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  Unite Submission to the Committee on Transport, Tourism and Sport 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

Unite would like to thank the Joint Committee on Transport, Tourism and Sport for the invitation to 

make this submission.  We will focus on three areas:  Bus Éireann as a provider of public service 

transport, Expressway as a commercial operation, and a new strategic stakeholder approach. 

1. Provider of Public Services 

Just as we showed back in October – when Unite presented its submission on Dublin Bus to this 

Committee – research shows that our national public transport service is severely constrained due to 

very low subvention levels compared to other European countries.  Deloitte, in its report ‘Cost and 

Efficiency Review of Dublin Bus and Bus Éireann’1 found the following2: 

PSO Subventions to National Operators:  2007 (% of Total Revenue) 
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While the subvention in other European countries is 50 percent or more of total revenue, in Ireland 

it is 12 percent, which has fallen further to 10 percent of total revenue by 2015.  There is a 

measurement issue.  Expressway is included in revenue.  Deloitte doesn’t say whether subventions 

in other countries also include commercial revenue.  Therefore, while we cannot estimate with any 

accuracy the appropriate level of subvention Bus Éireann should receive to bring it to European 

norms, it would be substantial – at the very least, an additional €46 million.  From a very low level, 

the actual subvention has been cut further since 2009. 

 

                                                           
1
 Cost and Efficiency Review of Dublin Bus and Bus Éireann January 2009: 

http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/publications/public-transport/english/cost-and-efficiency-review-
dublin-bus-and-bus-Éireann-january-2009/cost-and-efficiency-review-dublin-bus-and-bus-e%CC%81ireann-
january-2009.pdf  
2
 It also noted the difficulty in comparing subventions to national: ‘It is more difficult to identify comparable 

operators for Bus Éireann given their mix of services.  When compared  to  the  PSO  received  by  the  national  
operators  in  the  Netherlands,  Belgium  and  Switzerland,  the subsidy received by Bus Éireann is low.’ 
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http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/publications/public-transport/english/cost-and-efficiency-review-dublin-bus-and-bus-eireann-january-2009/cost-and-efficiency-review-dublin-bus-and-bus-e%CC%81ireann-january-2009.pdf
http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/publications/public-transport/english/cost-and-efficiency-review-dublin-bus-and-bus-eireann-january-2009/cost-and-efficiency-review-dublin-bus-and-bus-e%CC%81ireann-january-2009.pdf
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Factoring in inflation3, the subvention has been cut by over €12 million in real terms, or 22 percent.  

Whether measured against other European countries or measured against historical subvention 

levels, state support for public transport services is poor. 

2. Expressway 

Expressway’s commercial mandate and the efficient operation of the transport market have been 

undermined by Government policy, agency oversight and management practices. 

(a) Failure to Fully Reimburse Free Travel Scheme 

A significant factor in the company’s finances is the under-payment of the Free Travel scheme.  

According to a Sunday Business Post report4 the Department of Social Protections reimburses 

Expressway only 40 percent of the average fare for journeys taken by pensioners, disabled persons 

and other categories.  The Department pays €11.4 million for these journeys.  If the full cost were 

reimbursed, the Department should be paying €28.5 million for these journeys – an increase of 

€17.1 million assuming the report is valid.  In effect, the Government is using a commercial company 

to subsidise in-kind social transfers. 

(b) Regulatory Oversight and the Transport Market 

We believe the Committee should immediately investigate the regulatory oversight of the transport 

market.   

 The issuance of licenses for private sector operators may be saturating the market:  

efficiency requires that the methodology and data sources used to inform the issuance of 

licenses be open and transparent (estimated demand, future projections, optimal level of 

competing companies, etc.). 
 

 The absence of Expressway from profitable non-stop routes – is this absence due to 

managerial decisions or market regulation? In either case, the downside is obvious: either 

the market is being skewered against Expressway or Bus Éireann management is failing to 

expand into profitable markets. 

 

 Expressway accepts Free Travel passes, most private bus operators do not.  This puts the 

company at a commercial disadvantage.  This is not acknowledged by the market regulator 

(which could require private bus operators to accept Free Travel passes) or the state which 

benefits from below-market reimbursement. Put another way, pensioners and other 

relevant categories are denied access to the full transport market; only a public enterprise 

company vindicates that access – private operators deny them. 
 

