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Foreword 

This is the publication of an implementation plan in response to the 
recommendations of the Triennial Review of the Traffic Commissioners published in 
March 2015.  The shorter term priorities focus on reducing average transaction times.  
Many of the recommendations are proposed to be implemented without legislation, 
but the response also identifies a package of legislative changes that would improve 
the service to industry.   
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Executive summary 

Introduction 
1 The Triennial Review of the Traffic Commissioners concluded that the current system 

worked well and had a wide level of industry support. 
2 The highest priorities for changes are where they can bring benefits to business, 

including through faster services and better transaction times.    In the short term the 
replacement of the computing systems used and changes to procedures will lead to a 
reduction in the target times for digital operator licensing transactions from an 
average of nine to seven weeks, where the applicant can satisfy the TC that they 
meet the necessary criteria.  

3 Over the longer term, there are opportunities to reshape the service offered.  More 
work is needed on what the benefits to be realised are and on developing possible 
legislation to enable some of the changes to be made. 

4 The Department has been working with the traffic commissioners, their offices and 
the Driver and Vehicle Standards Agency (DVSA) to implement some of the findings 
of the triennial review already.  In addition further changes not requiring amendments 
to regulations or legislation are planned for introduction in the near future and over 
the coming twelve months. 

5 A number of other recommendations would require changes to regulations or primary 
legislation.   In some cases progress towards the recommendations may be made 
without legal changes, but where legal changes are needed these are unlikely to be 
in place until 2018 at the earliest.  So, as suggested above a targeted package of 
potential legal changes has been identified.      

6 This note also considers the recommendations where no further action is needed to 
implement them or the Department has considered the recommendations should not 
be progressed further or are inappropriate. 

7 The review included 22 recommendations; numbers (i) to (iv) being tabled by the 
Department at an early stage and numbers 1 to 18 being the recommendations of the 
consultants, informed by inputs from stakeholders. 
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1. Recommendations where 
implementation has started 

(i) For the traffic commissioner function to continue in its present form. 
1.1 This is a basis for the implementation plan, with the intention being to continue with 

the traffic commissioners both making decisions about operator licensing and fulfilling 
a tribunal function.   The position might have to be reviewed if there are changes in 
wider Government policies and approaches to non-departmental public bodies. 

1.2 The Department has considered whether separating the traffic commissioners’ 
operator licensing function from the tribunal role would be advantageous, with the 
authority to issue licences residing away from the traffic commissioners, for example 
in one of the motoring services agencies.   If the traffic commissioners became a 
tribunal only, this could focus their time on compliance matters and reduce 
transaction times.  However the Department considers there would be risks to quality 
control in dealing with the non-compliant, possible extra pressures on enforcement 
costs and more appeals (and hence higher costs). 

(ii) To work with the Senior Traffic Commissioner and individual 
commissioners in drafting guidance and aligning policy delivery. 

1.3 The traffic commissioners agreed a set of strategic objectives independent of the 
review in 2014.   The Senior Traffic Commissioner's statutory guidance and statutory 
directions (Statutory Documents) are regularly reviewed but the current process, 
which has just been completed has identified opportunities for the streamlining of 
processes within the existing legal framework. The new version of the Statutory 
Documents will go live on 1st January 2016.   Consistent with the objectives, a final 
bus punctuality Statutory Document was issued in March 2015 and a significantly 
revised vocational driver conduct Statutory Document will also go live on 1st January 
2016  

1.4 The changes to the other Statutory Documents were put out to targeted informal 
consultation with key stakeholders.  As indicated the main changes are designed to 
improve efficiency for the generally compliant through, amongst other things, 
improved guidance to staff and applicants,  the greater use of delegations to 
competent staff and the increased use of informal hearings as alternatives to full 
inquiries where appropriate.  This will allow for resources to be better focussed on 
the seriously and serially non-compliant.  

(iii) To work with DVSA, the Senior Traffic Commissioner and individual traffic 
commissioners in addressing areas of service to stakeholders, resources and 
expenditure. 

1.5 The priority for implementing this recommendation is to reduce transaction times for 
new operator licences, major variations, and continuations.  

