
uring the early phases of the  
Covid-19 pandemic, a favourite 
political phrase was ‘following  

the science’, but what does that  
really mean? 

Transport Secretary Grant Shapps said: 
‘There is overwhelming scientific evidence 
that we need to take action . . . The faster 
we act, the greater the [economic] 
benefits’.1  

Science is about evidence, historic trends 
and experimental results, and using them 
to develop and test hypotheses or models. 
It is not about right answers. In the early 
days of the pandemic in the UK, herd 
immunity was believed to be what the 
science was suggesting, but because there 
was no largescale testing in the UK, 
evidence was insufficient to support that 
hypothesis and thus came the lockdown 
and social distancing. A different scientific 
hypothesis was being followed. 

Covid-19 is believed to be spread primarily 
through airborne droplets exhaled when  
a person coughs, sneezes or talks. Simple 
physics suggests those droplets will 
disperse in cones, complex cones 
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admittedly, as both the mouth and nose 
can be emitters, but essentially dissipating 
forward of the person. The further away 
other people are the lower the likelihood 
that droplets will reach them, most 
settling on the ground or other surfaces in 
the footprint of the cone. Droplets do not 
go sideways, so the model suggests 
people alongside each other will be safer.  

On almost all buses and many trains 
people sit behind each other, all facing in 
the same direction, so the majority of 
droplets will either pass them by or settle 
less dangerously on their backs or the seat 
backs. The risk of infection is far lower, so 
this sort of risk model enabled the 
relaxation of social distancing on public 
transport. The safe capacity of many buses 
rose from below 20% to close to 50%. 
Although scientific modelling of face 
coverings is still inconclusive, observed 
behaviour and lower infection rates in 
Asian communities routinely using face 
coverings contributed to mandating them 
in enclosed spaces in the UK. 

Undoubtedly, the greatest problems facing 
humanity today are global warming and 
the adverse effects of human activity on 
health and biodiversity. So far as transport, 
and especially buses and coaches, are 
concerned, we can identify climate 
change and air quality as areas in which 
we must follow the science. Indeed, we 
should have done so many years ago.2  

Some may remember the surprising 
positivity of Michael Howard, Conservative 
Secretary of State for the Environment, 
launching the Local Government 
Association’s Policy Statement on 
Sustainability in Local Government in 
1993. As a contributor to that work, I 
identified that, given rapidly improving 
engine technology, the emissions targets 
set by government should be easily 
achieved. Wrong! Engine technologies did 
improve and petrol consumption per 
weight of cars reduced, but, the ‘Chelsea 
tractor’ and its cheaper cousins arrived, 
dissipating all the potential environmental 
gains with bigger, far heavier, thirstier 
vehicles. The latest government target is 
to be carbon net zero by 2050. CILT policy 
groups are working hard to plot the route 
to that. Meanwhile, more locally, clean air 
zones are being set up to deal with other 
harmful emissions. Logically, carbon 
emissions and other pollutants must be 
dealt with through a balanced set of policy 
initiatives based on well-established 
science. 

Let us turn to buses and coaches. Even 
after Covid-19 is controlled, the UK 
government’s disastrous messaging – ‘Use 
your car in preference to public transport’ 
– has destroyed the scenario that the UK 

might emerge from lockdown with more 
efficient services moving on less 
congested roads.3 Traffic levels are now 
higher than pre-lockdown in many places. 
Continued government subsidy will 
consequently be needed until commercial 
markets recover. Meanwhile the 
consensus amongst scientists looking at 
transport, planning and sustainability is to 
push active travel and bus services. Our 
models are good and the barriers will not 
be technology, but the wills of politicians 
and business leaders. 

We can learn some lessons from the 
pandemic. One is that there are other 
coronaviruses, probably including some 
not yet identified. Several Asian countries 
have already experienced SARS, MERS and 
Covid-19. Should we, then, design vehicles 
to cope, with drivers’ compartments to 
protect staff from airborne transmission 
and passenger seat rows at least 1m apart, 
as advised by the World Health 
Organization? Standing passengers should 
be a no-no, presenting new problems for 
peak services on road and rail. We must 
also look to scientific research on the 
planning of towns and cities and the 
behaviour of urban and rural residents to 
reduce demand for travel. A good example 
of behavioural science in action is 
Transport Focus’s Travel during Covid-19 
Tracking research, based on weekly surveys.4 

The bus and coach industry has been 
following the science for many years; the 
use of low and zero-emission buses, 

cashless ticketing, real-time passenger 
information, intelligent scheduling 
systems and many more innovations 
emanating from its suppliers demonstrate 
this. Already local authorities and 
operators are working together to redefine 
networks and incorporate new models, 
such as Docklands Light Railway and 
mobility-as-a-service as the market 
rebuilds. In logistics the story is similar, 
with many pioneering applications of 
information technology and automation. 
Both sectors are actively embracing the 
development of low-emission and 
autonomous vehicles and will continue to 
foster highly beneficial relationships with 
science and technology partners. 

My thanks to Ben Colson, Martin Dean 

and other colleagues in the Bus & Coach 

Forum and Policy Group for many 

enlightening discussions. The credit is 

theirs; any faults in the model are mine.
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