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About UTG

The Urban Transport Group is the UK’s network of transport authorities. Our vision is for
cities, towns and their surrounding areas to be green, fair, healthy and prosperous places,
supported by public transport and active travel options which provide access and opportunity
for all.

UTG represents the largest strategic transport bodies in UK, which, between them, serve
over thirty million people across Greater Manchester (Transport for Greater Manchester),
London (Transport for London), the Liverpool City Region (Merseytravel), Tyne and Wear
(Nexus), South Yorkshire (South Yorkshire Mayoral Combined Authority), the West Midlands
(Transport for West Midlands), West Yorkshire (West Yorkshire Combined Authority), East
Midlands (East Midlands Combined County Authority), West of England (West of England
Combined) and Wales (Transport for Wales).

Our wider associate membership includes Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Combined
Authority, Strathclyde Partnership for Transport, Tees Valley Combined Authority, York and
North Yorkshire Combined Authority, and Translink (Northern Ireland).

It should be noted that many of our members are submitting individual responses that
represent their local context, circumstance and policy positions. The below response aims to
represent these varied views and highlight shared concerns.

Summary of response

UTG welcomes the Government’s consultation and commitment to addressing the
challenges with taxi and PHV licensing. We agree that taxis and PHVs are essential to our
local transport networks and are keen to ensure that communities benefit from services that
allow them to access opportunities in safety and comfort. We therefore strongly support the
Government’s intention to improve the passenger offer by progressing with reform of these
services.

We stand ready to support the Government as it explores options for regulating the sector
and recognise that the option presented in this consultation represents just one of a number
of potential choices.

Ultimately our members need the right legislative and proportionate funding
arrangements in place to design and deliver a safe and fair taxi and PHV system for



passengers and drivers alike with approaches that best reflect their local priorities,
geography and governance structures.

We are concerned that the option to make all local transport authorities (LTAs) responsible
for taxi and private hire vehicle licensing, could lead to unintended consequences, including:

¢ Run counter to devolutionary principles, preventing Mayoral Combined Authorities
(MCAs) from choosing the most suitable approach locally.

e Create practical challenges, due to lack of existing knowledge, dedicated resource
and governance and organisational arrangements in Combined Authorities (CAs).

e Risk taxi and PHV licensing becoming siloed from other licensing functions still held
at LA level (e.g. in respect of social care services) and disrupt the sharing of
intelligence, with implications for safeguarding.

o Create one-off and ongoing costs on MCAs and Local Authorities (LAs) in disrupting
established functions and teams at a time of significant change and reform taking
place across MCAs.

o Fail to address of out of area working.

If, as is proposed in this consultation, all LTAs are to be made responsible for taxi and PHV
licensing, there must be the option for them to devolve that responsibility to local authorities
(LAs) if they consider that the best approach for their local circumstances. Whilst the model
works well in London, this approach may not be suitable for all LTAs. Therefore, if this option
is pursued, a mechanism will need to be established to enable CAs (outside of London) to
devolve licensing powers to local authorities if they so wish.

Combined Authorities are committed to working with the government and their local authority
partners on taxi and PHV licensing at a regional level to help ensure that the taxi and PHV
trades and can play their part in local networks and contribute to achieving strategic
outcomes.

In order to address wider challenges with the existing policy and regulatory regime, more
comprehensive reform is needed. Our members are ready to support DfT in developing
these reforms, including:

¢ Addressing out of area working and the impact of the current system and making
necessary reforms to enable cross-border enforcement.

e Developing national licensing standards for taxis and PHVs with a focus on
safeguarding, disability awareness, passenger safety and customer service, also
supporting adoption of best practice.

e Enabling access to relevant national data bases to support regional approach to SEN
provision.

e Addressing VAT issues in London, which continues to put London-licensed operators
at a commercial disadvantage and encourages more out-of-area licensing.

e Preparing for autonomous passenger vehicle services.



Response

Taxis and PHVs are an important component of the transport system. Taxis and PHVs are
often taken when and where other transport alternatives are not available. They play a
crucial role in disabled people’s independent travel, getting children and young people to
school and access to education, helping to ensure that people can access medical and
hospital appointments, as well as supporting nighttime economies. Taxis and PHVs are also
more heavily used by socially disadvantaged groups due to a lack of alternative transport
options.

