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As many of you will be aware we have had some challenges with Solent Student Link 
(SSL) in recent months. These have been quite exceptional over the last week. 
 
Most importantly, I would like to apologise to those children and their families who 
had booked services with us and have had their travel disrupted.  We very much regret 
this situation, but I do believe that I will be able to satisfy you that the circumstances 
were largely beyond our control.  That said we regret and are very disappointed to 
have inconvenienced any of our affected SSL customers who had booked and paid for 
travel this term. 

 
I want to apologise for the detail here, but equally want to be certain that you understand how this 
position evolved.  

 
I will provide an explanation as to what I believe caused these issues and what we are doing to mitigate, as 
far as is possible, the potential for them to recur. 
 
Company Background 
 
For some of you who do not know our business, I hope that the following will enable you to get a flavour of 
who we are, the scale of our operation and how we run it.  This is not about flag waving.  It will hopefully 
contextualise the recent SSL difficulties and provide reassurance. 
 
My grandfather set up Lucketts in 1926.  Until 1978 we were a haulage contractor when my father, David 
Luckett MBE, bought our first coach and started the transition that has made Lucketts what it is today – 
Hampshire’s largest and most successful coach operator. 
 
We are still a family business – day to day I run the company with Steve, my brother, supported by a 
dedicated, professional and committed team of directors, managers and staff focused on providing quality, 
reliability and value to our customers every time they travel.  Safety is of paramount importance to every 
one in our business.   
 
Each year our holiday company carries over 25,000 passengers across 1,000 departures, we operate in 
excess of 20,000 National Express departures and, in addition to servicing private hire customers, run 
regular contract services for businesses and schools along the south coast.  In total around we managed in 
excess of 40,000 vehicle movements last year. 
 
We operate a fleet of over 100 vehicles across 5 companies from 3 locations and have operations and fleet 
support staff working 24 hours a day every day of the year with the exception of Christmas Day. 
 
We run all of our services to the same exacting standards that recently resulted in our being recognised as 
one of the best performing operators in the National Express network. 
 
Solent Student Link Service Changes 
 
SSL is important to us and we are pleased to provide the service.  To be clear though we do not see it as 
core; principally because of the way that it operates.  It has a very high administrative workload compared 
with much of our business and accounts for about 1% of our annual revenue.  From a commercial 
perspective, the SSL routes are marginal in terms of profit contribution.  We run them because they fit with 
other services and, we believe, provide a service to the schools and families. 
 
I have to start by saying that we have never experienced anything akin to what happened on SSL this week.  
All of our passengers are required to pay for travel in advance.  We have never knowingly made exceptions, 
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other than on a very short term business to allow SSL parents to correct oversights in making 
bookings/payments, and only then to ensure that their children have access to the necessary school 
transport. 
 
SSL is a commercial service operated by Lucketts in conjunction with, but independent of, the schools 
whose pupils travel with us.  It is operated without any subsidy from the schools.  There is no revenue share 
with the schools.  It has to work financially on a standalone basis.  Under the 5 ‘colour’ route structure it did 
not.  Under the 3 ‘animal’ routes it just about does. 
 
We do our best to ensure that services run to timetable.  Almost always they do.  We cannot control traffic 
or weather.  Very occasionally – on average only about once every 50,000 miles due to our fleet profile and 
stringent maintenance programme – a vehicle needs some unplanned remedial work that can impact 
service delivery.  We monitor performance and make permanent and temporary changes as required to 
maintain service standards and minimise delays. 
 
Based on the start and finish points of journeys for individual pupils, we engineer routes, pick up points and 
times to create services that get pupils to school on time with the shortest journey times possible.  This 
does mean that some routes are not ‘direct’.  We endeavour to keep changes to a minimum, but there are 
times when these are essential.  Some passengers will have longer journeys than others.  This is 
unavoidable due to the nature of SSL. 
 
Throughout the first 2 terms of this academic year we became aware of an apparent reduced demand for 
SSL services.  This manifested itself in a reduction in passenger numbers on just about every route.  Against 
this we reviewed our booking levels and, knowing that numbers always fall further in the exam season, 
made necessary changes to the programme.  In short, the numbers booked and related revenue meant that 
it was no longer viable to operate 5 services daily. 
 
