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MARR AREA BUS FORUM 
 
MINUTES OF MEETING ON THURSDAY 23RD FEBRUARY 2017   
 
ALFORD PUBLIC HALL (UPPER), ALFORD 
 
In Attendance 
 
Councillor J. Latham (Aberdeenshire Council) (Chair) 
Lilimar Simpson (Senior Community Learning & Development Worker) 
Lucy Styles (Community Planning Officer) 
Elizabeth Henry (Bus User) 
Alexina Grant (Bus User) 
Ann Stephen (Bus User) 
Catherine Pirie (Bus User) 
Douglas Riley (Bus User) 
Willie Towers (Bus User) 
Ken McDonald (Bus User) 
Ethel Dawson (Bus User) 
Alan Dawson (Bus User) 
John Fawcett (Bus User) 
Trish Simpson (Bus User) 
Forrest Templeton (Bus User) 
Linda Templeton (Bus User) 
Mark Whitelocks (Managing Director, Stagecoach North Scotland) 
William Mainus (Commercial Manager, Stagecoach North Scotland) 
Neil Stewart (Principal Officer, Aberdeenshire Council) 
Susan Watt (Senior Transport Officer, Aberdeenshire Council) 
Claire Marshall (Transport Officer, Aberdeenshire Council) 
 
Apologies 
 
Janelle Clark (Marr Area Manager) 
Carole Paterson (Braemar Community Council) 
Liz Moore (Torphins Community Council) 
Ed Mathers (Donside Community Council) 
Edna Levitt (Banchory Resident) 
Mary Taylor (Bus User) 
Freda Murray (Bus User) 
Evie Gray (Monymusk Resident) 
 
1.  Welcome and Introduction 
 
Councillor Latham welcomed everyone to the meeting and introductions were given. 
 
2.    Minutes of Meeting on 28th September 2016 
  
2.1 The Minutes were approved. 
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3.   Matters Arising from the Minutes 
 
Neil Stewart provided the following update on behalf of Aberdeenshire Council: 
 
3.1  In response to the repeated request for lighting to be installed in the bus shelter in Braemar, 

Neil Stewart confirmed that this is now in place. 
 
William Mainus provided the following update on behalf of Stagecoach Bluebird: 
 
3.2 In response to the requests for Service 501 (Ballater – Blairgowrie) to be re-instated during 

the Aberdeenshire schools summer holidays in 2017, and for improved publicity of the 
service, he confirmed that there was limited passenger usage last year and it had not been 
commercially viable, therefore it will not be re-instated in summer 2017.  

 
3.3 In response to issues with Real-Time display screens showing bus times counting down then 

disappearing from the screen, he confirmed that the information systems and vehicles have 
both been ‘‘updated’’, and passengers should hopefully be noticing improvements. 

 
3.4 In response to the complaint regarding the electronic screens at Union Square Bus Station 

showing Elrick as the final destination instead of Alford, he confirmed they are still working 
on a solution to this. This is due to the services being split into two registrations (Aberdeen to 
Elrick; Elrick to Alford) to remove the need to conform to EU drivers’ hours’ regulations. 

 
3.5 In response to the request for a journey to be re-routed via Gartly to arrive in Aberdeen prior 

to 0800 hours, for onward travel on southbound rail services, he confirmed that they are 
unable to fulfil this.  

 
3.6 In response to the claim regarding insufficient seating capacity provided on Service 10 from 

Aberdeen due to passengers boarding and alighting with the city, he confirmed that it was 
hard to pinpoint affected journeys but it would continue to be monitored in conjunction with 
feedback from drivers. 

 
3.7 In response to the claim regarding insufficient seating capacity provided on Service 10 from 

Elgin due to passengers boarding prior to Huntly, he confirmed that this only happens 
occasionally but they would continue to monitor the journeys.  

 
3.8 In response to the claim regarding frequent late running of the 1640 hours ex Aberdeen – 

Alford (Service X18), he confirmed that a timetable change was implemented on 9th January 
2017 with the aim of improving reliability. 

 
3.9  In response to the request for additional journeys from Aberdeen to Torphins to fill the gap 

between 1315 hours and 1620 hours, he confirmed that due to school transport commitments, 
this request would require an additional vehicle resource and would therefore not be 
commercially viable. 

