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Passenger transport in Great Britain

Statistics of passenger transport and travel by road, 
rail and air have appeared in various publications of 
the Ministry of Transport and other government 
departments for a number of years but, apart from the 
summaries which are given in the Monthly Digest o f 
Statistics and the Annual Abstract o f Statistics, until 
the recent booklet(i) was issued by the Ministry of 
Transport no previous attempt had been made to bring 
together the detailed information concerning passenger 
transport in this country. A comprehensive series of 
statistics on transport and travel over the last ten 
years is now available in the new publication which 
also contains detailed information for each mode of 
transport—rail, public service road vehicles, private 
road vehicles and domestic air.

In these statistics, passenger movements are measured 
in terms of the number of journeys undertaken and the 
passenger miles performed by the various means of 
transport. Since the estimates of passenger mileage 
have recently been revised, one of the purposes of this 
article is to describe the methods now used to estimate 
passenger mileage by road and rail; this is done in 
Part I. In Part II the trends in passenger transport 
revealed by the statistics are examined. Part III contains 
a summary of the changes which have occurred in the 
structure of public transport in the last ten years and 
includes an account of its position in 1962, the year 
before the report on The Reshaping o f  British Railways 
appeared. Part IV of the article considers the contri
bution of public service road passenger operation to 
the national economy.

1. THE ESTIMATION OF PASSENGER MILEAGE BY ROAD AND
RAIL 1952-1962 

Private road transport
Previous estimates of passenger mileage by private 

transport have used the information concerning vehicle 
mileages obtained from traffic counts and have assumed 
a constant average occupancy of IJ  persons (including 
the driver) per car and 1  ̂ persons per motor cycle. 
The survey of motoring undertaken in October 1961(2) 
showed, however, that the estimate of car occupancy 
had been considerably understated; in October 1961 
the average occupancy over the whole week was 
1*93 persons with the following occupancy rates for 
different days of the week and different journey 
purposes.

Car occupancy rotes October 1961
Monday-Friday.................... ... 1-69
Saturday .................... ... 2 27
Sunday ............................. ... 2-63
Journey to w ork ........... ... 1-54
Journeys in course of work ... ... 1 35
Other journeys ........... ... 2-39

(’) Possenger Tronsport in Great Rritain, 1962 (H.M.S.O.).
(*) The preliminary results of this Survey were described in 

an article ‘Motor car ownership and use’ in the June i963 
issue of Economic Trends.

Revised estimates of passenger mileage could best 
be made by combining these occupancy rates with 
detailed figures of the vehicle mileages run by motor 
cars, analysed by day of week and type o f  journey, 
in each month of each year. The present system of 
continuous automatic traffic counts at selected points 
on the road system, supplemented by periodic manual 
counts at those points, provide data on vehicle mileages 
by day of week, month and year from 1958 onwards; 
the less comprehensive traffic counts which occurred 
before 1958 provide some information for earlier years, 
but previous to October 1961 no data are available 
concerning mileage by journey purpose.

In the absence of data on journey purpose, the 
traffic data analysed by day of week were examined 
to see firstly how far the distribution of traffic between 
weekdays and weekends in October may be taken as 
typical of the annual distribution, and secondly, how 
far the distribution of traffic between weekdays and 
weekends has changed over the last ten years.

The weekday/weekend pattern in October was 
examined for two years, 1958 and 1962, and found to 
be close to the annual pattern. There was also found 
to be little change in pattern between the two years. 
For the years before 1958, the information is very 
sketchy but some evidence was found of a slow rise 
in the proportion of the week’s mileage that was 
run at the weekend. The rise was more marked for 
Sunday than for Saturday, and is consistent with the 
belief that the amount of private motoring grew far 
more rapidly than business motoring after the ending 
of petrol rationing which particularly restricted private 
motoring.

It is not possible to use the traffic data to give any 
measure of variations in vehicle mileage by journey 
purpose either in the course of a year, or between one 
year and another, and it is possible to consider only 
in a general way how this may have changed over the 
ten years and how it may have affected vehicle occupancy.

For Saturday and Sunday traffic, it is reasonable to 
assume a broadly similar pattern of usage and therefore 
of occupancy to that found in October 1961. This 
ignores, for example, the likelihood that the spread 
of the five-day week has reduced the proportion of 
journeys to work on a Saturday, but the effect of this 
and other factors upon the week’s total passenger 
mileage is not very great.

