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Summary

Long-distance buses can play a key role in making 

international travel more sustainable and accessible. 

For urban destinations within roughly 500 km especially, 

bus services with ticket-only options offer a practical and 

eco-friendly alternative. The potential is equally strong 

for destinations up to around 1,000 km that are accessible 

via overnight services or are not well served by train or air 

connections (such as winter sports areas). In summary, 

long-distance buses can play a more prominent role in 

international travel to and from the Netherlands. Realising 

this potential will require greater public awareness and a 

reshaping of perceptions regarding the comfort and journey 

times of bus travel, however.

The long-distance bus services market can be divided into two main 
categories. The first includes package holidays, where bus travel is combined 
with accommodation in the booking. The second comprises regular bus 
services, allowing passengers to purchase individual tickets for their journeys. 
We estimate that half a million outbound bus journeys from the Netherlands 
each year are made through package holiday bookings. A further estimated 
3.5 million people, including foreigners, use scheduled bus services to travel 
to and from the Netherlands each year, purchasing individual tickets.

A relatively large number of companies operate in the package holiday 
market, competing on both price and the additional services and 
convenience they offer to travellers. The ticket-only bus market is 
dominated by FlixBus and BlaBlaCar. Together, these two companies 
operate between 1,000 and 1,300 weekly bus services to and from 
the Netherlands, with Amsterdam serving as the central hub. 
The companies now rely largely on local authorities for the provision and 
management of stopping points and the associated infrastructure and 
facilities. The Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management can issue 
guidelines to ensure that these stopping points have a minimum level of 
facilities and connect to other modes of transport.

Although bus travel is generally the most budget-friendly option, it is 
often associated with longer journey times compared to trains, flights or 
driving. Roughly 3 in 10 Dutch people are unaware that international bus 
services exist. The Dutch tend to associate package holidays with older 
age groups, in contrast to ticket-only bus services, which are seen as 
more popular among younger travellers. A significant number of Dutch 
people perceive bus travel as uncomfortable, though others actively 
choose it for the comfort if offers. Greater awareness and increased use 
among Dutch people could help shift public perception of bus travel. 
This awareness could be improved by positioning the bus as a viable 
alternative in sustainable travel and international accessibility policies, 
or through targeted public campaigns, for example.

Those who typically opt for international rail travel are especially likely to 
view the bus as an alternative mode of transport. Air travellers are more 
likely to consider the train or car as an alternative. A shift from rail to bus 
travel could thus help facilitate a broader shift from air to rail.
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Introduction

Why this study of long-distance bus travel?
The push for more sustainable mobility has gained momentum in recent 
years. For European destinations, policy efforts are frequently focused 
on substituting air travel with rail, as discussed in the Actieagenda Trein 
en Luchtvaart (Action Agenda for Train and Aviation) of the Ministry of 
Infrastructure and Water Management, for instance. International bus services 
are frequently overlooked in this context. Yet, long-distance buses emit 
relatively low levels of CO₂ per passenger kilometre and outperform trains in 
terms of flexibility, infrastructure costs and, generally, external environmental 
costs like noise and air pollution (see figure opposite). In addition, long-
distance buses have the potential to enhance our international accessibility, 
as identified by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management in the 
government position paper Bereikbaarheid op peil (Adequate accessibility).

Package holidays and scheduled public services
International long-distance bus travel is available in various formats. The first 
option is the package holiday, where bus travel and accommodation are 
bundled by tour operators11. This can consist of point-to-point bus transport 
only, as well as guided tours in which travellers are taken from one destination 
to the next as part of a round trip itinerary. A second option is for travellers to 
book individual tickets for bus travel to a destination in the carrier’s network. 
These international scheduled services operate according to a fixed public 
timetable.

1	 Privately arranged group travel abroad, where a bus and driver are hired, are excluded from this study.
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https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2020/11/20/bijlage-1-actieagenda-trein-vliegtuig
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2020/11/20/bijlage-1-actieagenda-trein-vliegtuig
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2025/03/14/bijlage-2-kabinetsstandpunt-en-achtergrondrapportage-bereikbaarheid-op-peil
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Market regulation of long-distance bus services 
in the Netherlands

The legal basis for international bus services is provided by 
Regulation (EU) No 1073/2009. This Regulation creates an open 
market for international long-distance bus services in Europe. 
This applies to occasional bus services (such as package tours)  
as well as regular bus services (scheduled services).

