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Transport is key to allowing people to access 
employment, social activities, volunteering, leisure 
and cultural activities, shopping and health and  
social care services. It enables older and disabled 
people to make large contributions to London’s 
society and economy and is a major support to 
physical and mental health (Gabriel and Bowling, 
2004, Quality of life from the perspectives of older 
people, Ageing and Society; Banister and Bowling, 
2004, Quality of life for the elderly: the transport 
dimension, Transport Policy).

Buses are a popular form of public transport for  
older people. In 2005, the Department for Transport 
published statistics that showed that 69 per cent of 
people over 65 in the UK do not have a car, compared 
with 29 per cent of the general population. With much 
of the Tube and train network physically inaccessible, 
buses are paramount to disabled people’s mobility.  
In fact, disabled people are 20 per cent more likely 
than the general population to use buses (Attitudes  
of Disabled People to Public Transport: research study 
conducted for Disabled Persons Transport Advisory 
Committee, 2001).

All buses in London are able to ‘kneel’, i.e. be lowered 
so that the floor reaches pavement level, and they 
have ramps. However, attitudes and behaviours  
which impede accessibility are still widespread.

‘ I don’t think bus drivers pay enough 
attention to the needs of older people.  
They always seem to be in a rush – I think 
they should wait longer at bus stops to allow 
people to board the bus at their leisure.  
They should also lower the bus to pavement 
level and wait for people to take a seat 
before driving off. Mainly though, I find bus 
drivers to be respectful of older people and 
most passengers will give up their seats.’

Shupanya Hossain, aged 40, from Barnet

The effects of negative experiences  
on public transport

Joint research carried out by Age Concern London  
and Transport for London in 2009 confirmed that 
negative experiences on public transport can 
significantly harm older people’s readiness and 
confidence to travel. This can affect their behaviour, 
for example causing them to travel less often or avoid 
buses at times when they are crowded. This, in turn, 
can have harmful effects on older people’s lifestyles, 
social lives and levels of activity, therefore damaging 
their health and emotional wellbeing (Understanding 
older people’s travel barriers and their impacts: 
research study conducted for Age Concern London 
and Transport for London, 2009).

Introduction Background 

This report is a joint initiative from Age UK London, 
Greater London Forum for Older People and 
Transport for All, in response to what older and 
disabled people have told us about the barriers  
they face when using London bus services. 

Accessible, good quality public transport is of vital 
importance in the lives of many older and disabled people. 

We hope it will contribute to greater awareness of these problems  
and changes in bus provision, which will make buses more accessible 
to older and disabled people. We have made a number of 
recommendations for action in this report in order to improve the 
current situation. In our view, one key action which is needed is for 
Transport for London (TfL) to directly involve older people and disabled 
people in initial training and refresher courses for London bus drivers.
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Prevalence and effect  
of falls for older people

Recent research suggests that nationally, 800 older 
people fall on buses every day and two million older 
people are worried about falls on buses (research 
conducted by GfK NOP for Age Concern and Help  
the Aged, for National Falls Awareness Day 2009).  
For the over 75s, injuries caused by falls are a leading 
cause of death and the 2009 research found that of 
those older people who have ever fallen on a bus,  
one in five had to then seek medical attention. 

These potential impacts make it all the more 
important for bus drivers and bus operators  
to accommodate the travel needs of older and 
disabled people.

‘ The number 20 bus from Walthamstow  
to Debden parks too far from the kerb.  
This has caused me to fall at least three 
times, resulting in a right hip problem.  
An operation is out of the question as I have 
osteoarthritis. I also fell on the 179 about 
three years ago. When the driver accelerated 
as he got to my stop, I was pulled away from 
the hand rail and slid along the floor to  
the front on my back and hit my head on  
the bulkhead. I’m still suffering from back 
pain to this day.’

Elena Tassie, older Redbridge resident

The problems experienced  
by older and disabled people 

Older and disabled people continue to have serious 
concerns about the ways in which buses are driven, 
the behaviour of other passengers and the 
accessibility of buses. 

Transport for London (TfL) and bus operators have 
tried to address some of these issues. TfL recently  
ran a marketing campaign aimed at encouraging 
considerate behaviour from passengers, but the 
campaign does not currently include any images  
of wheelchair users.

TfL’s bus driver manual, the Big Red Book, clearly 
states that bus drivers should give people sufficient 
time to sit down before moving off from a stop  
(p9, p10) and that they should pull in all the way  
to the kerb (p9, p13, p23). It also says that wheelchair 
users have priority over other passengers in the 
wheelchair space and that bus drivers should ask 
buggy users to fold their buggies when necessary 
(p36, p44, p45).

However, the frequency with which people still  
report serious problems shows that a significant 
number of bus drivers are not following TfL’s 
guidelines. Bus operators and TfL must do more  
work to improve older and disabled people’s 
experiences on London buses.
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These results varied between boroughs. The five  
inner London boroughs and the seven outer London 
boroughs showed identifiably different patterns in  
the sample of bus journeys we surveyed. Buses in  
the inner London boroughs were more likely not to 
allow time for passengers to sit and not to pull up 
tight to the kerb.

