Summary of West Dart Bus progress

315 July 2025

This document summarises significant progress in the last few weeks regarding the school bus
contract, the IDCTA AGM on 29" July, a South Hams Community Transport Round Table on 30"
July, and next steps.

1. School Bus Contract

After a delay of several months we (IDCTA) terminated the old contract for the Blackawton
School Bus service. This triggered a request for tenders. We retendered by the deadline on 24™
July at a significant higher price of £41,188.44 per annum, compared with about £24k per
annum on the previous contract. We heard on Friday 25" July that our tender had been
accepted in full. The new tender price includes realistic depreciation costs on the bus (£9k per
annum), funds to keep both a new and the old bus running, our school bus driver’s wages and a
proportion of IDCTA admin and expenses. Thanks to Karen Rose at DCC for guiding us through
the process and to Alex Thom for doing the costings and submitting the tender on time.

This is clearly excellent news and puts the West Dart Bus component of IDCTA on a firm
financial footing. However, the School Bus contract comes with significant responsibilities and
penalties if we fail to deliver. It does notinclude funds to purchase a new bus and this clearly is
needed to deliver a reliable service. We are also dependent on Gwen, our superb school bus
driver, always being available.

Once we have a new bus the old bus will provide resilience in case of breakdown. Bob-the-Bus
used to be able to provide a spare at short notice, basically they were keeping our previous very
old West Dart Bus, nicknamed Old Smokey, on the road but they have had to pension her off.
We are exploring having access to a spare bus from Newton Abbott CTA (see below) or from
IDCTA itself.

Currently Alex and Claudia Benzies have the requisite training and DBS clearance to provide the
school bus service but we do need someone else trained up and able to step up in emergencies.

2. IDCTA AGM - 29" July

Many thanks to all who came along on the 29" to the IDCTA AGM in lvybridge (Claudia, Peter,
Liz, Gwen and myself). It was a long way to go but important to have the WDB strongly
represented. The AGM was well attended, partly as it included a farewell presentation to Dawn,
one of the longstanding administrators at IDCTA. Overall IDCTA made a small surplus last year,
largely due to external fund raising. The new fund raiser, Carey, only started in March but already
has had success with a small Lottery grant (£30k) which provides stability for the next 12
months. Passengers on the buses have plateaued after a modest increase since post COVID,
but still below pre-CQOVID levels. The WDB passenger numbers have continued a modest rise
and overall the WDB made a modest surplus without allowing for funds raised by the fundraiser
or grants from DCC and SHDC. This small surplus did not include a contribution to
depreciation. We have been relatively lucky with repair costs and large expenses are likely on an
old bus. The Reserves Policy was updated in line with Charity Commission guidelines and IDCTA



now includes adequate reserves to close down (redundancies etc) in case we have to. This is
unlikely. We also have £50k in reserves that can be used towards matching funding etc for a new
bus.

3. South Hams Community Transport Round Table — 30" July

| was invited to this meeting to speak for WDB and 3 other members of the IDCTA attended. The
meeting was very well attended and interesting. All the CTAs that cover South Hams were
present, plus Newton Abbott CTA, representatives from SHDC, DCC, the national Community
Transport Association and several other organisations with an interest in CTAs. The style was
workshop/World Café with lengthy discussions on challenges and potential ways forward. | was
struck by how cooperative everyone was, eager to help each other out with advice/expertise
(technical/HR/Regulatory/financial) good practice/spare buses etc etc. Lots of useful contacts
made.

John Mckay confirmed that SHDC will cease to exist in May 2027, with a 12 month transition to
whatever replaces it. He also stated that SHDC is looking to distribute its surplus back to the
community before that date. There may well be opportunities for community transport
initiatives.

The starting point was the result of the surveys of Community Transport undertaken by the now
defunct South Hams Community Action. These covered Brixton, Ermington, Ivybridge,
Ugborough, Wembury and Yealmpton, all to the West of us but including similar rural
communities. A theme going through each report was how much some individuals without
regular bus services depended on community transport. For some it really is the only social
contact they have, which was quite an eye opener. Overall the rural communities were seeing
fewer passengers post COVID but those CTAs providing town services (Bob-the-Bus in Totnes
and Newton Abbott CTA) were seeing a steady increase and some of their services were now
running full in peak times. The towns don’t need any more advertising of services but the rural
services need to improve visibility. Various issues were discussed. Some key points:

a. putting pressure on hospital outpatients and local clinics to group appointments around
geographic areas to help transport (note: there is a big campaign from NHS to reduce
no-shows but studies have shown a large proportion in rural areas are due to transport
difficulties).

b. accessibility (wheel chair access) is important to extend clientele;

share successful strategies;

d. use social media effectively, the target may not be the passengers but their families and
carers;

e. importance of training drivers in safeguarding and signposting help where
needed/identified (eg dementia in elderly and school kids with social issues etc);

f. work harder to overcome the perception that you have to be old to use the bus;

g. opportunities to provide transport for teenagers and young adults who do not have
access to a car for activities/social events;

h. one CTA has a “blokes on buses” project for events/activities us boys want to go to;

i. providing sense of security that transport will continue to be provided as ability to have
access to a car is threatened (note: pressure to enforce fitness to drive tests on elderly
drivers likely to increase number dependent on CTA services);

j. using buses to deliver some goods, eg local produce (for the Red Lion perhaps?);
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k. links with other CTAs. Interesting discussions with Coleridge CTA, our neigbours, who
have years of experience providing services from small villages and hamlets in to
Kingsbridge; Newton Abbott regarding borrowing a bus in the short term if needed for the
school bus run (now confirmed by email 1/8/2025);

l.  more joined up timetabling with trains and commercial bus operators, needs reliability
(for example should we provide a service to the Sportsman’s from Dittisham, or
Woodlands from Blackawton?);

m. D1 reinstated on younger drivers licenses (to make recruitment and training easier and
cheaper) and/or relax the D1 classification to enable anyone to drive 16 seater
minibuses (this might come in anyway for EV 16 seater minibuses).

| have all the contact details of attendees and more detailed summaries will be distributed in
due course.

We should consider using some of the questionnaire from South Hams Community Action to
inform our questionnaire for the Dittisham Neighbourhood Plan regarding transport.

4. Next steps

We need urgently to start fund raising for a new bus. Alex and | will be meeting with Carey
shortly. We need to form a small group (drivers, plus Alex, Gwen, Nik Green from DPC?) to:

a. Specify what the new bus should be in terms of nhumber of seats/door
configuration/wheel chair access options/conventional vs electric (there were very
strong views for and against expressed at the SH meeting, but also some experience to
share);

b. Appraise whatis on the market and availability of conversion and servicing expertise;
Plan fund raising (amount and target date) with Carey, IDCTA Fundraiser. Which
organisations can we approach? Organise events that can also act to advertise the WDB
resource. Jackie K has offered to help —thank you Jackie.

d. Develop stronger links with potential partners such as Dartmouth Caring, local care and
nursing homes, Dartmouth Youth Club, Dartmouth Medical Centre as we develop fund
raising.

Dave Hawkes
Dittisham Parish Councillor

IDCTA Director and Trustee (representing WDB)



