Bus travel explained
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Introduction

For many blind and partially sighted people, using local buses is the only way to get to work, visit friends and family or attend medical appointments. However, travelling by bus can be challenging, especially when services vary depending on where you live and who operates them.

It’s why we have developed this guide – to offer you some practical tips and advice about how to get the most out of bus travel. So whether you’ve never been on a bus or you have used buses before, you can travel by bus independently and with confidence.

But it doesn’t stop there. We are also working closely with operators to improve bus services for blind and partially sighted people, as well as campaigning for changes to specific aspects of bus travel. Find out more by visiting rnib.org.uk/travel
Planning your journey

This section includes information about who to talk to and what to ask when planning your journey, as well as useful websites and smartphone applications that make bus travel easier.

"It’s a good idea to get your information before you leave and to get someone to help you. Then it’s less daunting.” Jane
Finding out about bus travel in your local area

Councils

The transport team at your local council should have specific information about bus travel in your area.

Find the contact details of your local council at www.gov.uk/find-your-local-council
Passenger Transport Executives

There are six Passenger Transport Executives across England, which can also give you advice about bus travel in your area. 
· Merseytravel – Merseyside (0871 200 22 33)

· Nexus – Tyne and Wear (0191 20 20 747)

· Transport for Greater Manchester – Greater Manchester (0871 200 2233)

· Centro – West Midlands (0121 214 7214) 
· Metro – West Yorkshire (0113 245 7676)

· South Yorkshire Passenger Transport – South Yorkshire (01709 51 51 51)

Bus operators

Contact your local bus operator to find out more about their routes and where stops are located. You can find out how to contact your local operator by calling Traveline on 0871 200 2233.

Alternatively, check their Twitter and Facebook pages because many operators use these to keep their customers up to date with local travel information.
Travel centres

Some bus operators and local councils run centres where you can walk in and talk face to face with an advisor about your travel plans.

Contact your local council to find out if there is a travel centre in your area. Find the details of your local council at www.gov.uk/find-your-local-council
Bus stations

You can visit the enquiry office at your local bus station to find out more about bus travel in your area. 

Bus stations are often located at the end of bus routes and can be tricky places to navigate, so if it’s your first time going there think about taking a friend, family member or carer to help you.
Timetables, maps and leaflets

Ask your local council or bus operator if they can provide you bus journey information in another format.

Travel helplines

A travel information helpline can provide you with journey information for buses and other public transport throughout the UK.

Call Traveline on 0871 200 2233 or visit their website www.traveline.org.uk
Travel mentoring schemes

In some areas of the UK, local authorities run travel mentoring schemes and bus operators offer bus familiarisation sessions for people with disabilities.

Ask your local council or bus operators if there is anything like this in your area.
Websites

Travel websites can help you find the information you need to plan your bus journey.

Try door-to-door journey planner Transport Direct at www.transportdirect.info
Smartphone applications

You can use applications on your smartphone to access bus travel information. For example, if you live in London, there is an application called Next Bus that will tell you when the next bus is due to arrive, it’s number and the final destination.

If you have an Android/Google, iOS/Apple, Blackberry or  Windows/Nokia mobile phone, you can browse the following websites to find out which applications are available:

1. IOS/Apple: www.apple.com/uk/iphone/from-the-app-store
2. Android/Google: www.play.google.com/store
3. Blackberry: http://appworld.blackberry.com/webstore
4. Windows/Nokia: www.nokia.com/gb-en/apps
Text message (SMS) services

If you are at a stop, you can find out when the next bus is arriving by using Traveline-txt. You need to send the bus stop code in a blank text to 84268 (in Yorkshire the number is 64422).

The bus stop code is a number and an eight-letter code, which will be somewhere on the bus stop, on a sign or timetable notice.

The message you send will cost the same as a normal text does from your provider. In some areas, the reply will be free of charge. In most, it will cost up to 25p. If you want to use this service but can’t access the details at the stop, ask someone to read them out to you.