For weekday traffic, it has been assumed that, for 
each of the three main purposes of journey (to work, 
in course of employment, other), the average occupancy 
has remained unchanged throughout the period. 
Furthermore, in view of the stability in the daily pattern 
since 1958, it has been assumed that the proportion 
of weekday mileage accounted for by each of these 
three types of journey has been more or less static 
over the period 1958 to 1962. For earlier years, however, 
a distribution which gives a much greater weight to
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journeys in the course of employment on weekdays 
has been assumed.

The results of these assumptions is to show a small 
increase in average annual vehicle occupancy from 
1952 to 1958 but a constant average from 1958 to 1962. 
Thus, when deriving the present estimates of passenger 
mileage by combining occupancy rates with the vehicle 
mileage shown by the traffic counts, a uniform rise in 
the average car occupancy rate between 1952 and 1958 
has been used, but the rate for the period 1958 to 
1962 is the same as that shown by the first results of 
the 1961 motoring survey, i.e. 1-93 persons. As in the 
previous series, motor-cycles and other two-wheeled 
motor vehicles have been assumed to carry, on average, 
U  persons throughout the period.

When the results of all four quarterly motoring 
surveys are available this calculation will be re-examined, 
but the comparison of the October 1961 distribution 
of traffic over weekdays and weekends with the annual 
pattern suggests that any amendment resulting from 
this change will be small. It is most likely to affect 
the level of each year’s figures by an equal amount, 
not the change over the period.

Public service vehicles
Statistics of passenger journeys are collected annually 

by the Ministry of Transport from operators of buses, 
coaches, trams and trolley-buses. The information is 
comparatively easy for operators to compile and the 
most common method is to base the number of passenger 
journeys on the number of tickets issued, although 
some operators may have to make allowances for more 
than one ticket issued for a single journey. This com
plication arises when the fare paid is outside the 
range of the ticket machines in use, and in the case of 
the London Transport Board for example, their 
allowance is based upon the results of periodic sample 
surveys carried out on the vehicles to show the pro
portion of passengers issued with more than one 
ticket.

A return ticket or a ticket for a round trip (out and 
home) is reckoned as two passenger journeys, a weekly 
ticket as twelve journeys and a monthly ticket as 
fifty journeys. Children are counted as full passengers. 
Where tickets are not issued to passengers, for example 
on contract work or private hire, operators are asked 
to state the number of passengers carried, counting 
a return or circular journey as two passengers.

Statistics of passenger mileage are not collected in 
the Ministry’s annual inquiry and only two operators 
compile and publish estimates of their passenger 
mileage; these are the nationalised undertakings, 
namely the London Transport Board and the Transport 
Holding Company (which now controls the former 
British Transport Commission’s Provincial and Scot
tish services).

The Transport Holding Company bases its estimate 
on a method which entails calculating the receipts 
obtained on each different category of ticket (child or
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adult, on single or return journeys, on stage services, 
express services, etc.) and then dividing the total 
receipts in each category by an estimated average 
charge per mile for that category.

The method employed by the London Transport 
Board is also based on receipts. A ‘miles per £ of 
receipts’ factor is compiled for each level of fares. 
Each factor is then weighted to allow for the differing 
volume of traffic at each fare level, and a single weighted 
miles per £ factor is derived covering all fare levels. 
The weights used are based on periodic analyses of 
tickets sold at each level of fares. This calculation is 
made for adult and child passengers separately and 
when the two overall factors are combined an allowance 
is made for the different volumes of child and adult 
passengers. The final, all passengers, miles per £ factor 
when multiplied by total receipts in any given period 
gives the estimated passenger mileage.

Thus, passenger mileage figures are available for the 
London area and also for the area served by the 
Transport Holding Company, which is a mixture of 
the rural and smaller urban areas. Since numbers of 
passengers carried by these two operators are also 
known, if the passenger mileage of each operator is 
divided by the number of passengers each of the 
operators carried, an estimate of the average length of 
journey in the London area and also in the provincial 
areas is obtained.

The statistics of passenger journeys collected for the 
country as a whole are then divided into two groups, 
one group including the main urban areas, the second 
group comprising the rest of the country. By multiplying 
the total for the first group by the figure of average 
length of journey in the London area, an estimate of 
total passenger mileage in Britain’s main urban areas 
is obtained; a similar calculation of provincial journey 
length multiplied by the total passenger journeys in 
the second group gives an estimate of passenger mileage 
for the remainder of the countiy. The two figures 
combined give the national estimate of passenger 
mileage by public road passenger transport.