1.6 The system for the office of the traffic commissioners’ (OTC) information technology 
(IT) dates back more than fifteen years’ old and is being replaced.   The IT 
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replacement whilst bringing benefits to the industry is also likely to impose a 
significant upward pressure on operator licensing fees.   The new system allows for a 
reduction in the transaction time for those applications for operator licence variations, 
new applications and renewals, where there are no significant complications (such as 
an inquiry being needed), from nine weeks to eight weeks on average.  Our aim is to 
enable further improvements to produce a greater improvement in transaction times.  

1.7 Some time is currently spent checking whether applications are complete.  This 
process will be partially automated and there will be more clarity about the time at 
which an application is considered to be complete by utilising staff to vet and 
proactively seek more accurate information that is required to speed up the decision 
process.  This directing of additional resource at an earlier stage in the process is 
expected to reduce the overall time for processing.   

1.8 From the beginning of 2016, the Department has asked the OTC staff to publish 
average times on a quarterly basis for how long operator licence transactions take, 
split between goods vehicles and public service vehicles and within those categories 
between applications requiring hearings or investigatory work outside the OTC. This 
data belongs to the traffic commissioners but it can be anticipated that they will 
consent to this publication. 

1.9 In reviewing the Statutory Documents the traffic commissioners have already 
identified the need to restrict the amount of resource diverted to chasing incomplete 
applications. These will include directions to empower staff to reject incomplete 
applications far sooner, normally after two unsuccessful requests.   

1.10 The intention is to reduce the average transaction time for operator licence 
variations, new applications and renewals by a further week to seven weeks on 
average, alongside the introduction of the new IT system during the first half of 2016 

1.11 In addition, the Department has asked the traffic commissioners to introduce a 
package of non-legislative changes by April 2016. The review of the Statutory 
Documents has already identified the following:  
• a more outcome based guidance, which allows for like for like replacements and 
transfers under TUPE should speed the process 
• a broader interpretation of individual transport managers’ time and duty allocation 
• that the use of certified business accounts will reduce the number and times when 
operators have to seek financial evidence from the banks in order to demonstrate the 
availability of finance. New processes and delegations will better equip staff to make 
speeder decisions; and  
• the greater use of delegations to allow for interim licences to be issued earlier, once 
the legal requirements are met, where there is a clear business need demonstrated 
and particularly where applicants have a good previous compliance record. 

1.12 The Department also ran a preliminary consultation about replacing paper operator 
licensing disks alongside the review.  There was a limited level of interest received 
for doing this.  The change raises issues associated with “margins” (extra numbers of 
goods vehicles on licences that can be used temporarily) and discs for PSV operator 
licences not being vehicle specific  Abolishing paper discs would entail a requirement 
to provide a database for enforcement agencies to verify if operators vehicles are 
registered.  Whilst producing paper discs represents a fairly small resource for the 
issuing authority there may be wider benefits to operators.   
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The Department will consider once the IT modernisation has been completed in 2016 
and has been in operation, what degree of time savings service users might obtain 
from paperless processes and how this might impact on unlawful operation of 
vehicles.   Any change would require amending regulations and would not be likely to 
be implemented before 2018. 

(iv) To work with the STC, DVSA and other sectors of the Department to 
improve the level of financial information. 

1.13 Work is in progress to support the implementation of the review, using better financial 
information. 
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2. Recommendations under consideration 
in the context of the planned Buses Bill 

Recommendation 6: Consideration should be given to the responsibility for bus 
registrations being passed from the OTC to another body or bodies. 

2.1 The future process for bus registration in England is being considered in the context 
of broader changes to bus services being brought forward in the Buses Bill.  A 
decision will be taken soon about what changes, if any, the Government intends to 
make. This function is devolved in Scotland and it is proposed for devolution in 
Wales.  

Recommendation 7: In respect of bus market regulation, it is appropriate for the 
traffic commissioners to remain consultees for statutory bus ticketing and bus 
partnership schemes on the basis that sanction for non-involvement by operators is 
through the licensing system. 

