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Regulatory 
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Subject: Knowledge Test
Report of: Head of Regulation 

and Compliance
Wards Affected: (All Wards);

Portfolio: Environmental Health & Licensing

Is this a Key 
Decision:

No Included in 
Forward Plan:

No

Exempt / 
Confidential 
Report:

No

Summary:

To consider Sefton Council’s position in respect of the current Hackney Carriage and 
Private Hire drivers knowledge test

Recommendation(s):

(1) That members approve the removal of the requirement for Private Hire Drivers to 
undertake a topographical knowledge test as part of the licensing process

(2) Private Hire Drivers and Hackney Carriage Drivers be required to undertake a test 
relating to conditions that apply to a licence prevailing at the time of their application

(3) If agreed, the new testing arrangements will commence from 1st July 2017

Reasons for the Recommendation(s):

To modernise the test required to become a licensed driver

Alternative Options Considered and Rejected: (including any Risk Implications)

None

What will it cost and how will it be financed?

(A) Revenue Costs – None



(B) Capital Costs - None

Implications of the Proposals:

Resource Implications (Financial, IT, Staffing and Assets):
The cost of the service is wholly recovered from the ring fenced Taxi Licensing Trade 
Account.

Legal Implications:

Equality Implications:

There are no equality implications

Contribution to the Council’s Core Purpose:

( 

Protect the most vulnerable: N/A

Facilitate confident and resilient communities: N/A

Commission, broker and provide core services: Adaptation of current licensing 
application requirements to reflect changes in legislation, technology and guidance

Place – leadership and influencer: N/A

Drivers of change and reform: N/A

Facilitate sustainable economic prosperity: N/A

Greater income for social investment:  N/A

Cleaner Greener N/A

What consultations have taken place on the proposals and when?

(A) Internal Consultations

The Head of Corporate Resources (FD 4682/17.) has been consulted and notes the 
report indicates no new financial implications for the Council.  The Head of Regulation 
and Compliance (LD 3966/17) have been consulted and any comments have been 
incorporated into the report.

(B) External Consultations 



Licensed operators and trade representatives have been consulted and responses are 
attached to the report.

Implementation Date for the Decision

Immediately following the Committee / Council meeting.

Contact Officer: Mark Toohey
Telephone Number: Tel: Ext 2274
Email Address: mark.toohey@sefton.gov.uk

Appendices:

The following appendices are attached to this report: 

Responses to the consultation

Background Papers:

There are no background papers available for inspection.

1 Background

1.1 Sections 51, 57 and 59 of the Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act
1976 (the 1976 Act) collectively bar a Council from granting either a Hackney
Carriage or Private Hire Driver’s Licence to an applicant unless the Council is sure
that the applicant is a “fit and proper person” to hold such a licence.

Under these provisions Sefton Council’s “fit and proper person” test includes the
following:

 Criminal records check via the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS);
 Driving history check via the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Authority (DVLA);
 Medical Check via the applicant’s own General Practitioner;
 Successful completion of BTEC Level 2 Certificate in “Introduction to the Role of 

the
Professional Taxi and Private Hire Driver”; and

 Topographical “Knowledge Test” conducted by the Council.

1.2 Members will recall that on 21 September 2015, the committee decided to keep a 
revised topographical knowledge test as part of the ‘fit and proper’ assessment. 
Since that date a number of factors affecting the trade have meant that it is 
appropriate to review the requirement for a knowledge test in light of these 
developments.



2 Deregulation Act

2.1 On 1 October 2015, the Deregulation Act came into force and amended the Local 
Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1976 Act by inserting sections 55A 
and 55B in relation to the sub-contracting of bookings from one private hire 
vehicle operator to another. In the new section 55A, subsection (1) allows an 
operator who accepts a booking for a private hire vehicle to sub-contract it to four 
types of operator:

(a) an operator licensed and located in the same district as the initial operator; 

(b) an operator licensed and located in a different district from the initial operator 
(a different district but one which is still governed by the same legislation – in 
practice this means a district in England or Wales but outside London or 
Plymouth); 

(c) an operator licensed and located in London; or 

(d) a person located in Scotland. 

2.2 Scenario (a) constitutes a re-statement of existing law as it was already lawful for 
a private hire vehicle operator to sub-contract a booking to another operator 
licensed in the same licensing district. Subsection (2) of new section 55A clarifies 
that the new provision affects the legal position in respect of PHV operation under 
the 1976 Act; it is immaterial if the agreement between the passenger making the 
booking and the initial operator permits sub-contracting. The purpose of 
subsections (3), (4) and (5) of new section 55A is to cover the scenario of a 
private hire vehicle operator who is licensed under section 55 of the 1976 Act but 
also holds a private hire vehicle operator licence in a different district or operates 
in a different area. This could happen where, for example, a company operates in 
a number of different areas.

2.3 Companies with operator licences in all 5 Merseyside authorities therefore can 
now legally accept a booking in one authority and sub-contract the booking to any 
one of their other licensed operators meaning any driver and vehicle may attend a 
booking regardless of where the booking was made or accepted.

2.4 The result of this is that a private hire driver may end up working anywhere across 
Merseyside. Although the ability to work anywhere to answer a booking is not new 
the changes brought about by cross border hiring means drivers can now  receive 
bookings  via multiple operators which brings into question the value of testing 
drivers on the location of streets and places in Sefton when they will likely be 
working across a far wider area. 

2.5 It is also common for non-Sefton licensed drivers to attend for bookings made in 
or via a Sefton operator (as was the intention of the law change). As drivers may  
receive cross border bookings, passengers no longer know which authority the 
attending driver and vehicle will be licensed with at the time they make a booking 



(through certain larger operators). Anecdotally although this has surprised some 
passengers, they generally seem more concerned with other factors such as price 
and waiting time rather than perceived lack of knowledge of Sefton.