Carriers wishing to operate international bus services in  
the European Union (EU) need a licence to do so. Kiwa Register 
issues these licences to Dutch businesses, on behalf of the Ministry 
of Infrastructure and Water Management.

Carriers wishing to offer international scheduled services also require 
a separate licence for each route they plan to operate. These licences 
are also issued by Kiwa. The Regulation makes provision for national 
transport services to be offered as part of an international route, 
provided that the viability of a comparable public transport service 
on that route (such as regular public transport buses) is not seriously 
affected. Kiwa assesses this during the licence application process.

Carriers must also coordinate with various road managing and other 
public authorities with regard to stopping points and the associated 
infrastructure and facilities. These are primarily local authorities, 
as international long-distance buses typically seek to stop within 
municipal boundaries. Carriers then rely on these municipalities to 
designate stopping points and the associated infrastructure and 
facilities. The Road Traffic and Traffic Signals Regulations 1990 (RVV 
1990, in Dutch: Reglement verkeersregels en verkeerstekens 1990) provide 
that long-distance buses which, legally speaking, can be considered 
as public transport (this concerns international scheduled services) 
may use dedicated bus lanes.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/NL/ALL/?uri=celex%3A32009R1073
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The international long-distance  
bus services market
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Package holidays Individual tickets

Primary target group at present Elderly age group Budget travellers

Competition Based on quality, convenience and price Based on price

Operators
Range of different operators, 
often originally family businesses

Market dominated by FlixBus and BlaBlaCar

How operators determine  

which destinations to offer

Demand-driven. Some journeys/holiday packages are 
contingent on a minimum number of bookings before 
they are confirmed

Demand-driven. Buses operate as scheduled  
regardless of number of tickets booked

Annual number of journeys to/from  

the Netherlands
1 million 3.2 – 3.6 million

Fleet of buses
Some operators have their own buses, while others  
use subcontractors

Operators do not own buses themselves but work  
with subcontractors

The long-distance bus services market can be divided into two main 
categories: a market where tour operators offer package holidays 
in which bus travel is combined with accommodation, and a market 
for bus services allowing passengers to purchase individual tickets 
for their journeys.



9

Bus journey as part of package holiday
The package holiday market is made up of numerous operators, most  
of whom specialise in a particular segment, such as guided tours only, 
travel to specific countries or destinations and winter sports holidays.  
There is a notable absence of publicly accessible information regarding 
the volume, routes and destinations of bus operations, making the  
market relatively opaque. Based on the Continuous Holiday Survey (CVO)  
2017-2020, we estimate that roughly half a million outbound bus journeys 
from the Netherlands each year are made through package holiday 
bookings. This equates to about 1 million bus journeys in this market2.

Convenience more important than the lowest price
The cost of bus transport is also not immediately evident for passengers, 
as it is bundled within the overall package holiday price. In this market, 
operators compete less on price and more on offering passengers 
convenience. As a result, operators frequently compete on the basis of 
additional services and activities throughout the journey.

Market demand often dictates the range and number of package holidays 
that are available, and departures are often subject to minimum booking 
requirements. Tour operators have observed evolving preferences in bus 
travel over time, with a notable increase in interest toward active holiday 
options, such as cycling and walking holidays by bus.

Bus travel also offered to remote European destinations
This type of bus travel does not appear to be constrained by distance, 
especially for guided bus tours, with destinations as far as Greece also 
being included in tour programmes from the Netherlands. For such long 
distances, the journey to the first destination is often done in two or 
more days. Certain tour operators also offer the possibility of combining 
a guided tour by bus with air travel. While the bus departs from the 
Netherlands, some of the passengers join the group en route, flying to 
Italy, for example, to bypass the initial leg of the journey overland by bus.

2	 For the purpose of this estimate, we assume two legs for each package tour: an outbound and a return 
journey. Other journeys, such as separate trips during a guided tour, are discounted.

Elderly people the primary target group
Elderly people are the primary target group for package holidays. The appeal 
of bus package holidays for this group lies in the convenience of having 
everything arranged for them and not having to drive themselves. 
Bus passenger demographics become more varied during the winter sports 
and summer seasons, when families, young people and young adults also opt 
for bus package holidays.
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Ticket-only bus market
The ticket-only bus market in the Netherlands is dominated by FlixBus and 
BlaBlaCar, with FlixBus being by far the larger of the two. There are also 
various small carriers specialising in particular destinations or countries. 
FlixBus and BlaBlaCar both operate a network of bus routes across Europe. 
Their core business is running a booking platform combined with smart 
network optimisation. They do not have their own buses, but rather work 
with subcontractors.