The existing legislative and regulatory framework has developed in an incremental way and
has not kept pace with market and technological developments. With hackney carriage
legislation almost 200 years old, and private hire legislation half a century old, it is the right
time for a comprehensive review and refresh. Taxi licensing requires modern, progressive
legislation which is suitable for the world it now operates in and enables transport authorities
to best reflect their local priorities, geography and governance structures.

Making all local transport authorities responsible for taxi and private hire vehicle
licensing

1. Principle and spirit of devolution

Whilst we recognise the arguments made by the Department in limiting the number of
licensing authorities, proposals to make all local transport authorities responsible for taxi and
PHYV licensing could be seen as running counter to the core principles of devolution.

Devolution is intended to give areas the freedom to design arrangements that best reflect
their local priorities, geography and governance structures. Mandating a single licensing
model for every area risks imposing a uniform approach that may not align with the
objectives of the CA or needs of local communities.

CA partnerships have demonstrated strength in delivering regional consistency. Within the
Liverpool City Region, the authorities together with the Office of the Police and Crime
Commissioner, regularly collaborate to ensure that taxi licensing is delivered to the same
standards across the region. The region has been working closely together for over ten
years, and this has led to standard minimum policies and standardised conditions across the
region, as well as information sharing agreement to ensure that refused licences or who had
been revoked, were not licensed in a neighbouring borough.

In West Yorkshire, in 2019, districts worked together to harmonise standards for taxi and
PHYV drivers, vehicles and operators. While variation in vehicle standards remain, driver
standards are largely consistent across West Yorkshire.

Ensuring that taxi and PHV licensing remains a locally determined function safeguards the
principle that decisions should be made at the most appropriate level, closest to the
communities they affect. We agree, however that these local decisions should operate within
the context of consistent national standards for safety and licensing, with the flexibility for
areas to go above and beyond these depending on local context and priorities.



In the spirit of devolution, it should be a matter for Combined Authority areas to determine
their preferred model of taxi and PHV licensing, aided by appropriate “enabling” legislative
provisions, rather than for government to impose a fixed model on local areas. If CAs were
granted these powers to deliver taxi and PHV licensing, and for CAs to devolve the powers
to local authorities will need to be established.

2. Practical challenges and costs

There are significant concerns over capacity, expertise, complexity and costs incurred by
practical changes to operations of current licensing.

Combined Authorities do not currently hold any licensing functions and local authorities are
currently best placed to deliver the function alongside their other licensing functions,
enabling sharing of intelligence and close working with social care and safeguarding.

Local authority licensing teams currently operate across a broad range of regulatory areas,
such as alcohol, gambling and taxi/PHV licensing, allowing them to share resources, skills
and income across functions. Disrupting this infrastructure risks a loss of institutional
knowledge and a period of reduced regulatory effectiveness while CAs develop equivalent
capabilities. This could also limit intelligence sharing between licensing functions and
beyond to areas like social care.

If taxi and private hire licensing were to be transferred to CAs this would require CAs to set
up and operate different and separate governance models. Taxi and private hire licensing is
also tied to a quasi-judicial governance structure, with licensing committees effectively acting
as magistrates. This does not fit well with a CA role as there would need to be a level of
independence to be exercised and seen to be separate from that of a prosecution or
enforcement function.

The disaggregation and reorganisation is also likely to incur significant costs associated with
the creation of a new regulatory function within the Mayoral Combined Authority, including
governance structures such as licensing committees, specialist legal capability, enforcement
teams and supporting system. Transitional and delivery costs are also significant, including
the diversion of senior officer time, reduced productivity during change, dual running of
systems and services, and the risk of delays or inconsistencies during implementation.
These impacts can affect service quality in the short to medium term. Our member local
submissions take note and explain further the likely costs and impacts associated.

Overall, it is expected that the transfer would represent a substantial upfront cost pressure,
with no identified funding to support implementation. Any potential efficiencies from
consolidation are expected to be fully offset, and likely exceeded, by the costs of transition,
including organisational redesign, system implementation and the need to establish new
governance and operational arrangements. Such significant change could also prove
challenging at a time when MCAs are working on various major reform projects, including
bus franchising, major capital project delivery and preparation for new approach to long-term
funding through Integrated Settlements. Furthermore, some of our members have limited
operational capability as they continue to develop teams and functions of in a new CA set

up.
We urge government to fully consider the potential unintended consequences of a shift of
licensing to a LTA level.



The priority for the CAs is to support the alignment and raising up of collective standards
across the local authorities, to maximise the local knowledge and insight that local licensing
authorities have, and which is fundamental to a safe and well-functioning taxi and PHV
network This should sit alongside consistent national standards for safety and licensing.