After discussion with representatives for the schools, we made the decision to consolidate 5 routes to 3 to 
ensure that we could maintain the service provision.  It was agreed that this would be effective from the 
start of the current term.  Communications were sent out to parents as soon as the details were finalised. 
 
Inevitably this has meant revised timings and changes to pick up and drop points for some children.  The 
only way that we could have maintained the old services would have been to significantly increase prices to 
a level that would, I suspect, have resulted in a further reduction in demand and, possibly, to the cessation 
of the services in the longer term.  Something that we are keen to avoid as the reasons that these routes 
operate are that they: 
 
• Offer a convenient and value for money alternative to other forms of student transport 

 
• Are tailored to where people live so mostly can avoid the need for transport to and from the stops 
 
• Fill in where public transport offers no suitable alternative in some more rural and outlying areas 
 
They allow a safe, reliable and, recent and temporary exceptions aside, on-time service that allows parents 
to take transport logistics out of the decision to send their children to schools that might otherwise be 
more difficult to access. 
 
We made one fundamental, albeit very trusting and honest, mistake in the recent review process.  We 
counted the number of pupils who had booked and paid for travel and, as these were lower than they had 
been previously, assumed that the difference was our short fall in passenger numbers.  Unfortunately we 
had not realised that a fairly significant number of pupils were either travelling on the services that we 
provide without having booked or paid, or had completed a booking form but made no payment.  With 
hindsight we could have completed a physical passenger count, or had a more robust process for issuing 
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and checking passes.  We have tried to avoid a ‘no pass, no travel’ approach understanding fully – I am a 
parent of 2 teenage children – that often items such as these are lost or left behind.  We will ensure going 
forward that only passengers eligible to travel are allowed on SSL coaches. 
 
Below is a summary, by route, of recent events and our plan going forward. 
 
Bear Route 
 
On Wednesday 25 April we sent a 53 seat capacity coach to pick up 51 children who had booked and paid 
for our Bear Route service.   
 
We found 70 children waiting to be taken home! 
 
Our first priority was to get the children safely to their return travel locations, not least of all because the 
weather was dreadful, so we sent a second coach, entirely at our cost, to cover the excess of passengers. 
 
Subsequently a review established that there were significant number whose families had either not paid, 
or neither booked or paid.  Worse still it has been suggested to us since by a number of parents that this 
was no secret within the SSL community. 
 
I cannot imagine that anyone would advocate that we should provide our services free of charge to these 
passengers and we all agree that there should be no ‘fare dodging’. 
 
None of the alternative forms of transport – trains, buses, taxis or private cars – offer a travel now and pay 
later option.  In fact there are not insignificant consequences for using any of these forms of transport 
without correct documents.  To draw a parallel, I doubt that anyone would attempt to conduct their weekly 
food shop on an ‘eat now, pay later’ basis! 
 
Following the above Bear Route issue, one of our SSL parents has raised serious questions about our 
approach to safe guarding children.  I do not propose to get in to detail here, but wanted to point out the 
following.  Our drivers are CRB checked.  All Lucketts employees are fully aware of their responsibilities to 
passengers.  In the absence of specific regulations for transporting children, we both comply with 
guidelines and have relevant operational procedures in place.  We cannot and do not offer an ‘in loco 
parentis’ service.  Were that requirement ever to be imposed we would, in all likelihood, stop related 
services. 
 
If we transport passengers to a location – in the case of SSL passengers to school – we take the view that 
we have an obligation to return them to the prearranged collection points. 
 
On Wednesday evening last week we allowed children to shelter on the waiting bus while we positioned a 
second vehicle to carry them home.  We did not eject anyone from the coach.  We did not want to start 
differentiating between the children we had delivered to school and, therefore, were obligated to provide 
return transport to and those that we had not.   
 