Find out more about Traveline-txt at http://traveline.info/mobile.html
The cost of using internet-enabled smartphones

Costs for accessing the internet on your smartphone can vary depending on your call and data plan, as well as your mobile network provider. Get in touch with them to understand your pricing plan in more depth.
Your concessionary travel rights

If you are registered as blind or partially sighted, have another recognised disability or are over 60, you will be entitled to either free or discounted bus travel. Entitlements vary depending on where you live:

· England – under the English National Concession Travel Scheme, (ENCTS), you’re eligible for an annual pass for free off-peak travel in your local area. Off-peak means 9.30am to 11.00pm Monday to Friday and all day on weekends and public holidays. In some areas, you could be eligible for travel outside off-peak hours too.

· London – you may be eligible for a Freedom Pass provided by your London Borough Council. This offers free travel on the  Transport for London network at all times.

· Scotland – under the National Entitlement Card, you could be entitled to free local and national bus travel. Companions to help you use public transport can travel for free too with this scheme. If you are registered blind or partially sighted, you can also get Scottish National Blind Scheme concessions, which entitle you to free rail and ferry travel.

· Wales – under the Concessionary Fare Scheme, you could be entitled to free local and national bus travel. The scheme operates across Wales and concessionary pass holders can travel free at any time of day.
· Northern Ireland – you may be entitled to concessionary travel on bus journeys. If you are registered blind and/or are over 60, you are entitled to free travel. If you are partially sighted, you’re entitled to half fare travel.

Find out about discounted or free bus travel in your area, by contacting your local authority. Find out contact details of your local council at www.gov.uk/find-your-local-council
Watch our “Top tips for bus travel” films to hear practical tips on planning your journey from other blind and partially sighted people. Visit rnib.org.uk/travel
What to ask – a checklist

Useful things you might want to know from your bus operator, local council or transport authority:

· What’s your nearest bus stop, which services run from it and when?

· How can buses and bus stops be identified in your area?

· What bus would you need to get on to get to your destination, from which bus stop does it leave and how frequently do services run?

· How long will your journey take and where will you need to get off?

· How do you pay for your journey?

· If you need a travel card or bus pass, where do you get one from?

· Are you entitled to cheaper travel? If you are entitled to a concessionary pass, when can you use it?

· Does your bus operator provide journey cards? These are credit sized cards that you can show to the driver as you board to alert them that you need help.

· If you have mobility problems, does your bus route have buses with low floors?

· How can you work out when the next bus will arrive at your stop?

· Do any of your local stops have RNIB React enabled display signs? Find out more about RNIB React on page 8.

· Does your bus route have audio announcements about upcoming stops?

· Where can you find out information about your onward travel by train etc?

Getting the right bus and paying for your journey

This section is about how to board a bus safely and pay for travel.

Buses are essential for me because they get me about more safely. 

"When I’m trying to find a stop, I look for a shelter or a lamppost with a square sign on it.” Ian

Locating bus stops

Bus stops look different depending on where you live in the UK. Some have shelters nearby, others are just a bus stop pole and base. Bus stops might also have ticket machines next to them. If you find that your bus stop is too cluttered or confusing, tell your local council or transport authority.

Find contact details for your local council at www.gov.uk/find-your-local-council
Making yourself visible to the bus driver

· Stand close to the stop and face the direction that the bus will arrive from.

· If you use a long or short cane, try to make it visible by holding it out in front of you.

· Use a bus hailer card, often provided by local councils and transport authorities, they’re laminated cards that have a bus number or the word bus on them which you hold up.
Identifying the correct bus

· If you are partially sighted, find out what colour local buses are in your area because it can help you to identify the vehicle. Also, many operators now colour code individual routes, which is another way to identify your bus.

· If you have some useful sight, check if a bus is the one you need by reading the digital display sign on the front of the bus. The display may show the next stop, the final destination and/or the bus number.