Regarding general enforcement challenges, we recognise the value of recent government
amendments to the English Devolution Bill that would provide enforcement officers with
immediate licence suspension power and see this as a positive development in tackling
enforcement challenges alongside the introduction of national standards.

There are, however, concerns with this approach that government should be mindful of. With
the new power will also come increased expectation from the public, trade and other
licensing authorities and greater workload on licensing and their enforcement officers. The
associated work would include the regular enforcement exercises, suspension notices,
statements of evidence, follow up liaison with the relevant LA and possible attendance at a
committee hearing in some other part of the country, along with appearance in court if the
matter is appealed with legal costs. This extra work would remove the officers from dealing
with their own local vehicles and drivers in their licensing authority. Importantly, there would
also be no financial payment or ability to raise revenue to cover this additional workload and
costs. The role of local authorities would increase, and they would need to staff accordingly
to cope with this but would be unable to generate the income from licences for these
vehicles and drivers, to cover this.

3. Wider challenges with the current system

Fundamentally, the option presented in this consultation would not address the core issues
raised previously by CAs around out-of-area licensing. Without a more fundamental change
in the law, drivers would remain free to license their vehicle outside of a CA regime. In
practical terms, this would only serve to move the problem, and any benefits would be
limited.

Problematic out of area working

The current system has created a fragmented regulatory landscape in which the standards
applied to drivers are determined by the licensing authority that issued their badge, rather
than the area in which they predominantly work. This has resulted in considerable disparities
in enforcement, vehicle standards, and compliance costs across localities. Drivers operating
in areas with more stringent licensing regimes are subject to higher standards, more
frequent inspections, and increased financial burdens. Yet they must compete with drivers
who gained their licenses in areas with lower requirements, who are not held to the same
standards. This undermines the integrity of local licensing systems and creates an uneven
playing field.

While cross-border operations can offer benefits, such as increased booking opportunities
for drivers, improved service coverage for operators, and greater choice for passengers, the
current model does not adequately reflect the realities of today’s app-based, demand-driven
transport environment. The disconnect between licensing location and operational activity
has raised serious concerns around enforcement, public safety, and fairness.



Moving the licensing to the LTA level to reduce the number of licensing authorities will not
fundamentally address the issue of out of area licensing as drivers may continue to seek
licences in other licensing areas.

To restore confidence in the system and ensure equitable standards across the sector,
government should explore regulations that could give more local control to licensing
conditions. We urge the government to review options for national approach to fully tackling
out of area licensing. These options include repealing the sub-contracting provision of the
Deregulation Act 2015; introduction of a start — finish requirement for taxi and PHV journeys,
also known as the ‘ABBA’ model (“Ato B or B to A”); ‘license where you operate’; mandatory
“intended use” policies for all licensing authorities.

Furthermore, legislative changes ought to also be explored which would enable licensing
authorities to cap the number of PHVs where deemed necessary, based on local need,
usage and wider considerations. This was recommended by the Urban Transport Group in
2017 and the Government’s Taxi and PHV licensing Task and Finish Group in 2018.

The solution ought to be accompanied by appropriate exemptions, e.g. ensuring rural areas
can accommodate SEN arrangements. This should also include proportional resources for
increased enforcement levels.

Cross boundary enforcement

At present, enforcement represents a challenge for licensing authorities, as they are only
able to undertake enforcement action on vehicles and drivers licensed in their own areas.
We note the government amendment suggesting allowing time limited out of area
enforcement, but 48 hours is an extremely limited window for action. Licensing Authorities
would also be expected to undertake significant additional responsibilities and enforcement
on vehicles operating in their area, without the additional revenue income from license fees.

Officers’ powers are strongest over their own licensees and they rely on MoUs/joint
authorisations for “out-of-town” drivers and still need the Police to stop moving vehicles.
Effective reform would see more comprehensive changes to enforcement rules which mean
that enforcement officers can take action against any vehicle operating in their area, not only
those licensed there.

4. National standards

We welcome the commitment to introduce national minimum standards. This is a significant
step towards improving safeguarding, disability awareness, passenger safety and customer
service.

It is positive to see that the government has introduced an amendment to the English
Devolution Bill redefining minimum standards as national standards. These would leave no
margin for interpretation, ensuring all licensing providers abide by the same ruleset when
providing taxi/PHV licenses.