We then ran both Bear Route vehicles in convoy.  This might seem odd, but there were 2 very good 
reasons.  Firstly, the driver on the second vehicle was not fully familiar with the SSL Bear Route and would 
not have known all of the set down locations.  Secondly, had we been able to split the routes, we did not 
want to further complicate matters by finding out that we had children on the wrong vehicles – it can 
happen.  It made sense to stick to the plan, keep things simple and get people home as early as possible.  
We did. 
 
I absolutely believe that we acted in good faith to fulfil our obligations. 
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In terms of keeping individual parents up to date, most were reached directly or indirectly by children using 
mobile phones.  Our out of hours contact number is manned 24/7 during term time and published on the 
Contact Us page of our website.  We readily updated all callers.  I would emphasise that, whilst we 
empathise with the anxieties that some parents experienced, this was a logistical and not an emergency 
situation.  The practicalities of trying to reach 70 families would have meant that the children would mostly 
have been home before the parents received a call.  Our first priority, rightly, was to get the children on 
their way home. 
 
Consequently on Thursday morning, to avoid a repetition of the previous evening’s problems, we did check 
passengers wanting to board our coaches against those who were eligible to travel and, making exceptions 
for 4 very young children who we felt it was unsafe to leave at the roadside, refused to carry 10 children.  If 
we did not transport the children whose parents had not paid, we were not responsible for bringing them 
home and could adequately plan capacity for that service.  A difficult decision, but a line needed to be 
drawn. 
 
The process of checking passes added to a longer than usual journey time that resulted from a combination 
of appalling weather and extremely heavy traffic.  Imagine the additional time each journey would take 
were we to have to undertake this everyday.  It would be unworkable; hence we do not. 
 
I reiterate that we are genuinely sorry for the inconvenience caused to the families of children who were 
eligible to travel.  We had to ensure that we bottomed the issue of passenger numbers and this was the 
only way to conclude the matter quickly and, thus, to avoid a repetition of the most undesirable situations 
of last Wednesday PM and Thursday AM. 
 
Zebra Route 
 
On our Zebra Route we made timetable changes overnight on Tuesday 24 April, effective from the morning 
of Wednesday 25 April as it was evident, from the running times on the first day of operation for this new 
service, that the planned timings did not allow sufficient contingency to ensure that vehicles arrived at the 
schools as scheduled.   
 
We telephoned every family that had booked and paid for this service using the latest phone contact 
details that had been lodged with us and either spoke with someone, or left a message.   
 
We also updated the dedicated SSL area of our website with the revised running times.   
 
We apologise for any inconvenience caused.  Immediate changes were necessary.  We believe that we did 
everything practical to communicate in a timely and effective manner. 
 
We are aware that there were some families who may not have received an update because, in the 
absence of a booking form and/or payment, we were unaware that their children were travelling.  I cannot 
see how, or for that matter why, we can be held accountable for this. 
 
Following these changes to the timetable, the Zebra route would now appear, excepting factors beyond our 
control such as weather and traffic, to be arriving at schools on time. 
 
Lion Route 
 
We are pleased to note that, understanding that the revised route and timings are not optimal for 
everyone and weather and traffic issues aside, this seems to be operating satisfactorily.   
 
To be consistent with the other SSL routes we will be checking that all passengers wishing to use this 
service are eligible to travel. 
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All Routes 
 
Effective Tuesday 8 May 2012 only passengers who are eligible to board will be provided with travel to 
and/or from schools.  If we have not received payment in full, travel will be refused. 
 
Anyone still needing to make payment must do this over the phone by credit (2% surcharge applies) or 
debit card during office hours before 1630 on Thursday 3 May 2012.  Our phone number is 01329 832755. 
 
Timetable Changes 
 
On the subject of more general timetable revisions, the combination last week of very poor weather, 
related traffic conditions and the delays caused by the unauthorised travel issues mean that we need to run 
against the current timetables for at least the next week before communicating and implementing any 
necessary changes. 
 
Changes will be communicated to all passengers on the affected route by way of an email containing a link 
to our website which, as always, will up to date with scheduled timings for the next departing service. 
 