Rail
On British Railways and on London Transport 

Railways, ‘season ticket’ passenger miles are obtained 
by multiplying journeys by an average distance per 
journey. Other passenger miles are obtained by dividing 
the receipts from each of a number of fare categories 
of tickets by the appropriate average receipt per 
passenger mile. The average distance per season ticket 
journey and the average receipt per passenger mile 
for other fare categories are derived from periodic 
tests.

II. TRENDS IN PASSENGER TRANSPORT 1952-1962 
The estimates of passenger mileage, together with 

other information given in the Ministry of Transport s 
new publication, show that the most striking feature 
of passenger transport in the years 1952-1962 is its
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growth. It is estimated that transport and travel has 
increased by more than half in the last ten years, from 
about 110 thousand million passenger miles in 1952 to 
170 thousand million in 1962. This large increase in a 
comparatively short period is all the more remarkable 
when compared with the growth of transport and 
travel at previous times from 1840, the start of the 
railway era.

It is estimated that before the advent of the road 
motor vehicle at the turn of the century, passenger 
movement in this country had probably reached only 
about 20 thousand million miles per annum. Then, 
from about 1905 onwards, with the growth of road 
transport by public and private vehicles, it grew rapidly 
to reach about 75 thousand million passenger miles 
in J930. During the depression years of the thirties, 
the war years 1939-45 and the years immediately after 
the war when private motoring was restricted, passenger 
transport was rising only moderately and in 1949 it 
totalled just over 100 thousand million passenger miles. 
During 1950 restrictions on private motoring were 
lifted and there was an immediate rise in total transport 
and travel; the average rate of increase in the early 
fifties was about 4 per cent, per annum. This growth 
was maintained until 1957, when private motoring was 
restricted at the time of Suez, only to resume at a 
slightly faster rate for the period 1958-62.

The detailed figures for the years 1952-62 are re
produced in Table 1 and the trend in passenger mileages 
from 1840 onwards is shown by the accompanying 
graph. The figures for the years before 1938 are very 
rough estimates based on statistics of passenger 
journeys by rail, using estimates for average length of 
journey, and on numbers of motor vehicles in use, 
using estimates for annual vehicle mileage and average 
occupancy rate.

As Table I shows, the main increase in passenger 
transport in recent years has been in private transport. 
Numbers of motor-cars in use and the vehicle mileages 
performed have increased more than H  times since 
1952. Moreover, it is estimated that as ownership 
widened (more household cars and relatively fewer 
business cars), the average number of passengers 
carried per journey increased, so that passenger mileage 
performed in cars has very nearly trebled in the last 
ten years. Numbers of motor-cycles in use have also 
increased; there were twice as many in 1962 as in 
1952, but the growth of cycle ownership seems to 
have slackened off in the last few years and the number 
in use showed a small drop between 1961 and 1962.

The growth of travel by car and motor-cycle has 
brought a marked change in the share of private 
compared with public transport. In 1952 private 
transport accounted for only a third of all passenger 
movements in this country; by 1958, the shares of 
public and private transport were about equal, and in 
1962 private transport accounted for over 60 per cent, 
of all passenger transport.

With rising incomes, increased leisure and ending

of petrol rationing, the desire for travel was bound to 
increase in the fifties. Had private transport not been 
available, public transport would have benefited rather 
more than it has from this growth, but it is unlikely 
that passenger transport would have increased to the 
extent it has without the motor-car. The growth of car 
and motor-cycle ownership has generated demands 
for transport and travel which would probably not 
have arisen in the absence of private means of trans
port. Despite the very large increase in passenger 
mileages by car and motor-cycle, however, until 1962 
the railways were carrying as many passengers as in 
1952, and although transport by public service road 
vehicles has fallen by 15 per cent, most of this decline 
has been on stage services in the main urban areas 
(probably at off-peak times). Other bus services such 
as express services and contract work have shown a 
substantial increase in numbers of passengers carried.

Costs and prices
Since public transport is essentially a service industry 

it is perhaps not surprising that labour costs are the 
largest single item of its costs. It is estimated that 
labour costs were 61 per cent, of total railway working 
expenses (depreciation included) in 1962, and the 
detailed information available concerning expenditure 
by the larger operators of public service vehicles 
shows that salaries and wages and national insurance 
contributions formed 67 per cent, of their total current 
expenditure.

