermore, irrespective of social distancing, some people may fear a return to use of crowded public 

transport systems and the potential mandate in some member states of face coverings for public 

transport users (alone) may exacerbate such concerns.  There is a significant risk that without the 

application of this requirement more widely, public transport use could be stigmatized inadvertently. 

To help combat that, we urge the Government that should face coverings become mandatory (certain 

health conditions excepted), they should be needed for all activity in public spaces and facilities where 

social distancing can’t be followed, not just for public transport.  We would refer to the recent activity 

on this issue as advocated (inter alia) by the UTP and public transport operators in France.  Without 

such wider requirements for wearing face coverings, given the choice of travelling in your car without 

a face covering, or using a bus, tram or train wearing one, many people will choose the former.   

This is also further reinforcement for the case to take action now to improve public transport 

operating conditions at the expense of roadspace for unhindered car movement.   Much has been 

made of the introduction of “pop up cycle lanes” and of widening pavements to accommodate 

increased use of these modes and to enable social distancing.  We would argue that at least as much 

priority needs to be afforded to bus and coach lanes to enable these highly efficient people movers to 

operate more efficiently, helping reduce the impact of the additional cost burdens from social 

distancing and making them relatively more attractive than private car travel. 

Additional cleaning of public transport vehicles and facilities such as stations and interchanges will by 

necessity be a shared responsibility between operators and authorities and we call upon the 

Government to provide leadership to encourage a consistent high standard in respect of this.  There 

will be considerable additional costs arising from these requirements which cannot be the 

responsibility of operators alone. 

Aircoach was the first public transport operator in Ireland to offer mobile ticketing and contactless 

payments and this means that we already have minimised cash handling on our vehicles, reducing the 

transmission risk of Covid 19.  Our parent Company, FirstGroup remains at the forefront of 

technological innovation, having developed an “app” which informs intending passengers not only of 

the location of vehicles in real time, but also the seats available on each vehicle under social distancing 

restrictions.  With a 2m social distancing requirement reducing the capacity of vehicles by at least 75%, 

this will provide valuable information for potential users and feedback will assist us in providing for 

duplication as and when necessary to accommodate increased demand.  We have also 

comprehensively “dressed” our bus and coach fleet in England, Scotland and Wales as we prepare to 

ramp up service provision to 80% of the norm, using seat sashes to show which seats are available to 

passengers under the prevailing 2m social distancing requirements. 

 

Another issue of note is the co-ordination and implementation of restrictions north and south and the 

functioning of the Common Travel Area.    

Clearly the issues of common standards on social distancing and the opening up of goods and services 

is beyond Aircoach control but we would urge consistency wherever possible.  The impact of border 

controls and passenger checks is been considered later in this response. 
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3. Considering each of the Issues for Consideration identified in the Covid 19 Committee 

Scrutiny Proposal 

Regulations/Protocol for self-isolation for travellers entering Ireland and enforcement of restrictions;  

We would welcome, subject to the necessary health concerns, relaxation of the restrictions on 

passengers entering Ireland by air.  As noted above, these restrictions are currently resulting in our 

business not being economically viable as our main passenger flows are to and from Dublin Airport. 

We have therefore been obliged to lay off staff, with the support of state payments, and park up 

vehicles to save money – but unlike providers of other local bus services, the nature and extent of the 

restriction on our business has prevented us from being able to meet the needs of key workers and 

essential travel.  There will be a considerable cost incurred bringing these staff back to work and 

vehicles back into commission, which will be borne before the benefits of revenue streams are 

realized.  So, we will face considerable cash flow problems in the return to normality. 

We are concerned that some operators will not survive this.  Many Irish bus and coach operators rely 

on a variety of work to generate income – for instance PSO, express services, private hire and coach 

holidays.  Whilst a continuity of the former has been funded by the Government, the latter three types 

of operation are not in receipt of such benefit and, for many operators, compensatory payments for 

staff lay off are insufficient to guarantee survival.   Long distance coach operation has virtually ceased, 

other than those services provided under PSO by Bus Eireann and will need to be rebuilt from zero as 

we emerge from lock down conditions – again, unlike PSO contracts, for such rebuilding the costs will 

be felt by operators before having the benefit of revenue streams.   

We note that MEPs are calling for strategic support for the tourism sector and urge that full 

consideration is given to bus and coach operators in this regard, noting the potential adverse wider 

consequences for public transport if those with non PSO focused businesses are unable to benefit 

from any assistance. 

To ensure that there is sufficient supply of operators to maintain services at an appropriate level post 

lockdown, we call upon the Government to offer emergency financial help, under the EU Temporary 

Framework for State Aid measures introduced on 19th March.  The need for this will remain after 

movement restrictions are lifted and for a period of considerable time – we estimate at least 12 

months- thereafter -  but with an increased cap than the current Euro 800,000 and our parent 

Company have written as EPTO to the European Commission requesting that this cap be raised. 