A safe, consistent and enforceable licensing system is fundamental to public trust and user
experience. Passengers must have confidence that wherever they travel, they are protected
by robust standards and active enforcement. Equally, drivers who operate to high standards
must be protected from being undercut by those exploiting inconsistencies in the system.


https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/UTG%20Taxis%20Report_FINALforweb.pdf
https://www.urbantransportgroup.org/system/files/general-docs/UTG%20Taxis%20Report_FINALforweb.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/taxi-and-private-hire-vehicle-licensing-recommendations-for-a-safer-and-more-robust-system

Statutory national standards for the licensing of taxis, PHVs, their drivers and operators will
help avoid a race to the bottom in terms of standards and should particularly focus on
ensuring public safety. Beyond this national baseline, licensing authorities should be free to
set higher standards where they see fit. For example, in a large urban area, licensing
authorities may wish to set vehicle requirements which support air quality improvements.
Authorities need to retain the ability to go further where local risks or priorities require higher
standards.

Consideration should be given to encouraging a consistent adoption of best practices across
licensing authorities, e.g., mandatory CCTV or safeguarding assessments where risks have
previously been identified.

For example, South Yorkshire has shown what strong, locally delivered licensing can
achieve. Enhanced safeguarding requirements, mandatory training, in vehicle CCTV and
proactive compliance activity have created a system that is responsive, evidence based and
closely aligned with policing and safeguarding partners.

There is a clear opportunity to go further by learning from our member’s experience and
rolling out these leading standards nationally and ensuring they are consistently applied and
enforced. This would provide immediate and tangible improvements to safety, without the
disruption associated with transferring responsibilities to a new governance model.

CAs are committed to working in partnership with Government to ensure that national
standards meet their local needs. As is the case in some of our member authorities, the
adoption of higher local licensing standards can be collectively supported and coordinated
by the Strategic Transport Authority, bringing together local licensing authorities. This
regional work could also support wider sharing and uptake of best practice, reducing inter-
authority discrepancies and elevating standards.

Consideration should also be made to enable CAs to access the National Register of
Revocations/Refusals (NR3 or NR3S) in cases where they are contracting services with taxi
and PHYV drivers and operators. At present authorities that are not taxi or PHV licensing
authorities cannot access the National Register of Revocations/Refusals (NR3 or NR3S)
unless they are members of the National Anti-Fraud Network (NAFN) and their access is for
the statutory licensing purpose. CAs are often the commissioners for some SEN transport in
their region but they do not have access to the register.

As part of the wider reform, VAT issues in London ought to also be addressed. The current
arrangements continue to put London-licensed operators at a commercial disadvantage and
encourages more out-of-area licensing.

Following a 2021 court ruling, London private hire operators who accept a booking must
enter into a direct contractual obligation with the passenger to provide the booked journey.
However, outside London, operators can legally act as agents for their drivers. These
different approaches impact on the treatment of VAT on journeys and mean that London
licensed operators remain at a commercial disadvantage, which may potentially encourage
more CBH, with operators incentivised to become licensed outside of London. The Treasury
anticipates that £700m will be due as a result of the PHV VAT changes, assuming operators
pay VAT on the full fare; in practice, outside London many will lawfully continue to operate as
agents and avoid full fare VAT, so the revenue will fall short and the competitive pull towards
out of area licensing will remain.



5. Autonomous Vehicles

In developing further reform of the sector, government ought to also take into account the
implications of the future rollout of autonomous vehicles (AVs). As the sector is faced by
significant change with the future rollout of AVs, licensing will need to evolve, and licensing
authorities given the appropriate resources and capacity, to manage this change.

Whilst the AV Act 2024 allows for services which resemble taxi and PHV services to fall
under the Automated Passenger Services (APS) permit, disapplying taxi and PHV
legislation, this will be a more general impact on the wider sector. This new technology will
introduce new operator roles, including remote oversight, in-journey assistance, and require
a revised driver/attendant licensing, and updated insurance and liability models. The wider
licensing roles will also need to evolve to service operation, not just drivers and vehicles, and
to set local conditions on pickup standards, accessibility and complaints for an AV-
dispatched ride. Local authorities will need appropriate resources and capacity to adapt to
AV services.

AVs could improve accessibility and connectivity but raise new issues of liability, data
transparency, cybersecurity, and operational oversight. Further practical challenges for local
transport authorities also include considerations on integration with existing public transport
networks and to what extent the physical infrastructure of the local highway network and
traffic control centres can be made ready for AVs.