 
3.10  In response to the claim regarding frequent late running of the 1715 hours ex Aberdeen – 

Ballater (Service 202), coupled with a request for additional running time to be provided 
between Union Square and Union Street, he confirmed that the vehicle was running late on 
the day in question (23 September 2016) and they would continue to monitor it and re-time 
the journey if required.  

 
 It was raised from the floor that the journey frequently operates 10-15 minutes late. 
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3.11 Regarding the suggestion to advance the 0615 hours ex Ballater – Torphins – Banchory – 
Aberdeen (Service 203) so that it can connect with the 0715 hours ex Strachan – Aberdeen 
(Service 204), he confirmed that a survey of current users is still to be scheduled, but an 
update should be available at the next meeting.  

 
 (For information, re-timing of the Service 204 departure has already been ruled out by the 

Council, as it would inconvenience the majority of passengers) 
 
3.12 In response to the request for a daily return journey between Braemar and Linn of Dee, he 

confirmed that this would not be commercially viable and has therefore been ruled out.  
 
4.  Stagecoach Bus Service Update: 
 
William Mainus provided the following update on behalf of Stagecoach: 
 
4.1 Stagecoach Bluebird has been reviewing services across the Aberdeenshire network 

following a reduction in passenger usage on most services over the last 12 months due to 
the downturn in the local economy. Proposed changes to timetables will be available on the 
company’s website for consultation as from Monday 27 February for a 2 week period.  

 
4.2 Service X18 (Aberdeen – Elrick – Alford)  
 
 Following award of the contract by Aberdeenshire Council in August 2015, Stagecoach 

Bluebird introduced additional commercial journeys on the corridor to provide an hourly 
daytime service. However, due to very low passenger usage over this period of 18 months, 
the service will revert to that specified by the Council i.e. 5 return journeys (Monday to Friday) 
and 3 return journeys (Saturday), with effect from 8 May 2017. 

 
 It was raised from the floor that this would affect those residing west of Elrick travelling to/from 

work on the corridor. 
 
 Mark Whitelocks confirmed that there has been between a 7% and 8% decrease in passenger 

numbers year on year related to the downturn in the local economy, resulting in the company 
losing a six figure sum on the corridor over the last 2 years, but stressed that changes were 
being made across the network.  

 
 Neil Stewart confirmed that the contracted element of the service provides peak hour 

journeys for workers. 
 
5. Aberdeenshire Council Update 
 
Neil Stewart provided the following update: 
 
5.1 Confirmation of the Revenue Budget for Local Bus Services for the financial year 2017/2018 

is awaited. It is unlikely that the cost of the current service provision will be contained within 
this budget, therefore the supported network is currently being reviewed.  

 
5.2 Aberdeenshire Council currently provides a subsidy of approximately £125,000 per annum 

towards the journeys on Service X18 which operate to/from settlements between Westhill 
and Alford. From 8 May 2017, the Council will implement boarding and alighting restrictions 
on the section between Westhill and Aberdeen, with the aim of reducing journey times to/from 
Aberdeen. 
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6.  Bus Service Requests / Development 
 
Neil Stewart welcomed requests from the floor, and referred to the papers circulated, detailing 
pending and fulfilled service requests in the Marr Area, and provided the following update:  
 
6.1 The request to advance the 0615 hours ex Ballater – Aberdeen (Service 202: Aberdeen – 

Torphins) is being considered by Stagecoach Bluebird (Page 3 Item 3.11 refers).   
 
6.2 The request for a journey to be re-routed via Gartly to arrive in Aberdeen prior to 0800 hours 

for onward travel on southbound rail services on Service 10 (Aberdeen – Huntly – Elgin) has 
been ruled out by Stagecoach Bluebird (Page 2 Item 3.5 refers). 

 
6.3 The request for additional journeys from Aberdeen - Torphins, to fill the gap between 1315 

hours and 1620 hours on Service 201/202/203 (Aberdeen – Banchory – Braemar) has been 
ruled out by Stagecoach Bluebird (Page 2 Item 3.9 refers).  

 
6.4 The request to re-instate a daily return journey between Braemar and Linn of Dee (Service 

200) during the summer months has been ruled out by Stagecoach Bluebird (Page 3 Item 
3.12 refers). 

 
7. Public Transport Infrastructure / Information 
 
Neil Stewart welcomed requests for bus stops, bus shelters, and related infrastructure, to be 
considered for the next financial year. 
 