With such support and appropriate levels of compensation, the private sector is also able to provide 

additional capacity in support of PSO services where social distancing requirements make the 

provision of service to meet demand a practical impossibility and we would be pleased to enter into 

dialogue with the Government to discuss making this happen in the short term while the economy 

and public transport sector recovers. 

 

Travel restrictions for Irish passengers exiting Ireland;  

This has not represented a serious problem for Aircoach thus far as there have been no restrictions 

placed on us taking people to the airport, but as restrictions ease more generally we need to ensure 

that this does not become a constraint on our operations. 

 

SCC19R-R-0137(ii) C



6 
 

Provisions and measures at airports/ airplanes/ ports/ ferries; with specific regard to testing  

If this would help us pick up from the airport then we would welcome tests for passengers arriving at 

airports; we would be pleased to work with the Government to develop proposals for such measures. 

 

Cross Border Travel in Ireland and Travel between Ireland and UK (Common Travel Area);  

This is a very important issue for Aircoach as we provide (under normal operating conditions) a 24 

hour express coach service across the Irish border every day. 

Current legislation allows for vehicles to be searched or inspected; passengers to be required to show 

identification; passengers’ luggage to be unloaded and subject to any customers checks at the physical 

border.  Our operation depends on the ability to operate without delays at the border and whilst it is 

entirely accepted that public health related checks may be necessary, this will place coach services at 

a competitive disadvantage against rail since the equivalent checks on the latter can be undertaken 

on the move without any need for a physical halt, and consequent delay, at the border crossing. 

In fact as noted above, we see a role for express coach supplementing the cross border rail services as 

this can help with the social distancing restrictions that the relative inflexibility or rail will find harder 

to accommodate.  A similar role potentially applies in providing similar capacity increases to duplicate 

PSO express coach operations across the border. 

Aircoach believes that cross border services are needed now more than ever, with the collapse of 

Flybe at Belfast City Airport requiring more people to travel through Dublin Airport for international 

travel. In the weeks after the collapse but before COVID took hold, we saw an average week on week 

passenger increase of 8% on our 705X service. 

 

• Removing restrictions/Co-ordination with other EU member states.  

We have details below of experience elsewhere in Europe however this is a constantly changing 

picture and only a snapshot week commencing 1 June: 

• Poland - service levels being increased; maximum 50% of vehicle capacity to be occupied  

• Denmark - service levels being increased to 100% of normal from 14 April; no masks required 

for pax  

• Czech Republic - service levels being increase  

• Spain (Madrid) - maximum 30% of vehicle capacity to be occupied Italy - minimum 1m 

separation between passengers  

• Sweden - no masks required for pax  

• Netherlands – face masks compulsory for pax; minimum 1m separation between pax; services 

increased from 11 May and now 100% of normal from 2 June  

• Germany - service levels being increased, should be at 100% of normal from this week; most 

local authorities require pax face masks  

• Belgium - service levels increased from 4 may; mandatory pax face masks, minimum 1.5m 

separation between pax 

• France - service levels increased from 11 may and to have 100% of services return by July, face 

masks compulsory for pax 
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As well as the state support described above, we have identified (and communicated with European 

Commission) other following government actions which will assist passengers and operators provide 

a level of service at a reduced cost, both immediately and as part of the emerging EU Green Deal. 

 

- Putting public transport at the heart of a green recovery 

Europe (and Ireland in particular) cannot risk any further weakening of the public transport sector, a 

sector which is the backbone of its sustainable mobility strategy, key in achieving the Green Deal 

objectives and which will play an essential part in Europe’s economic recovery.  

In addition to the current financial pressures on public transport operators, there are concerns that 

car usage will significantly rise following the Covid 19 crisis.  Messages undermining the perception of 

safety of public transport and advocating car as a preferred mode go against European and Irish 

transport policies of the past thirty years or more, and will be welcomed by the pro-car lobby.  

Any such behavioural change will quickly lead to more congestion and pollution, particularly in urban 

areas, and lead to greater carbon production.  It will undo prior efforts to move towards more 

sustainable transport modes, particularly public transport, which will suffer further from the same 

increased congestion and become even less attractive.  

Public transport is inherently green and strong efforts are being made to further reduce emissions.  

In addition to electric, fuel cell and gas buses, Euro VI diesel buses present us with a cleaner form of 

transport than the private car, particularly where the alternative fuels infrastructure is not sufficiently 

deployed.  

Under the umbrella of the EU sustainable mobility strategy, the Irish Government must continue to 

put public transport as the principal mode supporting a green recovery. Whilst we are emerging from 

such an unprecedented period, this can be used as an opportunity to promote  importance of 

sustainable mobility and public transport, for the benefit of the economy, the environment and social 

wellbeing.  Public transport is far from a health problem; it is a vital part of the solution, improving 

public health, presenting clean and green transport options that contribute to improved air quality 

and reduce the effects of climate change. 

