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Clerk 

Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 

Leinster House 

Dublin 2 

D02 XR20 

 

07th July 2020 

 

Dear Ms Fallon, 

 

Thank you for your letter of 26 June and the invitation to contribute on the impact of Covid-

19 on public transport. 

 

I am pleased to enclose a short submission outlining the operational and financial 

impacts on Bus Éireann’s services.  I trust it will be useful to the Members of the Committee 

and we would of course be pleased to furnish any further information as required. 

 

Yours Sincerely,  

 

Stephen Kent 

Chief Executive Officer 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Bus Éireann serves hundreds of cities, towns and villages throughout Ireland with 1,140 coaches 

and 2,700 employees providing 89 million passenger journeys in 2019.  Our services include 

Public Service Obligation (PSO) routes in cities, towns and rural areas, the Expressway 

interregional service, and the school transport scheme, operated on behalf of the Department 

of Education and Skills.   

1.2 The Covid19 pandemic brought rapid and fundamental change to the way Bus Éireann operates, 

as with every other sector of society, and the situation continues to evolve.  At every stage, Bus 

Éireann has adhered to the public health guidelines issued by the HSE to safeguard employees 

and passengers as our first priority.   

1.3 Bus Éireann is proud to play its role providing an essential service, bringing healthcare, food and 

retail workers to work, and providing access to essential services for people who rely on public 

transport.   

1.4 During the crisis, we were committed to serving communities and maintaining connectivity at 

the request of Government.  With the support of the National Transport Authority, we 

continued service on over 200 routes.  Bus Éireann also maintained service on 18 Expressway 

routes which are not subvented, and without our services, many communities would have had 

no public transport alternative.  There are 22 hospitals on these routes, and since March 2020, 

246 communities were served by Expressway as the sole public transport coach or bus service. 

PSO and Expressway services were reduced by approximately 14 per cent during Phase 1 but 

PSO services have been restored in full since 8 June 2020. 

1.5 As Ireland emerges from the Covid19 crisis, public transport is recognised by Government as a 

key facilitator and enabler of economic growth and society’s recovery.  Investment in bus 

prioritisation projects, Bus Connects and lower emission vehicles is just as critical to improve 

quality services as it was prior to the crisis, while there may be requirements for a higher 

number of vehicles than previously anticipated if capacity remains limited by the current social 

distance guideline of 50 per cent.  

1.6 Turning to customer confidence, a recent survey of 5,000 customers since March 2020 found 

that three in four were satisfied with our service and 84 per cent reported feeling safe on our 

buses.  Maintaining hygiene and cleaning standards on board and in stations, as well as ensuring 

high compliance with the mandatory use of face coverings on public transport, will be critical to 

this. 

1.7 Collaboration between all stakeholders in public transport has been key to addressing the 

challenges Covid19 has brought to bear.  We would like to highlight and acknowledge the 

ongoing support and coordination provided by the National Transport Authority (NTA) 

throughout, and the commitment and hard work of our staff, employee representatives, CIE 

and both of the Departments of Transport and Education for their ongoing liaison during this 

Emergency period. 
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2. Impact on Staffing 

2.1 Eight in 10 of our employees are customer-facing and given the continued operation of our road 

transport services, all of our employees continued to deliver services with the exception of 

school bus drivers, since schools were closed.  We re-deployed staff when services were 

reduced which enabled us to reduce our seasonal hiring by 50 per cent.  All employees were 

initially placed on the Temporary Wages Subsidy Scheme due to the collapse in revenue, and 

we continue to avail of the subsidy as Revenue rules apply. 

2.2 Thankfully, there was a low incidence of Covid19 cases among Bus Éireann employees and the 

number who needed time away from work due to quarantine or self-isolation measures 

(primarily travel related) was also low at just eight per cent of total workforce.  This did not 

impair our ability to deliver services thanks to the commitment of our people. We supported 

those who had to self-isolate in accordance with HSE guidance by providing special sick leave 

with pay for two weeks and we made special contact with staff aged over 60 or those with pre-

existing conditions about specific concerns.  We issued personal protective equipment to all 

frontline employees and are retrofitting screens around the cab in coaches wherever possible 

with that work continuing. There were initial procurement challenges with supply of sanitiser 

and disinfectant wipes, but supply is not now an issue. 