2.2 This recommendation proposes no change to the current position.  The Department 
is not proposing any changes, although it will consider in the context of the planned 
Buses Bill whether the proposals in that Bill would have any consequential effects on 
the status of traffic commissioners as consultees for statutory bus ticketing and 
partnership schemes. 

Recommendation 8: It is suggested that the requirement for a traffic commissioner 
to be involved in the adjudication of a Quality Contract Scheme be removed. Instead, 
it is recommended that the existing QCS panel be used to staff the decision making 
body and the Treasury Solicitor's Department appoint counsel to panel inquiry, with a 
possible recharge of the fees to the applicant authority. The traffic commissioner in 
the affected area should remain a statutory consultee and potential party to the panel 
examination. 

2.3 The Government will consider in the context of the Buses Bill whether any changes 
should be made to the QCS process, taking into account the recommendations of the 
triennial review and the lessons learned from the recent application from Nexus for 
Tyne and Wear. The Government intends to bring forward a new process to provide 
a more effective route to franchising for areas that reach devolution deals, and the 
Buses Bill will provide the powers for local transport authorities to franchise their local 
bus services subject to agreement from Government.  

Possible other measures  

Interim PSV Licence  
2.4 In addition the Department is considering introducing interim licences for passenger 

service vehicle operators.  This would place PSV operators on an equal footing with 
freight operators.  It would also allow for new operators to set up more quickly to 
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cover contracts or replace commercial services that current operators no longer wish 
to operate but are only required to give 56 days notices to cease operations.    

Fees 
2.5 The basis on which fees currently levied will be revised to reflect more closely actual 

costs as they vary between different types of transaction and size of operator and to 
recognise that consideration of new applicants requires considerable administrative 
resource.   It could include removing the five yearly renewal requirement and 
increasing fees for larger operators whilst reducing them for smaller ones.  

2.6 There is currently an imbalance between the passenger and haulage industries in 
terms of the contribution they make to the licensing system and the resources 
required to administer them.  Restructuring of fees will address that situation. 
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3. Recommendations where 
implementation is planned during the 
next 12 months without legal changes 

Recommendation 1: It is recommended that the Framework document, currently 
undated, should have statutory force to ensure clear demarcation exists. This would 
ensure that the question of independence ('Nolan Case'), is given formal recognition. 
A strong framework agreement and clear demarcation between the traffic 
commissioners and the DfT would negate the possibility that the Traffic 
Commissioner service would need to be moved elsewhere, for example to ministry of 
Justice control. 

3.1 The Department considers the traffic commissioners’ independence is clearly 
recognised in legislation, case law and operates effectively in practice.  The role of 
the Framework document at the moment is to add clarity about the boundaries and 
interactions between the Department, traffic commissioners and the DVSA.  It is a 
summary of the existing law and does not therefore require additional statutory force, 
provided that it is followed and is understood.  Inevitably this dictates the response to 
other more minor recommendations.     

3.2 The Department has asked the Senior Traffic Commissioner to arrange for the review 
of the current Framework document by the end of 2016. 

Recommendation 2:  The small scale of the traffic commissioner function may not 
warrant the establishment of a free-standing separate organisation, although this 
could be investigated. However, there would seem to be a case for commissioners to 
have greater influence over the direction of enforcement activity in their sphere of 
regulation. As such, a number of changes should be considered, listed below as 2a, 
2b & 2c. 
2a. Place OTC staff under the direct control of the relevant traffic commissioner, with 
administrative matters only dealt with by DVSA. The STC should issue guidance on 
the duties that commissioners could expect these staff to undertake 
2b. Traffic Commissioners should have at their disposal an agreed level of inspection 
resource for their deployment. This could be in the form of an agreed number of days 
of DVSA staff activity. Day to day management of these staff would be retained by 
DVSA, but their activity directed by the Commissioners. 
2c. The possible re-establishment of the role of Clerk to the Traffic Commissioner, 
being responsible to the commissioners for the deployment of OTC staff and 
management of case work. 

3.3 The Department agrees with the conclusion that the scale of the traffic commissioner 
function does not warrant the establishment of a free-standing organisation.   It has 
no plans to investigate this further although it does not rule out ever investigating it 
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the future, including if there are any wider plans for how small functional units within 
central Government are organised. 