Day Passes 
 
We appreciate fully the inconvenience that the suspension of the ability to buy day passes will have had for 
some of you.  Obviously we regret this, but it has always been the case that, commercially, we have to give 
priority in terms of capacity to passengers buying full term passes.  The issue last week meant that we had 
no choice other than to maximise carrying capacity for term passes while we understood the dynamic that 
led to the Bear Route problems. 
 
By close of business on Thursday 3 May we will know how many passengers to expect on each route daily 
and be in a position to reinstate the sale of day passes, subject to availability, for the remainder of the 
summer term. 
 
I think we need to manage expectation and say that it is less likely that we will continue to sell day passes 
on the current basis from the start of the Autumn 2012 term. 
 
There are 2 reasons. 
 
Firstly, the time taken to issue a day pass and process related payment is just not cost effective for us. 
 
Secondly, we believe that the pricing of term passes, which are very good value, can be better managed if 
we know our committed carrying capacity. 
 
We would urge, particularly with the rising cost of fuel and worsening road congestion, all casual or 
occasional users of the SSL service to review their requirements and give serious consideration to buying 
full term passes.  With an increase in the number of passengers supporting SSL we could, potentially, 
operate more services, improve routing, reduce some journey times and better manage costs. 
 
Future Communications  
 
Please note, to help us help you, in the normal course of events, we will now send all communications only 
by email – this has to be the quickest and most efficient.  We will need you to update us with any changes 
to home addresses, contact details, etc. as they occur using the same media.  Each term, in the absence of 
your having advised us of any changes, we will assume that the contact information held is correct and up 
to date.   
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We have provided a contact update form for your use.  Please update as necessary and return by email to 
studentlink@lucketts.co.uk OR IN THE FREEPOST ENVELOPE PROVIDED. 
 
Unless you advise us of alternative/additional email addresses all communication, from today forward, will 
only be sent to the email account through which you have received this update.  If we have not email 
address for you, we will be unable to keep you updated. 
 
Solent Student Link Going Forward 
 
In addition to our usual terms & conditions and the Code of Conduct for SSL passengers, from today 
forward we will be working to the following: 
 
• We never have and never will over sell capacity on any of our vehicles 
• We will ensure that there is adequate capacity to meet pre-booked and paid passenger numbers 
• If travel is pre-booked we will always fulfil our obligations 
• We would remind you that children must wear seat belts when the coach is moving 
• We will continue to always put passenger safety ahead of profit 
• We will always endeavour to operate any timetabled service to schedule 
• We cannot legislate for events and conditions beyond our control 
• We will have an online payment system for travel from Autumn Term 2012 
• We will ensure that only pre-booked and prepaid passengers are allowed to board coaches 
• Passengers must carry passes and have these available for inspection on every journey  
• Random pass checks may be carried out by the driver or other Lucketts’ staff 
• Passenger lists will be carried on all vehicles so that eligibility can be checked 
• We will not knowingly allow anyone to board an SSL coach unless eligible so to do 
 
Furthermore, from the beginning of the next academic year: 
 
• SSL travel must be paid for a minimum of 2 weeks before the start of term 
• Places will be allocated on a first come first served basis 
• A booking confirmation will be sent by email on receipt of payment 
• Confirmation emails will be swapped for passes on the first journey of each term 
 
If we have been guilty of anything, it has been that we perhaps could have been less flexible in our 
approach to carrying SSL passengers.  That is totally against our culture.  We want to move to a process 
that retains flexibility, allows for oversights, ensures that there is clear and effective communication and 
prevents systemic abuse.  The above will deliver this. 
 
By far and away the substantial majority of SSL parents have been excellent customers.  Over an above 
anything else, we want to ensure that you and your children get the service that you have paid for and 
deserve.  We value your custom and again offer our sincere apologies for the recent frustrations that we 
have shared and worked through with you.  Hopefully you will appreciate the transparency of this 
communication. 
 
We will do everything possible to ensure that there is no repetition of the events of the last week and 
ensure that we return to and maintain a consistent service delivery going forward. 
 
Thank you for working with us. 
 
Ian Luckett 
Managing Director 