2.3 We have had an extremely active programme of internal communications including new 

electronic channels and employee engagement has been high, with open sharing of concerns.  

Bus Éireann has 54 Covid Response worker representatives around the country working with us 

to keep our workplaces safe. 

2.4 Bus Éireann’s IT department facilitated the move of approximately 200 employees to remote 

working in 10 days, providing equipment to support productivity and upgrading our network 

security. 

 

3. Financial Impact 

3.1 Passenger numbers dropped by 96 per cent at the lowest point, with similar impact on revenue 

which has significantly and adversely impacted the business’s reserves.  Since 8 June 2020, 

passenger numbers have been slowly but steadily rebuilding to 35 per cent of pre-Covid19 

levels.   

3.2 The decision of the Minister for Transport on 4 June 2020 to increase the 2020 budget for PSO 

subvention to address the considerable shortfall in fare revenues to the year end was extremely 

welcome and provided greater security for Bus Éireann through to the end of this year. 

3.3 The Department of Education and Skills’ ongoing commitment to supporting the School 

Transport Scheme on a cost recovery basis has also been very important to the company. 

3.4 As a non-subvented service, Expressway’s losses arising from its continued operation since 

March 2020 have resulted in very significant financial strain on Bus Éireann.  On 25 June 2020, 

the Government announced temporary financial support to the licensed bus sector through the 

provision of the Temporary Support Scheme to specific licensed bus routes through the NTA. 
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3.5 This important and strategic intervention may help to resolve some of the financial challenges 

facing Expressway and Bus Éireann and enable the continuation of connectivity throughout the 

regions. We are currently engaged in an application process with the NTA, to access the support 

available under the Scheme. 

3.6 Bus Éireann’s costs have reduced in some areas due to temporarily reduced services and the 

cancellation of all contracts for commercial activity.  Costs increased for personal protective 

equipment and other safety measures including additional cleaning service costs will be in 

excess of €5.5m for 2020.  This essential ongoing investment has been funded by the NTA for 

PSO services. 

3.7 Savings relating to school transport will flow to the Department of Education as Bus Éireann 

operates the scheme on a cost recovery basis for the Department. 

3.8 We are regularly modelling scenarios, but there remains significant uncertainty about future 

demand patterns including 

• Continued control and low level of Covid19 cases in Ireland 

• National reopening – for Bus Éireann this includes international travel / airport, third level 

institutions in the autumn, the number of people returning to workplaces 

• Re-entry of commercial operators  

• Government direction on capacity, in line with public health guidance  

• Department of Education roadmap on school re-opening 

• Public confidence in public transport, including high level of compliance with mandatory face 

coverings 

3.9 Despite these uncertainties, we are anticipating renewed pressure on capacity in autumn 2020.  

Sustained Exchequer support and funding for day-to-day operations and investment in 

infrastructure and lower emission vehicles will continue to be important. 

 

4. Impact on Investments 

4.1 Bus Éireann’s experience demonstrates that investment in public transport quickly delivers 

increased passenger numbers through improved service.   

4.2 Necessary safety-critical investment in physical infrastructure and fleet has been protected, 

though unavoidably subject to some delays.  Expressway plans may have to be revised.  Ongoing 

accessibility works had to cease, and are therefore slightly delayed, but are restarting.  We have 

postponed the award of a major contract for works at Roxborough Depot in Limerick until our 

August Board.  Impacts on supply chain for vehicle manufacturers is likely to delay the delivery 

of new fleet until later in the year for PSO (NTA) and until 2021 for Expressway.   

4.3 If capacity remains constrained for public health reasons and demand continues to grow, there 

will be implications for the number of vehicles required in the future.  

4.4 Investments in information technology have continued and there is momentum behind 

increasing cashless transactions and online booking.  Some of these projects are publicly funded 

and secure, while others are self-funded and therefore remain under review. 
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4.5 Investment in bus prioritisation and BusConnects projects are essential for Bus Éireann’s 

services to provide maximum support to national economic recovery, especially in the regions. 

