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THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC has seen 
a colossal shift in mobility in a short space of 
time. At the Go-Ahead Group we recognise 
we need to innovate so that buses remain 

an integral and relevant part of our communities.
Over the past few years, we have been at the 

forefront of changes in the bus sector. We have 
made significant investments in cleaner engines, 
electric bus garages and even air filtering buses 
that clean particulate matter out of the air as they 
drive through cities.

We have continued to put the customer first 
and introduced contactless payment countrywide, 

as well as tap-on, tap-off services in Brighton and 
Oxford. Passengers do not have to worry about 
finding the exact, loose change in their pockets.

However, it is timetable and scheduling where 
we have really been at the forefront of innovation 
this year. It’s simply not enough to just provide 
a static bus timetable anymore. We knew we had 
to look for modern solutions to new requirements 
– including social distancing and fewer 
passenger numbers.

A double decker bus that can normally carry 
75 people is currently limited to 37 seats due 
to social distancing. 
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Katy Taylor, Commercial and Customer Director at the Go-Ahead Group, tells Intelligent Transport 
how the bus operator’s AI-based When2Travel tool is helping passengers get back to public 
transport, and how it is the perfect example of the bus sector’s ability to innovate.
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That’s why we have developed When2Travel, an AI 
tool that advises passengers on the quietest time to 
travel on our services and giving reassurance that they 
will always have a safe ride home. It is a standalone 
website and integrated into each bus company’s app. 
Critically, it’s a tool that learns; it doesn’t make guesses 
based on previous travel patterns – it’s learning from 
passenger journeys in real time.

Accelerating innovation
For the past three years Go-Ahead has fostered 
innovation in the bus sector through an annual 
10-week programme called the ‘Billion Journey 
Project’. This accelerator scheme supports small, 
new companies in developing their ideas by 
providing our data, knowledge and insights so they 
can flourish in the industry.

One of the companies in our 2019 programme 
was CitySwift, an Irish-based company that had 
created a data engine to optimise bus networks. 

Over the past year they worked with our planners 
in Go North East to optimise the efficiency of our 
bus timetables. 

The data that they collected over this period helped 
the engine to make iterative improvements and more 
accurate and precise predictions, allowing us to tailor 
our timetables to better react to passenger demand. 
While we had this data on hand from a transport 
planning perspective, it had never been for passenger 
use. This changed, of course, when the pandemic hit.

The challenges of COVID-19
When the UK Government announced a full 
lockdown in March 2020, we knew that transport 
habits would rapidly change. Previously full services 
were now operating at just one-tenth of the 

levels of the year before. We received welcome 
government support and kept timetables running 
at 50 per cent of normal levels. 

We had a responsibility to enable key workers to 
access hospitals, supermarkets and essential places 
of work. Timetables had to be amended to suit 
changing travel patterns. We noticed, for example, 
that peak hours of travel shifted to between 
6am-7am. There was a high correlation between 
hospital workers’ shift patterns and increased 
passenger numbers. Our bus companies therefore 
amended timetables and added extra services 
to safely support this demand. 

At the beginning of June, we then increased 
services to 80 per cent of normal levels to reflect 
the reopening of some businesses and schools. 
Customers told us that their priorities were cleanliness, 
social distancing and knowing they could get a seat 
on the bus home. We enhanced our cleaning 
regimes, routinely disinfect our buses, and introduced 
contactless only systems to limit cash handling.     

It’s simply not enough 
to just provide 
a static bus timetable 
anymore  
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KATY TAYLOR

Katy’s remit across 
Go-Ahead’s two rail and 

seven bus operating 
companies, including 

Go North East, Brighton 
& Hove, Southeastern 

and Thameslink, includes 
commercial, customer 
experience, corporate 

affairs and strategy.  
This includes leading 

culture change to focus 
on customers – from 
improving passenger 

information, customer 
service delivery from 

front line teams, 
digital enablement and 

improving retailing. 
Katy also leads the Future 

of Transport strategy 
at Go-Ahead, looking at 
Mobility-as-a-Service, 

demand-responsive 
transport and active 

travel initiatives.

Although our services were able to take more 
passengers while still facilitating social distancing, 
we wanted to find a way of making our data 
available to passengers so they could have 
the confidence in knowing that they can make 
a journey and find a seat on their return journey.

A new way to use our data
We tasked CitySwift with creating a platform 
where passengers could view live information on 
bus capacity and current schedules, built upon the 
data engine that we had been using internally. 
What’s more, we wanted this technology 
available across every single one of our regional 
bus companies – from Plymouth and Brighton 
to Manchester and Oxford.

Over five weeks, data scientists and software 
engineers from CitySwift worked day and night 
with our timetabling and commercial teams. 
Together, they collected terabytes and terabytes of 
information on passenger journeys to assess every 
single one of our routes and each bus that travelled it. 

This was achieved through analysing big data 
– including ticket transactions, timetable patterns and 
publicly available information, such as attractions 
in each local area and population densities. In each 
location, as more data went into the cloud, our 
predictions could become more and more accurate 
– iteratively learning the nuances of each community.

The technology continually tracks the location 
of the bus to build a picture of delays and 
congestion. This is significant as the car reigns 
supreme – car usage is already up to 75 per cent 
of pre-COVID levels. This results in congestion and 
slower journey times for buses, which older forms of 
data collection would struggle to quantify. 

One of the most critical parts of the technology 
was that we could use algorithms to accurately 
predict when people would disembark, which would 

then help the machine learning to predict how many 
seats the bus would have available at a future stop. 

In total we created 18 microsites. A passenger in 
Oxford or a customer in Brighton can use their local 
bus app, which will provide them with real-time data 
on how busy their bus is – both benefiting from and 
contributing to the same underlying data engine. 

It’s a fantastic achievement to have completed 
such a large scope of work in such a short period 
of time. It really indicates how innovative the bus 
sector can be and the intrinsic link between the 
future of buses and big data. 5,000 people a day 
are using the technology across the country. 

Putting passengers in control
Public messaging throughout the pandemic has 
been to avoid public transport unless necessary. 
This message could have long-term negative 
repercussions, leading to congestion, more air 
pollution and ultimately, poorer health for 
everyone. We’ve been calling for a change to the 
messaging, but we also know that innovation is 
critical in encouraging people to feel safe catching 
the bus again.

With enhanced cleaning regimes, mandatory 
face coverings and social distancing signage, 
the When2Travel app gives passengers a further 
layer of confidence. 

By providing this technology and information, 
passengers can plan their journeys with confidence 
or adjust their trips if they know the next bus will be 
too busy. The app helps give control to passengers 
with accurate information in real time. 

This is one of the most significant uses of big 
data we have seen in the bus sector to date. 
This type of artificial intelligence learning means 
that our app cannot go out of date: it is continually 
evolving and understanding travel patterns to 
adapt to each new normal.

Our buses are running and ready for passengers so 
that they can feel confident getting back on board. 

intelligenttransport.com22

 PASSENGER SAFETY


