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Introduction 
 
1. The Liverpool City Region Mayoral Combined Authority welcomes the opportunity to provide 

evidence to the inquiry into reforming public transport after the pandemic.  The Liverpool 
City Region Combined Authority was established in 2014 and Steve Rotheram became the 
City Region’s first directly elected Metro Mayor in 2017. This response is submitted by the 
Mayor of the Liverpool City Region, on behalf of the Combined Authority. 

 
2. The Mayoral Combined Authority draws on powers and funds that were made available 

through the 2015 Devolution Deal and follow-on deal in 2016.  These powers include 
strategic transport planning across the City Region, alongside economic development and 
regeneration, housing and spatial planning, employment and skills. It also exercises powers 
over a devolved and consolidated multi-year funding package.  

 
3. Our post-pandemic  Economic Recovery Plan1 sets out an evidence based, concerted, 

responsive and co-ordinated effort to co-design and co-fund an integrated people-focused 
recovery programme across employment, skills, health and inequality; through its 
implementation, we see a massive opportunity to re-think our public transport network. The 
pandemic has given our towns an opportunity to experiment with sustainable connectivity 
and community-led solutions, focusing on accessibility, quality of environment, green 
infrastructure, community and voluntary sector measures that repurpose and reinvigorate 
town centres. 

 
4. But the risk of this pandemic is in prolonging and worsening inequalities that already hold 

our economy back. We entered the pandemic with 70,000 people unable to seek work as 
the result of ill health; one third of communities in the most deprived decile; women 
earning, on average, £9k less than men; 25% of people in work paid below the real living 
wage; and an employment rate of 57% for ethnic minorities compared to 74% for white 
residents. The opportunity of the pandemic is to redouble our commitment to reducing 
these inequalities – a commitment which requires us to pay attention to both the “inclusive” 
and the “economic” elements of an inclusive economy. And our public transport network is 
at the heart of this.  

 
 
Understanding the Impact of Covid-19 on Public Transport 

 
5. The Transport Select Committee will undoubtedly be looking to build on the evidence 

submitted for its recent call for evidence on the Impact of Coronavirus on UK Transport. Our 
written response highlighted the disproportionate effect of the Covid-19 crisis on the 
Liverpool City Region, with higher rates of infection and fatalities locally in relation to the 
national average, causing pain and suffering to families and communities across the region.  
The financial impacts for the Liverpool City Region local authorities are stark and 

                                                           
1
 Building Back Better – https://www.liverpoolcityregion-ca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/LCRCA_BBB_2020.pdf 

https://www.liverpoolcityregion-ca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/LCRCA_BBB_2020.pdf


 

 

unsustainable and will inevitably have a significant bearing on post-Covid public transport 
reform. In respect of this, and in terms of reforming the transport network, our focus is on 
the stark financial and viability issues faced, and longer-term legacies and risks. 

 
6. Service capacity levels are currently based around 50% capacity to allow for social distancing 

requirements. Patronage has not been able to recover to any significant level since the 
lockdown was improved in March and this situation remains economically unviable without 
intervention. This is exemplified by DfT data on Transport use by mode in Great Britain since 
lockdown:  

 

 
 
 
7. Merseyrail has still not been included in the Emergency Measures Arrangements, and with 

revenue levels collapsing, the risks to liquidity and insolvency remain high.  Merseyrail is the 
only rail franchise arrangement in the country without such an arrangement in place, and a 
positive, long-term outcome is sought as a matter of great urgency in order to ensure that it 
remains a central pillar of our public transport offer. 

 
8. We recognise the importance of Transport Demand Management and communications and 

messaging around when and how to travel (including the avoidance of travel or promotion 
of homeworking where possible).  This is critical, to spread the peak times with the 
shoulders of the peak to provide greater capacity to meet demand on already constrained 
bus and rail services.  Allied to this too is the value of accessing real-time data, including data 
available nationally in the form of anonymised mobile phone data, for example, to 
understand trip-making patterns in the depth needed to meet customer demand.  