The high proportion of wages and salaries in total 
costs makes both rail and public road transport fares 
particularly sensitive to increases in wage rates which 
are not offset by increased productivity. As the graphs 
show, average wage rates on the railways have risen by 
about 69 per cent, in the last ten years and the increase 
in the wage rates of drivers and conductors employed 
by the larger bus operators has been 63 per cent. The 
rise in fares is almost of the same order, rail fares 
have risen by 67 per cent, and stage service bus fares 
by about 55 per cent.

By comparison, the running costs of cars and motor
cycles have increased by only 16 per cent, since 1952 
and, following the purchase tax reduction, prices of 
new and secondhand cars were actually lower in 1962 
than in 1952.

It is not suggested that the changes in relative prices 
are a major cause of the decline in the share of public 
transport in total transport, but fare increases may cause 
a certain amount of consumer resistance, especially 
when they are increasing at a much faster rate than 
many of the other items of consumer expenditure. In 
the case of public road transport, it is estimated that 
fare increases on express services, contract work and 
excursions and tours (where wages are probably a 
much smaller part of total costs) have been much 
less than the 55 per cent, increase recorded for stage 
services, and express and contract work has grown 
and tour services have shown stability over the last ten
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III. P U B L IC  T R A N SPO R T

As the share of public transport in total passenger 
transport has declined, changes have occurred in its 
structure. The railways closed 1,670 passenger stations 
between 1952 and 1962 and reduced the nunlber of 
passenger carriages and seating capacity by a fifth. 
Route mileage open to passenger traffic has declined 
by 1,770 miles since 1956, the earliest date for which 
the information is available. More than half the 
decline in route mileage has occurred in the Western 
Region alone.

Public road transport, on the other hand, has not 
contracted significantly in the last ten years except

perhaps in particular areas, notably London. The 
number of public service vehicles in Great Britain in 
1962 was only 6 per cent, fewer than in 1952, and 
because of the trend to larger vehicles total seating 
capacity was unchanged. The number of operators 
has increased slightly.
The position in 1962

In 1962 the railways had nearly 4,600 stations and 
just over 13,000 route miles open to passenger traffic. 
The number of passenger carriages was 38,000, with 
an estimated capacity of just over 2 million seats; 
train miles run in passenger service totalled 254 million. 
On the roads, there were some 78,000 vehicles on public 
service licence with an estimated capacity of 3 • 8 million 
seats. The vehicle mileage run in service was nearly 
2,400 million.

Railway fares and average wage ra tes 1952*1962
Great Britain

Index 1953 =  100

170

-  ISO

i60 - 160

-  ISO

140
Average wage rates y

120

110

Fares

-  SO
100 k -

90

0

- 140

170

!»«

130

120

no

100
\ t  • 

♦

90

1952 1952 1953 1954 [955 1956 i957 1958 1959 i960 1961 1962

163

rc n

y

. 1
_ .

1
f  *

V

' ■ m r i  .rvf-
'  J

i ' « • %



‘̂X
i 't

Ilf.

I fs
:s.\

V

kYl

Bus and coach fares(^) and average wage rates 1952-1962
G reat Britain  

Index 1953 =  1C

( ') Stage services only.

The number of passengers carried by rail totalled 
If  thousand million, although this includes some 
double counting of passengers travelling on through 
journeys between British Railways and London 
Transport Railways. Total receipts from passenger 
transport were £191 million. The average length of a 
journey on British Railways was just under 20 miles 
and on London Transport Railways about miles.

Passenger journeys by public road transport totalled 
13 thousand million, of which 7f thousand million 
occurred on stage services in the main urban areas 
(London Transport’s central buses and the stage 
services operated by the municipal undertakings) and 
5 thousand million on stage services in other areas; 
the remaining 500 million journeys were on express 
services, contract work and excursions. Total receipts 
from road passenger carrying were £341 million. The 
estimated average length of a bus journey on stage 
service outside the main urban areas was 4 to 5 miles; 
in London it was just over 2 miles.