In this segment of the bus market as well, market demand dictates the 
scope and frequency of routes. Profitability determines whether a route 
is continued, with the operators adjusting their programmes in response 
to market developments, including seasonal fluctuations as well as major 
construction works and changes in international rail services, for example. 
The use of existing road infrastructure allows the bus operators to adjust 
their networks with a high degree of flexibility. Their services target, 
among other areas, medium-sized cities lacking train stations – a relatively 
rare occurrence in the Netherlands due to the dense rail network.

Budget travellers the primary target group
In contrast to package tours, the ticket-only bus market primarily attracts 
budget-conscious younger individuals and young adults. While precise 
data is unavailable, operators report that certain routes attract a modest 
share of business passengers

Most buses departing the Netherlands 
have a final destination in Belgium, 
Germany and France.

Total number of buses per week 
operated by FlixBus and BlaBlaCar

230-290 Germany

70-75 �Czech Republic, 
Austria, Croatia 

40-70  
United Kingdom

50-65 �Italy, Luxembourg,  
Switzerland, Romania

330-400 France

280-350 Belgium 

700-885

375-475

15-25 �Denmark 
Sweden 

60-85 Poland, Lithuania 
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Ro�erdam 500-700

Del� 40

Den Haag 375-450

Schiphol 300-350

Vianen 10

Enschede 35

Drachten 30

Nijmegen 75

Venlo 25

Eindhoven 350-450

Roermond 45

Breda 70

Tilburg 50

E�eling (Kaatsheuvel) 10

E�eling (Kaatsheuvel) 10

Groningen 125-150

Maastricht 200-225
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More than 1,000 buses per week 
During a typical summer week outside the school holiday period, FlixBus 
and BlaBlaCar together operate around 1,200 cross-border long-distance 
bus services to and from the Netherlands. Three quarters of these 
routes commence or terminate in the Netherlands. The other routes 
commence and terminate in another country, but have at least one stop 
in the Netherlands. Services vary throughout the week, with most buses 
operating on weekends. Bus frequency increases by approximately 10% 
during the summer holiday period compared to a normal summer week. 
The same frequency decreases by roughly 15% during the autumn and 
winter months.

FlixBus operates around 85% of these buses. Most buses terminate in 
Belgium, Germany and France, often stopping at intermediate towns and 
cities en route. Direct routes are also available to more distant countries 
like Sweden and Romania, although these operate at significantly 
lower frequency. Only a small proportion of passengers travel the entire 
journey on such long routes, with most joining or disembarking along 
the way. There are direct international bus routes linking the Netherlands 
with 14 different countries in total. The full European network covers 
22 countries.

Amsterdam Sloterdijk the central hub for bus transport 
in the Netherlands
Buses depart from 19 different towns and cities in the Netherlands, 
with Amsterdam being the central hub for long-distance bus services 
in the Netherlands. Over 80% of all bus services commencing or 
terminating in the Netherlands are handled at Amsterdam Sloterdijk. 
Transit bus routes between Germany and Belgium that pass through 
the Netherlands frequently include stops in Maastricht and Eindhoven.

Dutch towns and cities served 
by FlixBus and BlaBlaCar*

* The larger the dot size, the higher the number of buses per week
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Dynamic pricing
Similar to train and air fares, bus ticket prices vary according to the time 
of booking. Tickets booked between 1 and 10 days prior to departure are 
on average significantly more expensive than tickets purchased further 
in advance.

As with the timetable, ticket prices vary depending on the day of the week and 
between holiday and non-holiday periods. Ticket prices follow a consistent 
weekly pattern, peaking during weekends and the days surrounding them. 
Holiday weeks also see a notable increase in ticket prices compared to the 
weeks immediately preceding and following them.

Over 3 million ticket-only bus journeys to or from 
the Netherlands each year
In the absence of up-to-date publicly available data on international long-
distance bus passengers to and from the Netherlands, we have produced 
an estimate using the published timetables of FlixBus and BlaBlaCar.

Annual passenger volumes in the ticket-only bus market to and from the 
Netherlands are estimated at between 3.2 to 3.6 million. While this figure 
is 3 to 3.5 times higher than package holiday volumes, it includes not only 
Dutch nationals but also international travellers using bus services to and 
from the Netherlands.