3.4 The Department does not intend to place OTC staff under the direct management 
control of the relevant traffic commissioner.   Whilst it appreciates such a change 
would allow the commissioners more control on their supporting people, the 
Department considers there would be significant disadvantages.  These include the 
risk of distracting commissioners from their primary functions, a potential loss of 
perceived independence from DVSA and would be difficult to reconcile with the 
tribunal function.   There would also be significant work needed to effect the change 
related to staff terms and conditions and legal issues. 

3.5 The Department will continue to examine the co-ordination of inspection activity and 
commissioner priorities, including in the context of the service level agreement 
between the traffic commissioners and DVSA.    A formally agreed level of inspection 
resource for GB licences would constrain DVSA’s ability to plan across its business 
and would risk inflexibility and the perception of a lack of independence of traffic 
commissioners. 

3.6 The exact roles of people within the traffic commissioners’ offices are for the Service 
Levels agreed with DVSA.   The Department has no specific plans to mandate the re-
establishment of the Clerk to the Traffic Commissioner roles, but would not preclude 
that with the constraint of that not adding to the overall costs of the service. 

Recommendation 3:  The basis of traffic areas should change. The concept of a 
strong local traffic commissioner in each area should be retained, but with the 
granting of licences in each replaced by a single national licence. Some re-drawing of 
area boundaries would help in the spread of the workload. An establishment of a 
Midlands Traffic Area could cover East & West Midlands, including Derbyshire & 
Northamptonshire. The South East should include Buckinghamshire and former 
Berkshire authorities. Consideration should also be given to some further 
centralisation of OTC staff.  

3.7 The Department is planning to continue with local traffic commissioners based in 
areas to reflect regional characteristics for most licence applications.   Its response in 
relation to the possible single national licence and redrawing of area boundaries is 
covered under recommendation 4.    

3.8 The Traffic Commissioners, together with OTC will consider as part of business as 
usual whether there is the right degree of centralisation of functions and deployment 
of staff.   In doing so it will consider the advantages of centralisation and localism, 
related to resilience, efficiency and consistency.  It will also consider the effects on 
remote offices, their resilience and the motivation of the staff there.  It will also 
consider if there are any implications of regulatory changes related to the Welsh 
language. 

Recommendation 5: As part of the modernisation of services, consideration should 
be given to staff in the Central Licensing Office being given full responsibility to grant 
operator's licences. Only where decisions were challenged, would licence matters be 
referred to the commissioners. If such a move were to be adopted, the statutory 
guidance documents and scheme of delegation should clearly set out the criteria on 
which decisions on applications may be made. 

3.9 The Department’s response to recommendation i) earlier covers parts of this 
recommendation too.  From 1st January 2016 there will be wider delegations to OTC 
staff.  The revisions of Statutory Documents 8 and 10 in particular have been 
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consulted upon and the proposed changes are planned to be implemented by April 
2016. 

Recommendation 11:  It is recommended that the STC be given a formal leadership 
role with responsibility over traffic commissioners and deputy commissioners. 

3.10 Shortly before and overlapping with the review the traffic commissioners re-examined 
the role of the senior post beyond the specific role set out in legislation.  The 
Department has also clarified the role as set out in legislation. 

3.11 One of the STC’s key existing powers is to issue Statutory Guidance and to issue 
Statutory Directions.  A new Statutory Document has been issued for consultation 
setting out greater clarification of the current legal position in relation to the STC’s 
powers.  The document is due to be implemented on 1st January 2016. 

3.12 The Department will explore whether it can provide more clarity about the senior 
traffic commissioner’s role, going forward from when the current term of the current 
incumbent ends in June 2016.  The Department will consider further whether legal 
changes could be made to develop a managerial role and improved governance for 
the traffic commissioners.   Any changes are likely to require primary legislation, and 
therefore unlikely to come into effect before 2018, and would need to be consistent 
with the judicial functions.  

