London bus drivers rally amid rising cockroach infestations and safety concerns
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A London bus driver has recounted a distressing encounter with a cockroach crawling onto his hand while driving, highlighting broader concerns about sanitation and working conditions among London bus workers. Dylan Carroll, who drives the 20 route from Walthamstow to Loughton, described the incident as "horrifying" and admitted it has caused him ongoing anxiety. Carroll, who is also the founder of the London Bus Forums, immediately reported the event, fearing that the pests might have infested his personal belongings. This encounter has become a symbol of a larger campaign demanding better conditions for bus drivers, including a proposed 'bill of rights' to be embedded in Transport for London's (TfL) contracts with outsourced bus operators.
The issue of cockroach infestations is not isolated, with multiple bus routes reportedly affected. Routes such as the 159, 345, and 55, managed out of garages like Battersea and Leyton, have seen infestations that extend beyond drivers’ cabs to rest areas, and even to drivers finding cockroaches in their drinks during breaks. Photos and videos documenting the presence of these pests on seats and in driver rest areas have been circulated publicly, amplifying the urgency of the problem. Drivers have described the infestations as a serious public health concern, urging TfL and bus operators to implement professional fumigation and stringent pest control measures immediately, alongside suspending any buses found to be infested until they are fully cleared.
Beyond pest problems, bus drivers have voiced broader frustrations about their working conditions, which they say have progressively deteriorated and are directly impacting safety. One of the stark issues raised is the practice of requiring drivers to start shifts only 10 hours after finishing their previous ones, a schedule they argue leads to fatigue and is a critical factor in the recent spike in bus-related collisions. In 2024 alone, there have been 13 fatalities involving London buses, the highest since 2012. Drivers’ demands also include guarantees for adequate rest breaks, clean and serviced toilets on all routes, and improvements to working environments such as cab air conditioning in the summer and heating in the winter.
The call for improved conditions culminated recently in a protest, where around 200 bus drivers marched from Islington Green to TfL’s headquarters in Southwark. They articulated 12 key demands focusing on worker safety, sanitation, and fair scheduling, supported by a petition that has garnered over 27,000 signatures. The union Unite has been prominent in representing driver concerns, linking poor facilities and exploitative work patterns to the increased risk on London's roads.
Former driver Kevin Mustafa, who worked on the 284 route between Cockfosters and Edgware, went as far as to label the London bus industry "institutionally unsafe." He cited fatigued drivers operating under unreasonable conditions and the poor maintenance of vehicles, with some buses unfit to be on the road. Mustafa also pointed out the disparity in attention and investment from TfL, suggesting underground services receive priority over bus services that are outsourced to private operators, which exacerbates the neglect experienced by bus drivers.
In response to these mounting concerns and the recent protest, TfL has acknowledged the seriousness of the complaints and stated its commitment to improving conditions. Lorna Murphy, TfL’s Director of Buses, told MyLondon that the company takes driver safety and welfare seriously and requires operators to meet high standards. She emphasised that reports from drivers are fully investigated and reassured staff that no action would be taken against those raising welfare concerns. TfL confirmed it is working on measures to ensure fair work schedules, safe vehicles, and adequate facilities for bus staff, while also pledging to consider proposals for further improvements carefully.
As London’s bus drivers continue their campaign for cleaner, safer, and more humane working conditions, the intersection of pest infestations, inadequate rest facilities, and demanding work schedules reveals a pressing need for structural reforms. For a network critical to the capital’s daily functioning, the well-being of those behind the wheel is increasingly recognised as essential not only for the drivers themselves but for the safety of the millions who rely on London buses every day.
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