Prices are highest on and 
around weekends and during 
school holiday weeks.
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3 	 
The bus as an alternative mode 
of transport



14

Luxembourg

To assess the viability of bus travel as a realistic alternative to 
other modes of transport, we compared travel time, cost and 
flexibility for various travel options across 24 destinations. 
We present sample itineraries for four of the destinations: 
Düsseldorf, Paris, Garmisch-Partenkirchen and Marseilles.

sample trip �
Couple without children making a day trip to a Christmas market in Düsseldorf

bus train air car

Travel time (single journey) 3:45 – 5:15 2:50 – 4:30 4:45 3:00

Travel costs per person (return) € 20 – 37 € 40 – 94 € 195 – 277 € 30

Total travel costs € 40 – 74 € 80 – 188 € 490 – 554 € 60

Daily departure options 12 > 20 5

Earliest arrival time 10:10 am 08:30 am 08:40 am

sample trip �
Four friends go on a winter sports trip to Garmisch-Partenkirchen

bus train air car

Travel time (single journey) 15:10 – 26:20 8:55 – 14:50 6:45 10:40

Travel costs per person (return) € 63 – 83 € 76 – 300 € 246 – 462 € 59

Total travel costs € 252 – 332 € 304 – 1,200 € 864 – 1,688 € 234

Daily departure options 12 13 11

Overnight options* 7 1 0

Earliest arrival time 08:36 am 08:52 am 10:50 am

* An overnight option is considered as a journey not requiring any change or disembarkation between 12:00 am and 06:00 am.
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Luxembourg

sample trip �
Family with 2 children (aged 10 and 12) go on a weekend trip to Paris

bus train air car

Travel time (single journey) 7:25 – 10:45 4:30 – 5:50 5:20 7:00

Travel costs per person (return) € 38 – 64 € 128 – 282 € 137 – 366 € 45

Total travel costs € 152 – 256 € 512 – 1,128 € 548 – 1,464 € 180

Daily departure options > 20 17 12

Overnight options* 3 0 0

Earliest arrival time 06:10 am 09:40 am 09:10 am

sample trip �
A backpacker goes to Marseilles for a week

bus train air car

Travel time (single journey) 20:00 – 31:30 8:55 – 14:30 6:00 14:30

Travel costs per person (return) € 73 – 134 € 234 – 454 € 177 – 314 € 460

Total travel costs

Daily departure options 10 13 3

Overnight options* 4 1 0

Earliest arrival time 06:20 am 06:33 am 12:30 pm

* An overnight option is considered as a journey not requiring any change or disembarkation between 12:00 am and 06:00 am.



16

Bus competitive up to 500 km
If we compare door-to-door travel times for bus transport relative 
to alternatives like car, rail and air travel, we see that bus transport is 
reasonably competitive for distances up to about 500 km (see figure on 
the next page). While car and train travel are generally quicker over many 
of these distances, the time advantage is typically modest, ranging from 
to 1 to 1.5 hours. In most cases, the bus is the cheapest way to travel, 
though the cost advantage over the most affordable train options for 
these distances is often limited to just a few to 20 euros. This applies to 
the trip to Düsseldorf, for example. The cheapest bus and train tickets 
are frequently not available for the fastest services, however. The price 
difference relative to car travel is influenced by both the number of 
passengers and which costs are factored in. With just fuel and toll costs 
included, car and bus costs per person are generally comparable from 
3 travellers onward.

Cheaper but slower
Beyond 500 km, bus travel continues to be the cheapest option, though 
the difference in travel times compared to other modes of transport 
increases significantly. Cars also offer shorter travel times than buses, 
despite both using the same infrastructure. This is mainly because buses 
stop several times along the way to pick up and drop off passengers. 
Some routes, like those to Paris, offer almost direct bus connections from 
the Netherlands to the destination, making the journey only slightly longer 
than by car: 7.5 hours by bus compared to 7 hours by car.

The sample trip to Paris also shows that the availability of a high-speed 
train connection can lead to a difference in travel time between bus and 
rail. The quickest train to Paris completes the journey in just 4.5 hours. 
However, even the lowest train fare is double the cost of the most 
expensive bus ticket. Where high-speed trains are unavailable, travel time 
and fare differences tend to be smaller. See the adjacent figure for ranges 
for travel costs per mode of transport per destination.