 

5. Capacity / Social Distancing / Face Coverings 

5.1 Bus Éireann warmly welcomed the Government’s decision to increase capacity on public 

transport to 50% from 29 June, and the mandatory use of face coverings.  We have seen high 

levels of compliance among our customers on many routes but a sustained national 

communications campaign will be required to continue to change and support enforcement of 

behaviour. 

5.2 From 12 March to 8 June 2020, despite a reduction in scheduled services, demand was 

extremely depressed and there was sufficient capacity available for everyone who needed to 

travel, even though, for example, a coach that could previously carry 59 people could only 

accept 11. 

5.3 Bus Éireann began to experience significant capacity constraints in Phase 2, particularly on 

Expressway services.  The move to 50 per cent capacity on 29 June 2020 has improved this 

situation and we have taken measures to improve customer information and reservation 

availability to help manage demand. 

 

6. Service Delivery / Resumption  

6.1 Bus Éireann and Expressway services were not suspended and amendments are regularly 

reviewed in accordance with demand, viability and with key stakeholders.  Services were scaled 

back by about 14 per cent across PSO and Expressway.  We are acutely aware of the importance 

of maintaining connectivity for towns and villages throughout the country.  Since March, 

Expressway has been the sole public transport bus provider to 246 communities, and prior to 

Covid19 it was the sole provider to 157.  There are 22 hospitals served by its routes, and we 

continue to work on ensuring the longer-term financial viability of this service.  We are working 

with National Express and Irish Ferries on a restoration plan for the Eurolines coach service to 

Great Britain. 

6.2 For school transport, refunds to families are being processed and applications for the new 

school year are being received as usual.  Planning is continuing with the Department of 

Education in relation to the resumption of school transport services for the new school year, 

based on available public health advice. 
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7. Review and Outlook 

7.1 While the impacts of the crisis are still strongly impacting our operations, a number of key 

lessons have been learned to date: 

• Positive and close engagement with all of our stakeholders and especially the NTA, 

Department of Transport Tourism and Sport, Department of Education and Skills, the CIE 

Group and the trades unions facilitated timely decisions and enabled Bus Éireann to maintain 

safe services for essential workers and journeys. 

• Communication with State agencies such as the NSAI, HSA and RSA has also been very 

valuable. 

• Screening for the driver cab area will be a requirement in future coach fleet design. 

• The move to cash minimisation is building momentum but will require investment in cashless 

ticketing innovation to accelerate. 

• Lessons and feedback on remote working and productivity achieved during this period will be 

considered in future office and work organisation. 

• A steadfast commitment to observing NPHET and Government public health guidelines has 

served staff and customers well. 

7.2 Observations for the future 

• Safety protocols are in place to ensure that, if there is a resurgence, Bus Éireann is as prepared 

as possible.  

• The financial impacts would be a major risk. 

• It has been useful for future planning to have Bus Éireann’s services confirmed as essential 

and this may facilitate more scope for coordination in advance of major events in the future. 

• As essential workers, it would be beneficial to have priority testing and results promptly 

available for public transport employees. 

• We facilitated the HSE in testing the contact tracing app and believe such technology could 

have a role in building public confidence especially as international travel rebuilds over time. 

 

8. Conclusion 

8.1 Bus Éireann was on a growth trajectory in 2019 with a 6.5 per cent uplift in passenger journeys 

and improving financial performance, making a profit for the first time in five years.  This was 

allowing the company to plan a programme of investment from a more secure and sustainable 

base and recovery from the financial impact of Covid19 will take some considerable time, 

especially as revenues could be depressed by capacity and demand constraints for the medium-

term.   

8.2 The collaborative approach demonstrated by all involved in the public transport sector, and the 

commitment of our frontline employees, enabled Bus Éireann to deliver essential services, 

safely and efficiently, throughout this unprecedented crisis.  We look forward to continuing to 

work together to provide customer-centred and sustainable transport to regional cities, towns, 

villages and rural areas.  Bus Éireann is fully committed to facilitating national recovery through 

efficient, safe and reliable public transport the length and breadth of the country, and important 

and significant support mechanisms have been approved by Government to enable continuance 

of the majority of our services. 
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