 Expressway serves a number of communities on loss-making routes.  That it continues to do 

so is a social good.  However, there is no regulatory mechanism to ensure that Expressway – 

as a commercial operation – is compensated for what should be a PSO route.  This is an 

example of Expressway being used to subsidise the under-investment in a public service.   
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 ‘Bus Éireann demands more cash to carry pensioners’, Sunday Business Post, January 15

th
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 The failure to monitor the operation of companies: the Cork Council of Trade Unions5 has 

claimed in a letter to the Minister, Shane Ross, that there are serious breaches of the Road 

Transport Working Time Directive.  The National Transport Authority replied it was not a 

matter for them.  As the issuer of licenses, it is imperative that the NTA take a pro-active role 

in monitoring the activities of all bus companies; otherwise the market becomes degraded 

and companies compete over who is more effective at breaking the rules. 
 

 There are numerous anecdotal reports of low wages among private bus operators.6  A survey 

found that one company paid an average wage lower than the Living Wage.  This not only 

drives down employees’ living standards, it undermines companies that pay proper wages.  

Low wages mean that bus companies impose costs on to the taxpayer.  For example, wages 

of less than €30,000 means that, depending on household circumstances, an employee 

could be eligible for Family Income Supplement.  With lower tax revenue and higher social 

transfers, low-road employers are appropriating benefit at the expense of taxpayers.  This 

requires removal of wages from competitive advantage through a registered agreement 

applicable to all companies.  In doing this, workers’ living standards are protected, the 

Exchequer saves money and competition is based on service quality. 

(c) Management Practice 

We have an Alice-in-Wonderland situation in Bus Éireann.  A report commissioned by the 

Department of Transport is shown to journalists but not to employees; Bus Éireann management 

responds to this secretive report in public.  Other reports are circulated in secrecy but still 

employees are excluded.  Management leaks in the media, while the Minister refuses any kind of 

engagement.  Can anyone think of a private company that conducts its industrial and commercial 

relations through media leaks while the principle shareholder openly declares complete disinterest 

in the conduct of the company?  Is this any way to operate a modern commercial company? 

* * * 

Expressway cannot be compared to a commercial operation.  It subsidises state social transfers, it 

provides access to Free Travel customers, it provides public service routes which should be 

subsidised by PSO payment, Deloitte reports that Bus Éireann used Expressway profits to subsidise 

PSO routes, while the National Transport Authority has raided Bus Éireann for funds.  We have an 

opaque regulatory process in which the regulator – the NTA – refuses to regulate.  We have bus 

companies that can only operate on the basis of depressing their employees’ living standards.  And 

all the while, the public experiences a degraded service and employees are left in the dark. It is 

misleading to benchmark Expressway on a market basis.   

There is a far better way to manage both the company and the market. 
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 Ross Urged to Grant Bus Éireann Non-Stop Express Licenses, Irish Times, February 13

th
 2017:  

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:3l4-
UYHM6HsJ:www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/ross-urged-to-grant-bus-%25C3%25A9ireann-non-
stop-express-licences-1.2966903+&cd=2&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=ie  
6
 Private Bus Operators Pay Lower Wages Than Bus Éireann, Irish Times, February 12

th
 2017:  

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:1eL62aeNlscJ:www.irishtimes.com/business/transp
ort-and-tourism/private-bus-operators-pay-lower-wages-than-bus-%25C3%25A9ireann-
1.2802281+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=ie  

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:3l4-UYHM6HsJ:www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/ross-urged-to-grant-bus-%25C3%25A9ireann-non-stop-express-licences-1.2966903+&cd=2&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=ie
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http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:1eL62aeNlscJ:www.irishtimes.com/business/transport-and-tourism/private-bus-operators-pay-lower-wages-than-bus-%25C3%25A9ireann-1.2802281+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=ie
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:1eL62aeNlscJ:www.irishtimes.com/business/transport-and-tourism/private-bus-operators-pay-lower-wages-than-bus-%25C3%25A9ireann-1.2802281+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=ie
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:1eL62aeNlscJ:www.irishtimes.com/business/transport-and-tourism/private-bus-operators-pay-lower-wages-than-bus-%25C3%25A9ireann-1.2802281+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=ie
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3. A New Strategic Stakeholder Method 

Bus Éireann management claims to have a stakeholder approach.  In the 2015 Annual Report they 

claim to have developed a:  

‘ . . . strategic plan to work collaboratively with all stakeholders to return Expressway 

to profitability.’ 