0 100 200 300 400 500 600
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Ranges for travel costs  
per mode of transport per destination3 

3	 The car travel costs shown above are based on an average petrol vehicle with an 
occupancy of 2.6 individuals per car. This is the average occupancy per car during 
leisure travel.
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Night-time travel 
For certain destinations between 500 and 1,000 km away, bus operators 
provide overnight services, enabling passengers to depart in the evening and 
reach their destination by morning. These services are available on routes to 
cities such as Paris and Munich, for example, or winter sports destinations like 
Val Thorens in France or Garmisch-Partenkirchen in Germany. Since travellers 
can sleep en route, the longer travel time is likely to be of less concern. As the 
bus arrives in the morning, passengers can hit the slopes straight away while 
also saving the cost of an overnight stay compared to the same journey by car 
or plane. It is also possible to travel overnight by train to several destinations. 
This option is much costlier than bus travel, however, especially for travellers 
who prefer a bed to a standard or reclining seat.
 

The sample trip to Marseilles illustrates that even for destinations over 
1,000 km away, buses offer overnight travel possibilities, although 
the very long journey times often make this a necessity rather than an 
option. The shortest travel time to Marseille by bus is around 20 hours. 
Bus journeys frequently take three to four times longer than air travel, 
whereas the cost difference typically remains within a factor of 2 to 2.5. 
Travelling by bus to places like Barcelona, Florence or Budapest involves 
a journey of at least 22 hours. As a result, bus travel is likely to be chosen  
by only a small number of travellers for such distances.
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4	  

Factors influencing  
the choice of bus travel
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Not all Dutch people aware that international  
long-distance bus services exist
Almost three quarters (73%) of Dutch people are aware of the existence of 
package holidays including bus travel. Slightly fewer of them, 69% to be 
precise, are aware that ticket-only bus services exist.

 

A much smaller fraction of the population has experience with international 
bus travel. More than one in four people (28%) have taken a bus-based 
package holiday at some point. A smaller number – just 19% – has ever 
purchased a separate ticket for an international bus journey. Among all age 
groups, those aged 65 and over are the most likely to have taken a package 
holiday including bus travel. And bus services offering ticket-only options are 
most commonly used by the younger age group, between 25 and 49 years.

Ticket-only bus travel

Age

Has experience with international bus travel

Aware it exists, but never used for an international trip or travel while abroad

Aware it exists, but only ever used it while abroad

Not aware of this

Age

Bus travel included in package holiday

Total65+50-6434-4925-3416-24
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Total65+50-6434-4925-3416-24

Familiarity and experience with international bus travel
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Long-distance buses often perceived as an affordable but 
uncomfortable mode of transport
International bus travel is often perceived as an affordable but uncomfortable 
travel option. See adjacent figure. This tends to apply more with regard to 
individually ticketed bus services than for bus travel as part of an organised 
travel package. A notable distinction in the minds of the Dutch between the 
two forms of bus travel is that ticket-only bus services are often associated 
with younger travellers, whereas package tours appeal more to older adults.

Dutch perceptions of bus travel vary in a number of respects between people 
with firsthand experience of this type of travel and those without (not shown 
in figure). People who have travelled by bus before are much more likely to 
consider it an affordable form of travel, for example. Those who have been on 
package tours are more inclined to see bus travel as comfortable rather than 
uncomfortable. Yet, even people who have used ticket-only bus services tend 
to perceive this mode of travel as uncomfortable.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

A�ordable 

Uncomfortable 

For young people 

For older people

Easy to book

Comfortable

Flexible 

Safe 

Sustainable

Costly 

Unsafe

Di�cult to book

Polluting

Ticket-only bus travel 
Bus travel included in package holiday

Characteristics associated with  
international bus travel  
(max. 3 responses per person)
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Large proportion of Dutch would consider bus travel for a day 
trip or short holiday abroad
Almost half (47%) of the Dutch would consider bus travel for a day trip abroad, 
for example to visit a Christmas market (see adjacent figure). Just under a 
third (32%) say they never take a trip abroad for this purpose. Consequently, 
of the Dutch who do make such a trip from time to time, almost 7 in 10 (69%) 
would consider doing so by bus.

About 40% of the Dutch would consider bus travel for a short holiday of less 
than a week, such as a weekend break. About a quarter of the Dutch never 
make trips like this.