Survey 2 – On-board bus accessibility

This survey was carried out by passengers recording 
their experiences during or after boarding a bus.  
It recorded whether: 

•  the ramp worked if needed 

•  action was taken if buggies were blocking  
the wheelchair space 

•  the iBus system was working. 

Survey responses came from five outer London 
boroughs and one inner London borough.

The survey covered 73 bus journeys in five outer 
London boroughs and one inner London borough.  
Age UK London holds information identifying the 
routes and buses included.

While the pattern of results varied by borough, they 
appeared to confirm that at least on some routes:

•  Ramps did not work on an appreciable number of 
journeys. Forty-eight occasions were reported on 
which the ramp was not working. Leaving aside a 
large cluster reported in one borough, 19 occasions 
of ‘ramp not working’ were reported, compared to 
seven occasions of ‘ramp working’.

•  People with buggies blocking the wheelchair area 
are often not asked to move them.

The surveys were carried out in April and May 2011.

Survey 1 – Bus driving

For this survey, teams of volunteers observed buses  
at bus stops around London and recorded whether: 

•  passengers had time to sit down before  
the bus drove off

•  the bus pulled right up to the kerb at the bus stop.

Survey responses came from 12 London boroughs 
(both inner and outer London boroughs and covering 
north, south, east and west London; inner and outer 
boroughs as defined by London Councils).

This survey covered 1091 bus journeys. Age UK 
London holds information identifying the routes and 
buses included. The majority of the surveys were 
carried out in April/May 2011.

207 bus journeys in Sutton were surveyed over  
a period in 2009-10. This initial survey by Sutton  
Seniors Forum acted as an inspiration to carry out  
the further surveys. 

550 of the journeys were surveyed in inner London 
and 541 were surveyed in outer London.

•  In 42 per cent of cases, passengers were not given 
time to sit down before the bus drove off, while in  
51 per cent of cases surveyed, passengers were 
given time to sit down.

•  25 per cent of buses surveyed did not pull up tight  
to the kerb at the bus stop, while 71 per cent did  
pull up to the kerb. This question was not included  
in the initial batch of 207 surveys. The percentage 
given refers to the surveys in which the question  
was asked.

Our surveys

For our campaign, we carried out two surveys. 
One survey recorded bus driving at bus stops and 
the other aimed to measure how accessible and 
welcoming the environment on board the buses was.

Bus driving in inner London Bus driving in outer London
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69 per cent of people over 65 do not  
have a car, compared with 29 per cent  
of the rest of the population.
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Barriers to bus travel in London

Older and disabled people face many barriers when 
travelling by bus in London. These include:

Difficulty in boarding buses

•  Many buses do not pull up close enough to the kerb

•  Some buses move off before they have reached  
their allocated bus stops

•  Retractable ramps for wheelchair users  
do not always work

•  Kerbs are sometimes too steep, high, low  
or broken for wheelchair users to use

Risk of falls on buses

•  Many bus drivers drive too fast and brake too quickly

•  Passengers often don’t have enough time  
to find a seat before the bus moves off

•  Bulky items and shopping bags are sometimes  
left blocking the aisles

‘ I’ve been stopped from getting on the bus 
many times, Once, during rush hour on 
Regent Street, three buses wouldn’t let me 
on because they were either too full or their 
wheelchair space was occupied by buggies. 
I refused to let the third bus leave because  
I was desperate to get on, which resulted in  
a pile-up. When the police came, they spoke 
to the third driver, who asked a buggy user  
to move, so I was finally able to get on the 
bus. Generally, two out of three buses drive 
past me. In rush hour it’s even worse and  
it’s very unlikely that I’ll get on a bus at all.’ 

Youcef Bey Zekkoub, wheelchair user in Lambeth

Bus driver behaviour

•  Bus drivers are sometimes unfriendly and unhelpful

•  They do not always use the iBus system or Public 
Address (PA) system to keep passengers informed  
of what’s going on

•  Bus drivers fail to ask buggy users to move their 
buggies and give priority to wheelchair users

Other passenger behaviour

•  Younger and physically able people often take 
priority seats and do not give them up for older  
or disabled people

•  Other passengers push and knock into older  
and disabled people

•  Buggies and luggage are left in the spaces  
reserved for wheelchairs

‘ Bus drivers are good at taking their time  
to let older people on board but teenagers 
don’t always give up their seats for older 
people. A bus driver once stopped the bus  
to tell a passenger to stand up for an older 
person to sit down! There should be more 
ramps working for disabled people and  
more space for wheelchairs – at the moment 
there are too many pushchairs taking  
up the space.’

A Year 10 Geography student from Norbury Manor 
Business & Enterprise College for Girls
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Key recommendations

1

Transport for London (TfL) should directly involve  
older and disabled people in bus driver training in 
order to understand their needs and experiences.  
It should also continue to work with organisations 
such as Transport for All, Age UK London and Greater 
London Forum, to provide better accessibility training 
for bus drivers.