Recommendation 12: It is recommended that a new full time commissioner be 
appointed to cover the area of the STC. The STC should not be allocated to a 
specific area, but should be required to carry out a minimum level of tribunal activity 
each year. 

3.13 Most of the cases in the current STC’s area are undertaken by deputy 
commissioners, particularly one specific deputy.  The Department is considering 
whether to appoint an additional full time traffic commissioner, but will only do so if 
there is no increase forecast in overall costs (including those related to deputy traffic 
commissioners) or if there is a significant expansion in the workload of the 
commissioners. 

3.14 The Department will continue to work with the traffic commissioners about how work 
in the STC’s area is handled in the longer term including roles of observation, 
mentoring, ensuring consistency of approach and advice. 

Recommendation 13: It is recommended that the number of deputy commissioners 
be reduced, perhaps replaced by one or two new full time commissioners. For the 
remaining Deputies it is recommended that the contractual arrangements be similar, 
for example, to crown court recorders, who commit to a maximum number of sitting 
days per annum. 

3.15 The Department will consider changes to the number of deputy traffic commissioners, 
alongside the consideration of whether there should be an additional full time 
commissioner related to the STC’s home area.  A significant change in the number of 
deputy traffic commissioners would almost certainly require a reconsideration of their 
contractual arrangements and the impact on full-time traffic commissioners. 

3.16 The principle will be that overall changes to the numbers of commissioners and 
deputies will not increase overall costs, unless there are increased demands on the 
service, for example through more driver conduct cases due to policy changes.   

Recommendation 16: Linked to other recommended changes to licensing and 
structure of the service, it is recommended that the STC be given the data 
management responsibility for the Traffic Commissioner service as a whole. 
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3.17 The traffic commissioners are working to policies and procedures which meet the 
complicated legal position.  Any changes which may be considered as a 
consequence of possible legislation related to other recommendations, for example 
connected with the statutory role of the STC or the introduction of national licences, 
would require those arrangements to be examined yet again.  

Recommendation 17: It is recommended that Notices & Proceedings (Ns & Ps) and 
Applications & Decisions (As & Ds) should be consolidated into a single publication 
and the level of information provided enhanced. The removal of matters such as bus 
registrations from Notices & Proceedings will allow concentration on regulatory and 
tribunal matters. The publication of full details of tribunal outcomes in the combined 
document would help industry to appreciate more the activities of the traffic 
commissioners and help encourage operators to be compliant. 

3.18 The Department does not see a convincing case for merely consolidating Ns & Ps 
and As & Ds into a single publication, as one relates to public service vehicles and 
the other relates to goods vehicles.   They serve two different audiences. 

3.19 The introduction of the new operator licence IT system will allow the publications to 
become weekly rather than fortnightly.  If no other changes are made, this would be 
taken forward to reduce transaction times for some applications by a week.   

3.20 Other changes to the way information would be published are being examined, 
including the use of gov.uk or the Ministry of Justice’s tribunal’s database for inquiry 
decisions.  Feasibility work is continuing, including about which options could be 
introduced without changing legislation. 
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4. Recommendations where 
implementation is planned through legal 
changes 

Recommendation 4: There are advantages to both devolved administrations 
retaining a stand-alone traffic area, particularly as there are some areas of 
divergence in policy and activities undertaken and further regard should be made to 
the consequences of further devolution of powers relating to transport. However, this 
should not prevent introducing a single operator's licence for Great Britain as a 
whole. 

4.1 The Department plans to retain traffic areas, including a specific traffic area for 
Scotland and a specific traffic area for Wales.   The Department will consider further 
developing the option of a single goods vehicle operator’s licence for the whole of 
Great Britain.  Only about 2,500 of the 90,000 licensed goods vehicle operators are 
multiple licence holders and less than half of these have licences in more than two 
areas.     

4.2 It has held an early stage consultation.  This did not indicate a large demand for the 
change itself and the next step will be to assess the potential demand for such a 
licence.    

4.3 The option will not be introduced without consideration of the fees structure for 
licences, including checking fees related to such a national licence did reflect the 
administration costs incurred.   Larger fleets tend to result in greater administrative 
costs for the licensing authorities and the Department does not wish for local licence 
holders to be effectively subsidising a new national licence. 