 
9. Fares and affordability must be at the heart of the reforms. Put simply, the cost of transport 

has to be much better value to win back passengers in the future. Flexible ticketing will also 
be critical, given that changing work patterns will probably result in many people, especially 
office workers, being based from home such that trips to the workplace may be too 
infrequent to make a traditional season ticket financially beneficial. This is in addition to the 
need for a fares system that is simple to use and easy to understand, and fares reform will 
be central to supporting travellers back on to public transport by making it an attractive 
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commuting option, and so kickstarting the economy as the country emerges from the travel 
restrictions in place due during the height of the pandemic. 

 
10. Without these measures, the benefits of the recent improvements to air quality across the 

nation will be lost. Changes to working patterns and lifestyles during the lockdown have had 
a significant impact on air quality levels and locations of exposure, with improvements in 
traffic related nitrogen dioxide levels. But as levels of car-borne traffic have increased, this 
trend has reversed, and a return to greater use public transport is therefore imperative, to 
support a sustainable economy based around the country’s 2050 net-zero carbon emissions 
target. 

 
11. Whilst much has already been achieved on this front (even before the current pandemic, the 

UK’s carbon emissions had fallen to levels last seen in the 1890s), there remains an a great 
deal still to do to reach net zero, particularly strong leadership, long-term vision and serious 
investment from the Government. Fundamentally, a recovery programme that prioritises 
serious investment in low carbon power; infrastructure and services; electric vehicle 
charging infrastructure; and energy efficiency, while encouraging innovative technologies is 
required. 

 
12. It is also important not to overlook the importance of active travel as a natural complement 

to an effective public transport network. We recognise that good transport links can impact 
positively upon economic success and the quality of life. Planning and promoting sustainable 
transport options as part of an integrated approach to development and regeneration can 
help create the conditions for healthier, happier and more economically productive places 
with safe, well-connected places and easy, affordable access to interchanges and centres, 
which encourage sustainable travel choices for local journeys.  

 
 

Supporting Bus Recovery 
 
13. With respect to bus services, capacity constraints and reduced demand on the bus network 

have resulted in a commercial bus network that is broken, and in the longer-term 
Government funding coupled with greater local control and influence will be needed to 
ensure that the network continues to support economic recovery and to be able to continue 
to provide even a basic level of service.  Further bus reform will be required, not least 
devolving bus funding support to Combined Authorities with accountable metro mayors, 
alongside additional revenue support to sustain services. 

 
14. In line with Government guidance, the City Region is continuing to pay its bus operators for 

supported and concessionary travel services at a rate that significantly exceeds the current 
level of utilisation. And whilst we have been grateful for the Government funding received to 
help sustain the network, the timing and short-term nature of the funding has been 
unhelpful; since most forecasts are suggesting around 80% patronage recovery in the 
medium-term, this is putting the network at serious risk.  

 
15. Although lockdown restrictions have been eased, there are still a number of challenges that 

will affect both patronage and therefore the cost of bus services met from the public purse, 
and we simply don’t have a stake in the recovery that matches our contribution to date. 
There is a clear need for sustainable central government revenue support for bus to see us 



 

 

through next 2 years. The Metropolitan Bus Funding model2 as proposed by the alliance of 
Metro Mayors, will go some way to providing a much more robust, efficient and accountable 
discharge of funding than the continuation of existing arrangements in the longer term.   

 
16. It is essential to ensure that democratically accountable Combined Authorities can oversee, 

and manage a coordinated, multimodal approach in terms of Travel Demand, and social 
distancing alongside network planning. As established above, and as a point of principle, 
funding should go directly to the Combined Authorities to achieve the coordination needed.  
The reality under the current arrangements is that there is little real influence other than 
reconfiguring supported services and a power of veto.  This is further frustrated by 
inconsistent approaches from other Government departments in awarding funds to 
individual local authorities for measures that transgress local authority boundaries, and 
where they would be better coordinated and deployed at a city regional level, as it was with 
the £40m schools restart funding. This was awarded directly to the Local Transport 
Authorities (LTAs) to procure dedicated extra capacity in the transport network to help 
students get back to school and college in time for the autumn term in September. 

 
17. In terms of promoting public transport, lessons must learnt with respect to the unhelpful 

central Government messages during the pandemic. Our concern is that the initial advice 
actively encouraging use of private cars over public transport3 could embed poor habits and 
behaviours. This could set LTAs back for years to come in their endeavour to promote public 
transport use. If, as is being suggested, public subsidies will need to continue for some time 
in order to sustain the viability of the public transport network, this must be reinforced by 
consistent messaging to support the repurposing of streets and public places, to prevent a 
modal shift away from public transport to cars.  This cannot be achieved in isolation. 