The proportion of people willing to consider bus travel for the remaining 
purposes is lower. Business travel shows the least willingness to opt for bus 
transportation, with only 8% of respondents saying it might be an option 
for them for this purpose. Even after adjusting for the 59% of people in the 
country who never travel abroad for business, fewer than 1 in 5 (19%) would 
consider taking the bus. A relatively large proportion of the population 
(60%) do not go on winter sports holidays. Among those who do, 37% would 
consider travelling by bus.
 
 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Business trip

Visiting family and friends

Holiday >1 week
excl. winter sports

Winter sports holiday

Holiday <1 week
(e.g. city trip, excl. winter sports)

Day trip
(e.g. a Christmas market)

I would consider the bus for this motive
I would never consider bus travel for this motive 
I never travel for this motive

Motives for potentially  
considering bus travel

Almost 7 in 10 Dutch people  
who occasionally take day trips abroad 
would consider travelling by bus.
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Lower likelihood of bus being chosen as alternative travel 
option when part of a package holiday than for ticket-only 
bus travel
Among Dutch people who travelled internationally by bus on a ticket-only 
basis in the last two years, half would have chosen an alternative mode of 
transport to the same destination if the bus option had not existed; see above 
figure. For package holiday travellers, the corresponding figure is significantly 
lower, at 26%. They would have tended either not to travel at all or to select 
an alternative destination reachable by bus. It would seem, therefore, that 
the availability of bus travel in package holidays tends to generate additional 
travel demand, while ticket-only bus journeys are more commonly chosen in 
place of another mode of transport.
 

Bus the preferred choice for only a few Dutch people
When asked about hypothetical trips4, only a small proportion of Dutch 
people indicate they would initially opt for bus travel. Approximately 8% of 
respondents would choose the bus for a 200 km day trip, while only around 
5% would do so for a 900 km journey to a winter sports destination. For the 
remaining types of trips, the proportion of people who would select the bus 
as their primary mode of transport is lower. The car is the preferred option for 
most Dutch people (59%-75%). Train travel ranks second for journeys of up 
to 400 km, whereas air travel is the preferred alternative for longer distances. 
See figure above.

4	 We asked respondents to indicate for two hypothetical trips in which order they would choose the various 
modes of transport and to give reasons for their choice. The trips covered distances ranging from 200 to 
900 km, for various purposes. Respondents were given information on travel distance, travel time by mode, 
purpose of travel and travel company.
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Travel time and comfort main factors negatively influencing 
the choice of bus travel
The leading factors discouraging initial preference for bus travel are longer 
journey times and perceived lack of comfort. This is in line with perceptions of 
bus travel, which we discussed earlier. Travel time is more frequently cited as 
a limiting factor by train and air travellers than by those who prefer to go by 
car. In addition, many people perceive limited options in bus departure times, 
and car users in particular tend not to identify with the target group for bus 
services.

The limited group for whom bus travel is their preferred option typically select 
this mode of transport based on the belief that the bus can bring them straight 
to their destination, informed by prior experience, because they expect the bus 
to be more affordable than alternative modes of transport, or because they 
find it the most comfortable way of travelling.

Train passengers often consider bus travel as an alternative
Among those who indicate a preference for the train for the hypothetical trips, 
the bus is relatively frequently chosen as a second option, varying between 11% 
and 41% across the various trips. For day trips (32%) and winter sports holidays 
(41%), they most frequently select the bus as their second choice. Among those 
with an initial preference for air travel, the likelihood of selecting bus travel as 
a secondary mode is lowest, ranging from 0% to 11%. They are more likely to 
choose to travel by car or train instead. See adjacent figure.

Train passengers indicate relatively frequently that they would have an initial 
preference for bus travel if no train services were available, if buses offered 
greater comfort, if bus journey times were comparable to those by car, or if bus 
travel were to be significantly cheaper than the alternative modes of transport. 
Among those who would initially prefer car or air travel, the unavailability 
of a car is a key factor in opting for bus travel. In addition, they indicate a 
willingness to travel by bus if it were to offer greater comfort, it became much 
cheaper than the alternative and bus travel times were to become comparable 
to those by car.
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and course of action
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Long-distance buses have potential for international travel 
to and from the Netherlands
Bus services with ticket-only options appear to hold particular potential for 
urban destinations within roughly 500 km. This also applies to longer-distance 
destinations, up to around 1,000 km, where overnight bus travel is feasible or 
where rail and air connections are unavailable (such as winter sports areas). 
At the same time, our study shows that many Dutch people have little 
awareness of and prior experience with long-distance bus travel and do 
not yet view it as a viable alternative to car, train or air travel. Enhancing 
public awareness and reshaping perceptions regarding the comfort and 
journey times of bus travel could enable long-distance buses to play a more 
prominent role in international travel to and from the Netherlands.