Public service vehicle operators are relatively 
numerous. There were over 5,1(X) operators in 1962, 
but 3,750 had fleets of not more than 5 vehicles and 
altogether they accounted for only 10 per cent, of 
all vehicles. At the other end of the scale the British 
Transport Commission (including London Transport) 
operated 29 per cent, of all vehicles, and there were 74 
other operators with fleets of over 100 vehicles who 
together accounted for a further 37 per cent, of all 
vehicles. Thus, two-thirds of the total number of 
vehicles on public service licences in 1962 were run 
by 75 operators. And there is even greater concentration 
in the provision of stage services; the 75 large operators 
carried nearly 90 per cent, of all passengers travelling 
on stage services in 1962.

IV. CONTRIBUTION OF PUBLIC SERVICE ROAD PASSENGER
OPERATION TO THE NATIONAL ECONOMY

About 270 thousand people are employed in road 
passenger transport (including taxis and car-hire).

IM

CO

=  Mk

V -

*  fc

incooi' 
iog to 
and £i 
the fu 
transp

loth(
Thi

whicl
1961,
from

A . I



 ̂n

t

JC
•noNAL

pw <GEÎ
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representing a little over 1 per cent, of the total 
employed labour force. This compares with about 
230 thousand employed in road haulage contracting 
and about 440 thousand employed on the railways. 
In all, about 7 per cent, of the employed labour force 
works in the transport and communication industry 
(these figures exclude people employed in the transport 
departments of firms engaged in other activities).

A more precise estimate of the contribution of public 
service road passenger operation to the gross domestic 
product can be obtained from the detailed financial 
returns submitted annually to the Ministry of Transport 
by the larger operators of public service road vehicles, 
the returns giving details of operations of large and 
small operators, and supplementary information 
gathered from various other sources such as the 
annual reports of the British Transport Commission 
and Local Authority Transport Undertakings. These 
provide the basis for an estimate of the net output of 
public service vehicle operation. ‘Net output’ or ‘value 
added’, is the term used in national income accounting 
to measure the contribution which a particular industry 
makes to total national output. It is computed by 
deducting from the total value of output of an industry 
(gross output) the contributions which other industries 
make to the production of that output.

Thus, as Table 2 shows, the gross output of public 
service road transport in 1961 was valued at £334 
million. It consisted of £330 million receipts from 
passenger carrying and £4 million from sundry sources, 
mainly advertising. In the process of earning this 
income, however, it is estimated that purchases amount
ing to £82 million were made from other industries 
and £6 million were paid in indirect taxes (excluding 
the fuel tax). The net output of public service road 
transport in 1961 was, therefore, £246 million (£334 
— £88 million); this is valued at factor cost and includes 
depreciation. In percentage terms, the contribution 
to the gross domestic product was 1 per cent.

The largest single purchase made by public service 
operators was £42 million for fuel and oils from the 
petroleum industry; this amount includes fuel tax 
which it is estimated totalled about £25 million in 
1961. On investment account, purchase of vehicles 
from the motor vehicle industry totalled £21 million.

/4 .

Public service vehicle operation 1961
TA BLE 2  ̂million

Sales to other industries and to final buyers
Receipts from passenger c a r ry in g ..................................
O ther income . . .  . . .  . . .  . . .  . . .

Gross output ................................................................................

330
4

334

Purchases
From other industries:

Petroleum .................................. 42(')
Rubber .................................. ••• *«> 7
Electricity .................................. ••• ••• ••• 4
insurance . ••• >«> 2
O ther industries ••• ••• 27

82

Indirect taxes:
Local authority rates ••• 3
Motor vehicle licences «•« 2
P.S.V. road service and other licences ................... 1

6

Total p u rch a se s .................................. ••• ••• ••• 88

N et output (gross output /ess purchases) ................... 246
of which:
Income payments:

Salaries and wages(^) ••• 201
Other (net profit, interest, etc.) 24

Depreciation ##• ##9 21

Capital expenditure

Motor vehicles ••• 21
C o nstructio n .................................. • #•# ### 5

ther . . .  . . .  . . .  . . . ••• *t# 1

otal . . .  . . .  . . .  . . . ••• ••• 27

(')  O f which about £25 million represents hydrocarbon oils tax. 
(*) Including employers’ contributions to national insurance 

and heaith, and to superannuation schemes.

In addition, there were probably some purchases ot 
spare parts (items of current expenditure) from the 
vehicle industry, but it has not been possible to estimate 
these separately and they have been included with 
purchases from ‘other’ industries in Table 2. These 
‘other’ industries probably consist mainly of those 
industries associated with motor manufacture and the 
motor repairing and garage service trades.

Ministry o f Transport
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