They used the word ‘stakeholder’ 17 times in that report.  However, their actions belie this.  They 

conceal essential reports from stakeholders, they make demands upon employees which they 

cannot justify or measure and, more importantly, know cannot be sustained; they demand 

employees enter discussion without conditions while they come to the table with a suitcase load of 

conditions.  There is no dictionary in existence that would define this behaviour as a ‘stakeholder’ 

approach. 

And now Bus Éireann management wants to re-embark on a substantial down-sizing strategy.  This 

has already been tried and has failed.  Between 2009 and 2015, payroll expenditure fell by over €15 

million, or over 10 percent.  This did not solve the company’s problems.  And now Bus Éireann 

management wants a further €12 million cuts in payroll expenditure and a total of €30 million cuts 

overall.  They are repeating a failed strategy. 

The real problem for Expressway is not the level of expenditure which has fallen since 2009; rather it 

is the decline in revenue which fell by €8 million.  If a company cannot generate revenue, no amount 

of down-sizing will save it.  Academic scholarship confirms this.  According to Professor Freek 

Vermeulen, Professor at the London Business School, down-sizing does not work and this is backed 

up by detailed academic studies.7  The reason is simple:  down-sizing incapacitates a company’s 

ability to expand and without expansion, it is incapable of surviving in highly competitive markets.   

There are two complementary approaches to resolving the company’s problems. Both are grounded 

in an authentic stakeholder approach where employees and employers are equal partners.  The first 

is to drive productivity.    The second is to expand through investment, market expansion, and rolling 

out new products and services.  The best transport companies in Europe increasingly practice 

‘employee-driven innovation’ to achieve these goals.  In short, resolution of the company’s problems 

begins with the worker. 

There are a number of models of employee-driven innovation, but there are fundamental starting 

points: 

 Management and employees must both want to enter the process 

 A guarantee that proposals adopted will not lead to job losses or reduction in earnings 

 An agreed process of adoption and implementation of the proposals 

 That the innovation process is a bottom-up approach, taking place in work units 

 That it be open and transparent – both operationally and financially 

                                                           
7
 Business Exposed, Professor Freek Vermeulen, Prentice Hall, 2010 and Dumb and Dumber, The Impact of 

Downsizing on Firm Performance as Moderated by Industry Conditions, Organisation Science, 2006. 
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This process can be extended to ‘user-driven innovation’ where the general public served by public 

transport is included through innovative communication tools. 

This is a radical break from hierarchical decision-making structures.  Trust is essential.  If Bus Éireann 

management is serious about a stakeholder approach and building trust, it should immediately 

withdraw its letters and demands for down-sizing.  If this were done, management and employees 

could sit down and agree a new strategic stakeholder approach. 

This is not to suggest it will be easy.  No doubt, management will bring to the table proposals which 

employees will find difficult.  We, too, will bring forward issues.  For instance: 

 Overtime has been abolished in place of outsourcing in maintenance work; yet, outsourcing 

costs more than the overtime – where is the financial sense in that? 
 

 Full transparency over any fuel-hedging the company has engaged in.  Did this hedging cost 

the company in 2016 – making up a substantial portion of the company’s deficit?  And has 

the potential benefit of hedging in 2017 been properly factored in?  We need clarity and 

transparency in all aspects of the company finances. 
 

 Has the company attempted to enter the lucrative non-stop market between major urban 

areas?  If not, why not?  Is this a failing of managerial strategy or the regulatory structure? 

This process isn’t just about overcoming divides between management and employees.  It is also 

about identifying areas of cooperation.  There is much that we would agree on: 

 The low-level of PSO support in the public service 

 The under-payments in reimbursing Free Travel costs 

 The use of Expressway as a subsidiser of the Exchequer and non-commercial public services 

 The race-to-the-bottom process that undermines good employers and good employment 

Were the company to speak with one voice on these issues, it could direct the debate to significant 

issues in public transport services. 

Ultimately, though, the issue goes beyond just management and employees.  We have identified a 

number of defects in policy – from regulatory, investment and labour market issues.  That is why we 

need all those involved in public transport to sit down together to resolve these issues; specifically, 

the National Transport Authority, the Department and the Minister himself.  If they are not involved, 

the problems in public transport will persist.   

The Committee has a key role in all this – to support a new stakeholder approach, to help identify 

the problems that management and employees face together, to urge all parties, including the 

Minister, to become involved in a new dispensation for public transport.  The Committee should see 

itself as a key stakeholder as well.  We urge you to support a new collaborative approach. 

Unite is ready to engage.  It is now up to management to decide. 

End 

February 2017 