Currently, the potential for growth in bus travel as part of package holidays 
appears more limited than that of individually ticketed bus services. This is 
mainly due to a lack of new market entrants. Furthermore, package holidays 
tend to generate additional travel demand rather than substituting for other 
journeys. From a sustainability perspective, therefore, this type of travel offers 
comparatively limited potential.

Policy efforts have so far largely overlooked international bus services. 
Yet, from the perspective of advancing sustainability and improving 
international mobility, buses could play a meaningful role. While no high-
priority issues have been identified for this market, there are nonetheless 
several entry points the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management 
could explore to support the expansion of long-distance bus services in 
international mobility.
 

Bus travel can facilitate a shift from air to rail travel
In contrast to international rail, buses offer greater operational flexibility 
and more potential for expansion using current infrastructure. Accordingly, 
it is relevant for the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management to 
recognise the bus as a viable alternative for promoting sustainability and 
enhancing the international accessibility of the Netherlands. Our study shows 
that current rail passengers in particular view the bus as an alternative mode 
of transport. Encouraging a shift from rail to bus travel could create scope to 
facilitate a shift from air to rail travel.

Greater awareness of bus travel can boost its utilisation 
Roughly 3 in 10 Dutch people are unaware that international bus services 
exist. In addition, bus travel suffers from a somewhat negative image; this is 
especially true for ticket-only bus services. This negative perception appears 
to be one of the reasons why travellers are still hesitant to opt for bus travel. 
The Dutch see the bus as an affordable yet uncomfortable means of transport. 
However, there is also a group of people who choose bus travel specifically 
for its comfort. By incorporating the bus as a viable alternative in its policy 
framework and communication strategies, the Ministry of Infrastructure and 
Water Management can help raise awareness and improve public acceptance 
of long-distance bus travel. An effective strategy might be to develop 
a campaign. An increased willingness among Dutch people to use bus services 
could help shift public perception of bus travel.
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The Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management 
can issue guidelines for stopping points and associated 
infrastructure and facilities
Well-designed and conveniently located stopping points are crucial for 
enhancing the attractiveness of bus services. Since most stopping points 
in the Netherlands are located on municipal land, bus operators rely on 
local authorities for their siting and quality. Good regular public transport 
connections, for example, increase the attractiveness of bus services. 
The Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management can issue guidelines 
to ensure a minimum level of facilities and connections to other modes 
of transport.

Legal framework needed for full sleeping amenities 
on overnight bus services
On overnight journeys, the duration of travel becomes less important when 
comfortable sleeping arrangements are available. In contrast to rail services, 
however, buses operating to and from the Netherlands are presently unable 
to offer fully horizontal sleeping berths, due to the absence of any legal 
framework covering the safety of lie-flat sleeping arrangements on buses. 
Regulations in this regard are desirable if the Ministry of Infrastructure and 
Water Management is to promote overnight bus services. Providing flat-bed 
sleeping facilities could also enhance the appeal of bus travel for business 
travellers. However, before implementation, further research is needed into 
appropriate safety measures for lie-flat sleeping arrangements on buses. 
Importantly, this is not solely a matter of Dutch regulation, since such 
transport must also align with legal frameworks in all transit countries.

International scheduled bus services also help generate 
new domestic bus services
International bus services also facilitate the creation of new domestic 
bus links. For instance, several direct bus services operate daily between 
Groningen and Amsterdam, offering travel times comparable to rail services 
– sometimes even faster – while being more affordable and eliminating the 
need to change anywhere. This also opens up new routes and travel options 
to locations not covered by rail services, such as to and from Drachten. 
This warrants attention from the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water 
Management, especially considering its implications for domestic mobility, 
the Action Agenda for Bus Rapid Transit and efforts aimed at enhancing 
the sustainability of recreational activities.

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2024/01/19/bijlage-3-actie-agenda-brt


27

	About this study

Working method
For this study, we conducted interviews with several market players.  
We also conducted a market analysis based on publicly available timetables 
and ticketing data. To assess how bus travel compares with other modes, 
we used information from public travel planners to collect data on travel 
time, cost and departure frequency. We also conducted questionnaire surveys 
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