· If there are RNIB React enabled display boards and you have the required fob, use the fob to trigger bus stop announcements. RNIB React is a talking sign system that reads aloud displays signs when they are triggered using the required fob. The information read aloud will be real-time information if the display sign has this information, otherwise it will read aloud the timetable information on the sign. You can find out if RNIB React is available in your area by contacting your local council. Find the contact details of your local council at www.gov.uk/find-your-local-council
Ask the person you are travelling with, or passengers nearby, to tell you when your bus is approaching.

· Ask the bus driver if the bus you are about to board is the correct one.

· If you have a smartphone, use an application that will tell you if your bus is the next one to arrive. See page 5 for more information about smartphone applications.
Boarding the bus

· Listening out for when the bus doors open will help you to find where it has stopped and where you need to get on.

· If you have a mobility aid, use it to gauge the distance between the bus and the kerb.

· If the bus doesn’t have a low floor, ask the driver if they have a ramp that they can lower to make it easier for you to get on.

· Let the bus driver know that you want assistance. Many will have undergone some form of disability awareness training.

· If you have a Journey Card, show it to the driver to let them know what help you need. See page 7 for more information.

· Ask other passengers if you need assistance getting on the bus. Tell them how you like to be guided, ask how far the bus is from the kerb and where the hand rails are.
Paying for your fare

Payment for bus travel differs all over the UK:

· You may need to swipe or touch a free bus pass or pre-paid travel card on a card reader near the driver. If you can’t find the card reader, ask the driver to help you by describing where it is or swiping it for you.

· If a bus doesn’t have a card reader, hold your free bus pass or pre-paid travel card up so that the driver can see it.

· You may need to buy a ticket at a machine next to the bus stop or in the station before you board. You’ll need to hold this ticket up for the driver to see it.

· If you are paying cash for your fare you will likely need exact change because the vast majority of bus operators don’t give change.

Watch our “Top tips for bus travel” films to hear practical tips on getting the right bus and paying for your journey from other blind and partially sighted people. Visit rnib.org.uk/travel
Finding a seat, and the rest of your journey

This section offers tips on the bus journey itself.
Finding your seat

"I tend to follow the left-hand side of the bus, past the stairs, because usually the first seat is marked for disabled people. If it isn’t available, members of the public often help me to an alternative seat.” Bernard

Ask the driver:

· To let you know if there are any free seats and to explain where they are.

· To give you enough time to sit down before the bus pulls away. You could state this on a Journey Card. See page 7.

· If there are priority seats for people with disabilities and if any of these are free.

· To tell you when you have reached your stop. (Stay close to the front of the bus so that you can hear them when they let you know you have reached your stop.)

Also:

· Ask other passengers to direct you to a free seat.

· Stand next to a grab rail to steady yourself.

Guide and assistance dogs

· Guide dogs are allowed on all buses and there’s no restriction on how many are allowed on at any one time.

· If you have your guide dog with you on a bus, try to sit in the larger priority seating area where there is more space, so that you are not blocking the aisle.
Keeping track of your journey

· Listen to the on-board announcements. Some buses are equipped with display signs that announce which stop is coming up next.

· Ask other passengers to explain which part of the route the bus is on.

· Use an application that you can download onto your smartphone, which will tell you your location. See page 5 for more information.

Safety

Bus travel is generally a safe and secure mode of transport. Serious accidents rarely happen and on-board CCTV cameras help prevent crime. However, it’s always a good idea to keep your possessions safe by zipping up bags or pockets.

Watch our “Top tips for bus travel” films to hear practical tips on finding your seat from other blind and partially sighted people. Visit rnib.org.uk/travel
Getting off at your stop

This section is about the best way to safely end your bus journey.

"Sometimes when I’ve been on a bus with a friend we’ve used our smartphone location devices so we know exactly where we are and when to get off.” Ian
Identifying the stop you need

· If you have asked the driver to let you know when you have reached your stop, the driver should call out to you when you have reached your destination.

· If you’re not sure if you need to get off the bus yet, check the location with fellow passengers.