7.1   Councillor Latham requested provision of a bus stop near the entrance to Alford Community 

Campus. 
 

Neil Stewart confirmed that his colleagues have investigated the site but due to the lack of 
kerbing and the car parking spaces in the vicinity, it is too difficult to find a suitable location. 
 
Mark Whitelocks confirmed that drivers have been instructed to wait in the car park to see if 
any intending passengers are in the area. 

 
7.2   Complaint regarding the Sunday journeys on Service 421 (Alford – Kemnay – Inverurie) being 

omitted from the latest Stagecoach Bluebird timetable. 
 
   William Mainus apologised and confirmed that the Sunday journeys were omitted in error and 

this would be rectified at the next re-print for 8 May 2017.  
 
8.  Service X20/420 (Aberdeen – Kemnay/Alford) 
 
8.1  Claim regarding frequent late running of the 1445 hours ex Aberdeen – Kemnay (Monday to 

Friday) (Service 420), resulting in those travelling onwards on the 1516 hours ex Inverurie – 
Alford (Service 421: Inverurie – Kemnay –Alford) being left at Kemnay (1537 hours).  

 
  William Mainus confirmed that, prior to the meeting, a passenger had provided him with bus 

tickets showing the service leaving Aberdeen late on various occasions. 
 

Neil Stewart confirmed that this matter has been investigated in conjunction with Stagecoach 
Bluebird and there is a proposal to re-time both of the above journeys. He suggested that the 
1445 hours ex Aberdeen be advanced to depart 5 minutes earlier and the 1516 hours ex 
Inverurie be retarded to depart 5 minutes later, with effect from 8 May 2017. 
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8.2  Claim regarding the driver operating at a very slow speed on the corridor due to a mechanical 
fault with the vehicle on the above 1445 hours departure on 23 February 2017.  

 
  William Mainus confirmed that this would be investigated.  
 
8.3  Claim regarding a driver informing passengers that school transport services always have 

priority over local bus services if there is a resource issue. 
 
  William Mainus confirmed that it is the Company’s responsibility to ensure that all services are 

operated correctly. 
 
8.4  Claim regarding the 0532 hours ex Alford – Aberdeen (Service X20) frequently operating with 

a faulty heating system, resulting in the bus being cold for the entire journey.  
 
  William Mainus confirmed that the vehicle in question operates a Service 422 (Insch – Alford) 

journey prior to this, so it should be warm. He confirmed that this would be investigated. 
 
8.5  Claim that vehicles on the corridor frequently operate with an unclean exterior, with particular 

reference to the 1020 hours ex Alford - Aberdeen.   
 
  William Mainus confirmed that vehicles are washed at the end of each shift, however the wash 

bay can’t be used when the temperature is below 3˚C, as the pipes freeze, resulting in the 
vehicles being manually washed at the wash bay.  

 
9.  Service X18 (Aberdeen – Elrick – Alford) 
 
9.1  Claim regarding frequent late running of the 1610 hours ex Aberdeen – Alford by up to 25 

minutes, in particular on schooldays. It was claimed that the drivers cited there were no buses 
available at Union Square Bus Station.  

 
  William Mainus confirmed that this would be investigated.  
 
9.2  Claim regarding late running of the 1355 hours ex Aberdeen (Union Square) - Alford on 8 

February 2017 of up to 30 minutes, highlighting that three vehicles on Service X17 drove past 
within that time.  

 
  William Mainus confirmed that this would be investigated and also asked the complainant to 

provide him with contact details. 
 
9.3  Claim that due to the frequent late running or non-operation of buses, passengers tend to go 

for a bus earlier than they need to, because they are anxious that they won’t get to their 
destination on time.   

 
  Mark Whitelocks confirmed that, whilst the Company is not faultless, traffic congestion in 

Aberdeen adversely affects the reliability of buses. 
 
  To highlight this matter, William Mainus confirmed that a half-hourly service between 

Aberdeen and Inverurie, previously covered by four buses, now requires 7 buses due to traffic 
congestion in Aberdeen. He added that there are considerable delays experienced in trying 
to operate in and out of Union Square Bus Station and that a request to Aberdeen City Council 
for a turning loop at the Castlegate had been denied. 
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9.4  Councillor Latham enquired as to why Service X18 is not routed to serve the turning circle at 
the main entrance to Aberdeen Royal Infirmary.  