 
18. We are currently seeking practical and financial support for developing and delivering our 

Vision for Bus, and to enable the Authority to complete the Bus Reform business case and 
then the delivery of the Combined Authority’s preferred option under the Bus Services Act. 
The work so far on this has identified franchising as the emerging leading option for 
delivering this vision.4 Such direct Government support would undoubtedly help with 
ensuring the future resilience of the transport network, particularly through any further 
unforeseen crises as the nation has and continues to endure. Given the challenge of 
rebuilding patronage on the public transport network, and the need to build back better, we 
believe that achieving our vision is arguably more important than ever.  

 
19. Significant funding should be made available to support the roll out of extensive bus priority, 

in order to make the network more attractive and reduce the inefficiency currently built in 
as a result of congestion. Our work on the roll out of Green Bus routes, with the first part of 
this network being funded through the Transforming Cities Fund, will deliver improvements 
to bus users through more reliable and quicker bus journeys, better customer facilities, 
better access for customers and improved information on key commuting corridors.   

 
20. Existing Transforming Cities funding will kickstart this, but significantly more investment will 

be required in order to deliver ours and Government’s objectives on bus. If we are to truly 

                                                           
2
 http://www.urbantransportgroup.org/resources/types/briefings/what-urban-transport-authorities-need-government-

covid-19 
3
 Grant Shapps – “it's our civic duty to avoid public transport if at all possible …. if you can't walk or cycle and you do have 

access to a car please use it rather than travelling by bus, train or tram” 
4
 Taking Forward Bus Reform in the Liverpool City Region http://modgov-cmb-

01/documents/s43434/Taking%20Forward%20Bus%20Reform%20in%20the%20Liverpool%20City%20Region.pdf 

http://modgov-cmb-01/documents/s43434/Taking%20Forward%20Bus%20Reform%20in%20the%20Liverpool%20City%20Region.pdf
http://modgov-cmb-01/documents/s43434/Taking%20Forward%20Bus%20Reform%20in%20the%20Liverpool%20City%20Region.pdf


 

 

reform public transport post-Covid, then substantial levels of funding for such initiatives 
must be made available, in line with the Governments aspirations as set out in the national 
bus strategy A Better Deal for Bus Users. It is also noteworthy that this publication gave a 
commitment to review Bus Service Operators Grant to ensure that investment is focused on 
meeting the needs of passengers. In line with the pressing reasons outlined earlier for a 
review of funding mechanisms, this review must take place as a matter of urgency.  

 
21. Government should also provide support to roll out alternative fuels, such as our 

programme that has the potential to make Liverpool City Region the foremost centre of 
hydrogen-based economic growth in the UK, encompassing the following strands: 

• To create a viable in-land Hydrogen Port, which would generate enough power to 
create a sustainable 3,000 tonnes p.a. supply of green hydrogen for use across 
industry, transport and domestic consumption.  

 To deliver a network of at least eight zero-carbon refuelling stations (hydrogen and 
electric charging) across the City Region by 2025 to serve a growing market for 
hydrogen powered transportation. 

 To roll out a fleet of locally funded hydrogen powered buses, with the overall 
ambition to decarbonise our bus fleets by 2030. 

• To replace all methane with hydrogen from the City Region’s gas grid by 2035. 
We acknowledge that it is unlikely that bus operators will meet the Government objective of 
deploying 4,000 zero emission buses due to a medium-term lack of capex – our hydrogen 
bus leasing model is a way of the Government accelerating this commitment in line with its 
own objectives.  

 

Developing the Rail Network 

22. Reformation of the UK’s rail network must start with delivering HS2 and Northern 
Powerhouse Rail (NPR). The Northern Powerhouse remains central to addressing the 
longstanding economic gap between the North and rest of UK, and by 2050, a transformed 
North could see a 4% increase in productivity, an increase in GVA of almost £100bn, and up 
to 850,000 new jobs. Enhanced public transport connectivity is critical to this: 

 enhanced pan-Northern city centre to city centre rail links to enable agglomeration, 
integrated with local city region public transport. Rail is currently constrained by 
poor connections, low frequencies, slow journey times and complex fares; and  

 enhanced public transport within city regions, including joined up networks, cross-
city operations and smart simplified ticketing. 