With travel restricted, congestion, transport emissions and air pollution levels have dropped 

significantly. In particular, air quality has seen significant improvement, carbon production is much 

reduced and those bus and urban light rail services which remain operational have seen significant 

gains in efficiency through the elimination of congestion.  The local environment is also more 

conducive to active travel, with less traffic conflict and a more pleasant and safer environment, but 

we must seek to ensure that this is not encouraged to the detriment of public transport modes.   

Empty of their usual traffic, city centres and urban areas can be reimagined and reorganised. We have 

an opportunity to rethink transport networks and reallocate existing road space to sustainable 

transport modes, not only walking and cycling but also public transport, for example in the form of 

bus rapid transport routes, bus priority measures and stop and junction improvements. Such measures 

can be taken immediately as low cost interventions, as well as developing longer term comprehensive 

treatments, but all will help to reduce air pollution and improve accessibility, contributing to improving 

public health and wellbeing, and to local economic growth.  

Whilst capital investment is expected to suffer as a result of the Covid 19 longer term effects, delaying 

the greening of public transport fleets under the EU Clean Vehicle Directive, the clean and green 
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credentials of Euro VI diesel power are a cost effective and universally adoptable delivery mechanism 

for improving air quality and for reducing carbon, provided that they can be maximized through 

efficient operation unencumbered by congestion.  Aircoach is supportive of the move to zero 

emissions (at least at the point of service delivery) but this must be done in a timescale which is 

affordable and sustainable, and the essential public funding to support delivery of zero emissions 

infrastructure will be limited.  Priority measures will help us maximise the realisation of these benefits 

now.  We call upon the Irish Government to recognize the benefits and the current “once in a lifetime” 

opportunity for a strong pro public transport infrastructure policy. 

In doing so, and in focusing on a green recovery with sustainable transport at its heart, Ireland will be 

in a strong position to achieve the EU’s Green Deal objectives and strengthen the transition to a 

greener future. 

  

- Dedicated support for the public transport sector  

We believe there is a need for the EU to maintain the provision of urgently needed support for the 

public transport sector across Europe.  Whilst recognising what has already been achieved in respect 

of State Aid clearance procedures, together with the need for public transport operators to take the 

initiative in discussing contract adjustments with their client bodies, we support UITP’s call for a “Local 

Mobility Recovery Fund” under the European Structural Investment Fund.  Substantial funding would 

provide the support needed to strengthen local mobility, help to overcome the forecast recession, and 

would support operators in reinstating or exceeding pre-crisis service levels in order to accommodate 

pre-pandemic demand with appropriate social distancing controls.  We encourage the Irish 

Government to lend its support to this call.   

Providing immediate liquidity to public transport companies will enable operators like Aircoach to 

recommence vital services as we emerge from the crisis and will serve as a catalyst for economic 

growth as daily activity resumes across Ireland. 

Support for public transport operators subject to PSO contracts is recognised as essential and Aircoach 

understands the need for contract renegotiation which is likely to be a continuing requirement as we 

emerge from lock-down.  The balance of revenue risk needs to be assessed on an ongoing basis and 

will be a continuing factor for many months as patronage and revenue are rebuilt to their pre-crisis 

levels.  But that ought not to be at the expense of private sector operators which, as identified above, 

have a potentially greater than ever role to play in the recovery – both regaining their previous roles 

as complementary (and competitive) service providers, but also through collaborative working 

through the National Transport Authority, as providers of much needed capacity in support of state 

rail, coach and local bus services under social distancing restrictions. 

There are other opportunities for the Irish Government to reduce the financial burden on transport  

operators through reducing charges and tax burdens, and promoting the benefits of market opening.  

The principles of state support, provided that overcompensation of operators does not result, with 

appropriate claw back provisions, as set out by the European Commission in its guidance to member 

state transport ministries on the principles of rail industry support, could usefully  be applied to the 

road public transport sector.  Indeed some member states have already adopted such principles, and 

we would encourage the Irish Government to explore all such opportunities to provide some much 

needed stability to the sector.   

 

SCC19R-R-0137(ii) C



9 
 

4. CONCLUSION 

In summary  

- Public transport provides a key role in ensuring that the economy starts to return to normal 

following the COVID-19 pandemic. In Ireland, Private Transport Operators are necessary in 

order to ensure there are no gaps in the market and that demand for transport is met. 

- Public transport operators need funding in the short to medium term in order to facilitate 

making these essential services financially viable while the need for 2m social distancing 

remains.  

- We must not let this crisis push people back into travelling by car instead of other more 

sustainable methods such as bus. The Government therefore needs to work with operators to 

have a coordinated approach to promoting public transport as a ‘safe’ way of travelling.  

- Under the return to work safety protocols, the HSE must ensure that business gave due care 

and attention to permit as many staff as possible to work from home and stagger start times 

of those who can’t in order to facilitate a reduction in peak public transport demand.  

In all the above matters Aircoach would be pleased to engage with and provide evidence to the Irish 

Government and the National Transport Authority, and we remain at your disposal. 

 

 

Dervla Mc Kay    John Birtwistle  

Managing Director    Head of Policy – UK Bus 

Aircoach    Firstgroup PLC 
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