 
  William Mainus confirmed that this is due to the number of services already accessing the 

turning circle, resulting in buses having to wait for considerable time and this was adversely 
affecting reliability. 

 
10.  Service 201/202/203: Aberdeen – Banchory – Braemar 
 
10.1   Claim regarding persistent late running of the 1620 hours and 1715 hours ex Aberdeen 

(Monday to Friday).  
 
   William Mainus confirmed that this would be investigated. 
 
10.2   Claim regarding insufficient seating capacity provided on the 1620 hours ex Aberdeen 

(Monday to Friday) due to passengers boarding and alighting within the City, resulting in 
those travelling west of the city boundary being unable to board the vehicle.  

 
   William Mainus confirmed that he was not aware of there being any issues of this nature and 

that this would also be investigated. 
 
11.   Service 10 (Aberdeen – Huntly – Elgin) 
 
11.1   Query as to the proposed changes on the corridor. 
 

William Mainus confirmed that there are some early morning and late evening journeys are 
proposed for withdrawal and the possibility of limiting the number of stops between Aberdeen 
and Inverurie has also been put forward. 

 
12.   Service 37 (Inverurie – Aberdeen) 
 
12.1   Claim regarding a lack of communication at Union Square, with reference to the following 

incident on 19 January 2017: 
 
   Bus parked in Stance 5 at Union Square Bus Station displaying “not in service”. The ‘‘stance 

controller’’ was asked where the 1020 hours ex Aberdeen was and he informed passengers 
that it was held up due to an accident at Skene Square and the bus waiting in Stance 5 was 
allocated to the 1100 hours departure. There was therefore a query as to why no vehicle and 
driver resources were made available to operate the 1040 hours departure?  

 
   This resulted in passengers waiting for 40 minutes and it was further claimed that, between 

1045 hours and 1100 hours, the customer service representative was unavailable as he was 
standing at the smoking area with other drivers, and there was nobody in the controller box 
to inform passengers of developments.  

 
   William Mainus confirmed that this would be investigated and that the customer service 

representative should not have been standing with the drivers. 
 
13.   Service 421 (Alford – Inverurie) 
 
13.1   Claim that the driver did not wait outside Alford Community Campus on 20 February 2017, to 

allow passengers time to board the bus and this resulted in a visually impaired passenger 
being left behind. 
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   Mark Whitelocks apologised for this and confirmed that the drivers have been informed that 
they must stop in the car park to allow passengers to come forward (see also Page 4 Item 
7.1). 

 
14.   A.O.B 
 
14.1  Councillor Latham queried whether technology was available to inform drivers of the ‘‘status’’ 

of other services, to allow passengers to make connections.  
 
  William Mainus confirmed that the driver does not have access to this information but Real-

Time information is provided on the company’s app for passengers to use. 
 
  It was raised from the floor that you need 3G or Wi-Fi to access the app, and that there is no 

3G in Alford. 
 
  William Mainus confirmed that 3G was required and Wi-Fi is only available in certain locations.  
 
14.2  It was raised from ‘‘the floor’’ that it is unacceptable for buses to frequently operate late due 

to drivers or vehicles not being available and this was coupled with a query as to why spare 
resources are not available to cover these issues.   

 
  Mark Whitelocks referred to earlier comments regarding the effect of traffic congestion, 

particularly at peak times, and to the additional vehicles brought into the network simply to 
fulfil service frequencies. He added that spare drivers and vehicles are available, but at such 
times, it can be difficult to fill all the gaps. 

 
  He also confirmed that Stagecoach management attend regular meetings with Aberdeen City 

and Aberdeenshire Councils, along with Nestrans, and concerns regarding congestion and 
traffic management are raised and discussed on a regular basis. He highlighted the example 
of Service 727 (Union Square – Aberdeen Airport), which was originally allocated a journey 
time of 30 minutes, but after 3 years of operation this had almost reached 45 minutes.  

 
14.3  Request from the floor for the new timetables to be circulated in advance of the service 

changes on 8 May 2017. 
 
  Mark Whitelocks confirmed that hard copies of new timetables would be sent out to various 

outlets, including local shops, at least 2 weeks in advance of the changes, and the information 
would be available on the Company’s web site earlier. 

 
15. Date of Next Meeting 
 

Councillor Latham confirmed that the next meeting of the Forum will take place in Aboyne in 
autumn 2017.  Further details will be advised in due course.  