23. Delivery of both HS2 and full NPR, including a new twin-track high speed line into Liverpool, 
is central to realising the Northern Powerhouse vision. This means the full Liverpool – 
Manchester – Sheffield/Leeds – Hull/Newcastle network, since the growth of the North is at 
risk if only partial solutions are delivered. It is imperative that these two programmes are 
considered as an integrated whole to ensure the optimum connectivity and capacity is 
achieved. This is because more frequent and fast services between the core cities of the 
North will not only enable agglomeration but offers the potential to release capacity on 
current infrastructure for more local passenger services.  

 
24. We have raised our concerns surrounding the NPR options for routes between Liverpool and 

Manchester which centre on utilising the Fiddlers Ferry route to connect onto the current 
West Coast Main Line route, as they do not offer the same level of journey time savings; 
consume capacity on existing lines which is needed for passenger trains and a growing 
freight market; and negatively impact on local passenger services. Indeed the consequences 



 

 

of not being able to transport enough freight by rail exacerbates the City Region’s air quality 
problems and is incongruous with our zero-carbon commitments; fundamentally action is 
needed to enable the UK’s freight networks to meet growing demands for fast deliveries 
while also reducing its impact on congestion and the environment. 

 
25. Lime Street station will be at capacity by 2026 and is not considered a suitable terminus for 

HS2. As such, plans for a new station in the city to serve potential link ups to HS2 and NPR 
are being considered by the Liverpool City Region City Centre HS2 Commission. Public 
funding for this project will be vital to ensure the City Region can fully exploit the growth 
opportunities afforded by HS2 and NPR whilst providing choice with respect to how people 
travel, both locally and for longer domestic journeys.  

 
26. Another of the challenges we face is Liverpool Central Station, which is close to capacity on 

the Merseyrail Northern Line platform and concourse area. As such, Liverpool Central is 
identified as a key priority for the City Region in taking forward any further improvements on 
the rail network, and again, central Government funding will be necessary.  

 
27. We are currently undertaking a development review at Liverpool Central to fully understand 

the impact of the expected growth in rail demand, as identified in the Network Rail Liverpool 
City Region Strategic Rail Study 2017. The potential solutions include a new station in an 
alternative location; expansion of the current station, either by widening the current 
platform or the introduction of a new platform; expansion of the concourse area; or 
interventions at Moorfields and James Street Merseyrail stations. Such interventions come 
with a hefty price tag, and in order to accommodate growth post-Covid, Government are 
asked to prioritise funding in order to support the long-term viability of rail travel.  

 
28. These projects are at the heart of our 30 year Long Term Rail Strategy, alongside the ground-

breaking project which will see the City Region take delivery of new Rolling Stock for the 
Merseyrail network. A fleet of new, state-of-the-art trains will transform the way people 
travel in and around the city region as part of a £460 million investment by the Combined 
Authority. This is a prime example of the successful devolution of transport policy-making 
responsibilities and powers.  

 
29. With respect to stations, a report issued by the Urban Transport Group5 - clearly articulates 

how the current way in which the railway is structured is not working well enough for 
passengers, taxpayers or the places the railways serve, and that at any meaningful rail 
reform should have devolution as a cornerstone. It argues that for stations to realise more of 
their potential, devolved authorities and administrations need to have significant influence 
over the future of stations. The way this happens in practice should be in line with local 
circumstances and aspirations and thus could range from taking on full or partial ownership 
of stations through to having a strong and binding relationship with the owners and 
operators of stations. 

 
 
 

                                                           
5
 Action stations: How devolution is transforming rail stations for the better 

https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-
docs/UTG%20%E2%80%93%20Action%20stations_AW%20August%202020.pdf 

https://www.liverpoolcityregion-ca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/LCRCA_RAIL_STRATEGY_MAY18.pdf
https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/UTG%20%E2%80%93%20Action%20stations_AW%20August%202020.pdf
https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/UTG%20%E2%80%93%20Action%20stations_AW%20August%202020.pdf