4.4 A national licence would require legislative change and is unlikely to be introduced 
before 2018. 

Recommendation 9: It is recommended that the traffic commissioners’ involvement 
in the environmental matters for HGV operating centres is removed, leaving these 
matters to local planning authorities. 

4.5 The Department agrees that there is a case for significant change related to the 
traffic commissioners’ involvement in the environmental matters for goods vehicle 
operating centres.   It will examine legislative changes to improve the efficiency of the 
current process in relation to advertising requirements, as well as the option to move 
this function to local authorities.   The current advertising requirements impose 
significant costs on applicants (advertising costs averaging about £350), with 
relatively little effect in that only 2% of the 10,000 to 12,000 advertised applications a 
year receiving any representations. 

4.6 Options for changing the process of advertising being examined further include using 
procedures similar to planning notices.  TCs would seek the views of only the police 
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and local authority and on-line only advertising.  These would require legislative 
change, with introduction unlikely before 2018. 

Recommendation 15: It is recommended that a set of formal tribunal rules are 
introduced to formalise the processes leading to and at public inquiry. The current 
statutory document does not have sufficient standing to ensure the effective 
operation of the inquiry process and offers no potential for costs against parties who 
fail to conduct themselves properly. 

4.7 Existing tribunal rules are in place for many judicial processes.  Tribunal rules could 
be applied in particular to public inquiries and associated processes.    There is the 
potential to levy charges for costs incurred by non-compliant operators, similar to the 
mechanisms used in the judicial system to levy costs on those found guilty of an 
offence or unsuccessful in civil proceedings.  The proceeds would assist service 
improvement or fee reduction. 

4.8 It is not uncommon for inquiries to be adjourned or cancelled at the last minute due to 
the late arrival of additional information.  This puts additional burdens on traffic 
commissioners and their staff, as well as abortive costs in some cases.  A formal set 
of rules would reduce this behaviour, because of the greater risk of financial 
consequences.  We would also look to extend this to appeals to the Upper Tribunal. 
These frequently involve a cost to the system in preparing a defence only to find the 
appellant withdraws late in the process.  

4.9 The Department therefore proposes to work with advice from the traffic 
commissioners on drafting a set of tribunal rules.  These would need legislative 
change to be introduced, which makes introduction before 2018 unlikely. 
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5. Recommendations not being 
implemented 

Recommendation 10:  It is recommended that consideration be given to the length 
of appointments as part of an overall review of the relationships between the 
commissioners, DfT and DVSA and the accountability of the commissioners. 

5.1 The Department has no specific plans to change the length of traffic commissioners’ 
appointments.  It does not consider there is a current need to review the length of 
appointments, commensurate with the costs and disruption of doing so.  In relation to 
reviewing the relationships the first priority relates to the implementation of review 
recommendation one (connected with the Framework document). 

Recommendation 14: It is recommended that it be a formal requirement that the 
guidance documents be followed in regulatory and tribunal matters, unless material 
considerations in a particular case dictate otherwise. Any deviation should be 
recorded in written decisions and justified on a case by case basis. The STC should 
have the power to enforce this requirement. 

5.2 The Department does not propose to make the statutory guidance documents 
binding.   The STC’s new guidance and directions clarifies the extent of the statutory 
powers over traffic commissioners, the role of the documents and how the 
requirements of the Regulators’ Code apply.  Traffic commissioners will therefore be 
required to record any legal justification for departing from the Statutory Documents. 
This will be supported by further training for TCs and DTCs on consistency of 
decision making.   

Recommendation 18:  The provision of education sessions for new licence holders 
is useful. If attendance was obligatory as part of being granted a licence, then all new 
operators would be reached. 

5.3 The Department considers obligatory attendance at education sessions for new 
licence holders would represent an additional burden on business, which has not 
been justified.   There are already mechanisms related to non-attendance where that 
is important. 

5.4 The existing non-obligatory arrangements will be continue to be checked to see if 
they remain fit for purpose, including in relation to non-attendance and the nature of 
the education provided itself. 
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