· Listen to on-board announcements. Some buses have display signs which announce the stop coming up next.
· If you use the same route regularly, you may develop your own ways of recognising your location. For instance, you might:
· count the number of stops before you need to get off

· try to remember features on the journey such as traffic noise and roundabouts

· time your journey so that you know when your stop is coming up

· use smartphone applications to identify your location and alert you when you have reached your stop. See page 5 to find out how to download these.

Stop requests

Stop request buttons signal to the driver that you want to get off at the next stop:
· They’re usually on the bus’ grab rails at chest height and are often yellow, red or in another bold colour. They also often have tactile markers on them.

· Ask another passenger where the stop request button is or if they can press the button for you.
Getting off the bus

Tell the driver if you need them to activate the ramp for you. If you use a mobility aid, use it to gauge the gap between the kerb and the bus. You can also use it to check for obstacles in front of you.

Watch our “Top tips for bus travel” films to hear practical tips on getting off at the right stop from other blind and partially sighted people. Visit rnib.org.uk/travel
Useful contact details

Bus operators

There are around 500 bus operators in the UK. You can find out how to contact your local operator and get other bus travel information by calling Traveline on 0871 200 2233.You can also contact the following two operators who have centralised telephone numbers.

Arriva

North East, Yorkshire, North West, Wales, Midlands and South East.

T: 0844 800 44 11
www.arrivabus.co.uk
National Express

Covering: West Midlands including the Midlands Metro, Coventry and Dundee.

T: 0121 254 7272

www.nxbus.co.uk
Making a complaint

Contact the bus operator to give them the opportunity to put the situation right.

If you are dissatisfied with the response you receive, you can contact the following organisations to follow up your complaint:

Bus services in England

Contact Bus Users UK which represents bus passengers in England and can help you communicate with the bus service provider.
Bus Users UK, PO Box 119

Shepperton TW17 8UX

T: 0300 111 0001
enquiries@bususers.org
www.bususers.org
Bus services in London

Contact London TravelWatch, an independent, statutory watchdog for transport users in and around London.

London TravelWatch, 6 Middle Street

London EC1A 7JA

T: 020 7505 9000
www.londontravelwatch.org.uk
Bus services in Wales

Contact Bus Users UK in Wales which represents bus passengers in Wales and can help you communicate with the bus service provider.

Bus Users UK, PO Box 1045

Cardiff CF11 1JE

T: 029 2022 1370
wales@bususers.org
www.bususerswales.org
Bus services in Scotland

Passengers’ View Scotland, 2D Dockside

Victoria Quay, Edinburgh EH6 6QQ

T: 0131 244 1694 or 0131 244 5306
ptuc@scotland.gsi.gov.uk
Bus services in Northern Ireland

Contact Consumer Council for Northern Ireland, an organisation that can advise you of your rights in relation to public transport.

Consumer Council for Northern Ireland

116 Holywood Road, Belfast BT4 1NY

T: 028 9067 2488
info@consumercouncil.org.uk
www.consumercouncil.org.uk
Further support

Call the RNIB Helpline

If you or someone you know has sight problems, we’re here to help. Call us today.

We can give you support and advice on:

· your eye condition and available treatments

· local and national services that could help you

· welfare benefits and concessions you may be entitled to

· coming to terms with your sight loss.
Remember we’re only a call away. Call 0303 123 9999 or email helpline@rnib.org.uk or visit rnib.org.uk
Call Monday to Friday 8.45am–5.30pm. Outside these times, just leave us a message and we’ll call you back.

Calls cost no more than a standard rate call to an 01 or 02 number and count towards any inclusive minutes in the same way as these numbers do. The price of calls varies between providers, including landline and mobile companies, so check with yours if you aren’t sure.
Watch our short films on bus travel

We have produced four short films “Top tips for bus travel” to compliment the information in this guide. Watch them at rnib.org.uk/travel
Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) 105 Judd Street, London WC1H 9NE
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