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Digital on-call busses prove an even more cost-effective addition to 

public transport than expected 

 

Evaluations of the sowiduu pilot project show that on-call buses have a customer benefit and 

can be economically viable. The pilot project was successfully completed by Verkehrsbe-

triebe Biel (VB) and SBB in March 2020. The comprehensive findings are now available.  

 

The sowiduu pilot project was successfully completed in the Biel conurbation (Ipsach, Bellmund, Port 

and Brügg) in the spring of 2020. It is one of several on-demand projects being explored in Switzer-

land with the technical support of SBB. For rural municipalities, on-call buses are attractive solutions 

for connecting residents to public transport in the best possible way by tangentially connecting vil-

lages and creating new connections. Bus connections to the metropolitan area are often available, 

but for reasons of cost and efficiency, these are often only offered at limited travel times, or there 

are no direct connections. 

 

Findings  

Following the completion of the sowiduu pilot project (and other on-demand pilot projects) in Swit-

zerland, a team from SBB’s New Mobility Services business unit gained the following insights. 

 

Taken into account in the evaluations were the demand, the size of the area, the existing regular 

service (frequency, vehicle, travel time) and the on-demand solution (occupancy rate, number of 

empty trips, driving speed, boarding time). These were compared against the vehicle costs, chauf-

feur costs and overhead costs.   

 

• The digital on-call bus enables both new direct tangential connections as well as new 

combined transport connections. The analysis showed the increased customer benefits of  

faster connections and the avoidance of tedious transfers to get to central hubs (in this case 

Biel main station). 

• The digital on-call bus looks to be a great advantage for the elderly and those with re-

stricted mobility in the conurbation. 

• On-demand solutions combined with public transport are mainly used by existing  

public transport customers, as they often already have a travelcard for onward travel by public 

transport.  
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• At the same time, motorists rated the use of the on-demand service as at least as good as, 

if not better than driving their own car. Accordingly, about 1/3 of the sowiduu trips would 

have taken place by car without the service. 

• It is imperative that the provision of the digital on-call bus be adapted to local conditions. The 

involvement of the local population in the analysis of needs noticeably increased the will-

ingness to explore the new solutions. 

• The number of passengers is limited by the on-call bus but can be more economical com-

pared to a scheduled bus if this is not filled to capacity and must keep to a clock-face 

schedule. 

• On-call buses open up areas of low population density or off-peak times and thus enable 

a more comprehensive public service. 

• The cost-effectiveness of the on-call bus depends on the following factors: 

o Pooling quota: the higher the occupancy rate of the vehicle, the more cost effective it 

is. 

o Empty trip quotas: a reduction in empty trips has a positive effect on operating costs.  

o The length of the journey has no influence on the total costs but can have an indirect 

positive influence because different desired journeys can be pooled together over 

longer routes.  
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Conclusion 

 

In summary, the smaller the demand, the more economically a public transport service can be oper-

ated with small, flexible vehicles. Using an on-demand service can achieve a better cost-recovery 

ratio more quickly than a regular bus or even a train, especially in outlying areas and during off-peak 

hours. 

 

A digital on-call bus service proves to be a good way of accessing public transport and important 

destinations within the region, especially for elderly people and those with restricted mobility living 

in the conurbation.  

 

As an addition to public transport and as an alternative to existing, expensive modes of transport, 

digital on-call buses can be a more cost-effective option for a comprehensive public service. This 

ultimately benefits society as a whole because a lower cost structure means that subsidies can also 

be reduced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