2

Bus drivers must be rigorously trained to: 

•  Carry clear ID and complaints forms at all times

•  Wait for passengers to sit down before moving off

•  Pull in tightly to the kerb 

•  Ask buggy users to vacate wheelchair spaces  
when required by wheelchair users

•  Take buses with broken ramps out of service 
immediately

•  Always have the visual and audio iBus system 
turned on

•  Not move off before they have reached the 
allocated bus stop 

•  Drive and brake more carefully.

Proven cases of bus drivers failing to meet the needs 
of older and disabled people must result in real 
disciplinary consequences.

3

Highway authorities should ensure appropriate 
kerbside access for wheelchair users at bus stops. 
London Travelwatch has shown that there are vast 
discrepancies in the accessibility of bus stops –  
from 83 per cent in Kingston upon Thames, to only  
33 per cent in Havering. On average, just 52 per cent 

of London’s 19,000 bus stops in London are accessible. 
TfL wants to achieve 67 per cent or more accessibility 
of bus stops by 2015, but we want that target  
to be 100 per cent. 

4

As well as regularly maintaining wheelchair ramps, 
bus operators should follow best practice in 
developing backup procedures in case of problems 
with ramps. 

5

TfL must design new buses with adequate wheelchair 
space in order to minimise conflict between 
wheelchair users and buggy users. The ‘New Bus  
for London’ that is being introduced in 2012 will 
incorporate a number of accessibility improvements, 
including a T-loop system for hearing impaired 
passengers and extra iBus displays for passengers 
facing backwards and in the wheelchair bay (Taking 
forward the Mayor’s Transport Strategy Accessibility 
Implementation Plan: Draft report, June 2011). 
However, the wheelchair space in the New Bus for 
London is one of the smallest in London, being only 
15cm larger than the legal minimum. 

6

All passengers must respect the rights of older  
and disabled passengers and:

•  Give up their seats when necessary and not  
occupy priority seats 

•  Vacate wheelchair spaces when requested, 
especially buggy users

•  Help older or disabled passengers to sit down  
and stand up, if asked to.
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Our research shows that across London, nearly half 
of buses do not allow passengers time to sit down 
before they drive off and one quarter of buses do 
not pull up tight to the kerb at bus stops. The situation 
is worse in inner London than it is in outer London. 
Furthermore, we found that ramps do not work on 
an appreciable number of bus journeys and that 
people with buggies blocking the wheelchair area 
are often not asked by bus drivers to move them.

Transport for London (TfL) has made good 
improvements to bus accessibility over the last 
few years. All London buses are now low-floor, 
with a dedicated space for wheelchairs. They are 
also equipped with ramps and visual and audible 
information. However, only 52 per cent of bus stops 
are accessible, retractable ramps do not always 
work and bus drivers often fail to ask buggy users 
to vacate wheelchair spaces. They also do not use 
the iBus system or Public Address (PA) system as 
often as they should. 

What is clear is that a great deal more work must 
be done to improve older and disabled people’s 
experiences on London buses. Accessible, good quality 
public transport is key to older and disabled people’s 
inclusion in society and without it, they are less willing 
to leave their homes and more susceptible to 
depression and feelings of isolation. 

Better bus driver training is vital to ensure that buses 
stop in the right positions, equipment is used properly 
and bus drivers have the right attitude towards older 
and disabled people. According to statistics from the 
Department for Work and Pensions, there are 896,700 
people over 65 living in London in 2011. This number is 
set to rise to 1,015,100 in 2021. Given that the London 
population is ageing, TfL must plan to accommodate 
the proportionate increase in demand from older and 
disabled people. 

We would very much like to hear from older and 
disabled people who read this report and transport 
stakeholders so that we can develop a dialogue 
on how to improve passenger experience. 

Age UK London, Greater London Forum for Older 
People and Transport for All, September 2011.

Appendix

Bus stop surveys and/or on-board accessibility surveys 
were carried out in the following London boroughs: 
Barking & Dagenham, Barnet, Camden, Croydon, 
Ealing, Kingston, Lambeth, Lewisham, Redbridge, 
Southwark, Sutton and Westminster. Full results 
by borough are available from Age UK London.

The following Older People’s Forums took 
part in the surveys:

• Barking and Dagenham Forum for the Elderly

• Barnet 55+ Forum

• Croydon Older Peoples Network

• Redbridge Pensioners Forum 

• Lewisham Pensioners Forum

• Sutton Seniors Forum

• Westminster Senior Citizens Forum

Sutton Seniors Forum carried out a survey of bus 
driving standards in 2009-10, which inspired the 
further work carried out leading to this report.

Age UK London received valuable volunteer support 
from staff at Hill & Knowlton in gathering survey data 
for this report. Hill & Knowlton’s volunteer teams were 
based at local Age UKs across London.

Conclusion