3 Merseyside

3.1 Sefton, St Helens, Liverpool and Wirral all have a type of topographical knowledge 
test. Knowsley replaced their topographical knowledge test with an ‘essential 
skills’ test after a consultation exercise in 2015. When changing their test 
Knowsley stated:

“Following an open consultation the Council has taken account of the numbers of 
responses which claimed that the previous ‘Topographical Knowledge Test’ was a 
‘memory test’ no longer fit for purpose in the current circumstances facing the hire 
and reward trades.”

3.2 Knowsley decided a test of sorts was still appropriate but that it  should focus on 
English and Maths and an understanding of maps and satellite navigation 
equipment.  The removal of their knowledge test coincided with a large increase in 
applications for private hire driver licences. The number of drivers in Sefton has 
remained largely unchanged over the last year.

4 BTEC - Introduction to the Role of the Professional Taxi and Private Hire 
Driver

4.1 Before being eligible for a licence a driver must obtain this BTEC qualification 
which covers the following areas: 

 Health and safety in the taxi and private hire work environment 
 Road safety when driving passengers in a taxi or private hire vehicle 
 Professional customer service in the taxi and private hire industry
 Taxi and private hire vehicle maintenance and safety inspections
 The regulatory framework of the taxi and private hire industry
 Taxi and private hire services for passengers who require assistance
 Routes and fares in the taxi and private hire vehicle industries
 Transporting of parcels, luggage and other items in the taxi and private hire 

industries
 Transporting of children and young persons by taxi or private hire vehicle

4.2 Drivers must demonstrate a knowledge of English and Mathematics in order to 
gain the qualification. It could, therefore be argued that there is little point in 
testing drivers again on matters already covered in this mandatory qualification. 

5 Satellite Navigation (sat-nav)

5.1 Highly accurate GPS mapping systems in vehicles are now standard in virtually all 
private hire vehicles. In the event of a systems failure, Operators would still be 



able to advise any driver on suitable routes . This is particularly relevant with the 
increase in the number of non-Sefton licensed private hire vehicles on Sefton’s 
streets.

5.2 Passengers are now used to drivers using sat-nav equipment and Sefton receives 
very few complaints about wrong routes or journeys taken relying on these 
systems.

6 Hackney Carriage Drivers v Private Hire Drivers

6.1 The selection of a private hire company  for a journey is a matter of consumer 
choice.  Poor service would result in the consumer choosing a different company. 
The situation when using Hackney Carriage is slightly different with the consumer 
having little choice. Also because a lot of journeys are not pre-booked it could be 
argued that a topographical knowledge test is more relevant for hackney carriage 
drivers.

6.2 It would be possible to continue to test Hackney Carriage Licence applicants in 
the traditional way whilst removing the requirement for private hire licence 
applicants.  In this circumstance, clearly any driver applying to transfer to a 
hackney carriage driver licence would have to pass the topographical knowledge 
test before the transfer could take place.

7 Law Commission

7.1 The Law Commission published its report into Taxi and Private Hire services in 
May 2014. This was an extensive piece of work looking at all aspects of the 
legislation and conditions concerning the general taxi licensing trade.

7.2 One of their recommendations was the remove topographical knowledge tests for 
private hire drivers for the reasons stated below:

7.3 “We gave four main reasons for this proposed approach. First, private hire 
journeys are, by definition, pre-planned. Second, whilst having a driver who knows 
the best route is desirable, it did not appear to us specifically to promote safety. 
Thirdly, private hire drivers already have the ability to work across wide 
geographical areas, which would be increased under our proposals, as they would 
no longer be restricted to accepting work from operators or dispatchers licensed in 
the same area. Fourthly, satellite navigation technology is widely if not universally 
used. Local topographical knowledge tests for private hire drivers struck us as an 
unnecessary regulatory requirement, and we saw no need for licensing authorities 
to require them”

7.4 Furthermore in relation to cross border hiring it stated:

“Private hire vehicles are not restricted to working within their licensing district, 
and cross-border working is likely to become more frequent under our 
recommendations. Local topographical knowledge tests are of little practical 
benefit in such a context.”



7.5 In relation to safety concerns involving drivers who may get lost on a journey they 
said:

“We have considered very carefully the views of consultees who see 
topographical knowledge tests as an aspect of safety. They maintain that drivers 
who do not know where they are going might put passengers at risk, for example 
by becoming distracted by navigational equipment while driving, or by driving the 
passenger into an unsafe area. However, driving in an unfamiliar area is already 
often required of private hire drivers, as they may frequently undertake journeys 
which take them beyond their own licensing area. A topographical knowledge test 
covering that area would not prevent them from getting lost elsewhere.”

7.6 The Law Commission concluded by saying they could see no sufficient 
justification for requiring local topographical knowledge tests for private hire 
drivers.

8 Department for Transport (DfT) Best Practice Guidance

8.1 The DfT produced a Taxi and Private Hire Vehicle Licensing Best Practice 
Guidance in October 2006 which stated the following:

“Topographical Knowledge.

Taxi drivers need a good working knowledge of the area for which they are 
licensed, because taxis can be hired immediately, directly with the driver, at ranks 
or on the street. So most licensing authorities require would-be taxi-drivers to pass 
a test of local topographical knowledge as a prerequisite to the first grant of a 
licence (though the stringency of the test should reflect the complexity or 
otherwise of the local geography, in accordance with the principle of ensuring that 
barriers to entry are not unnecessarily high). 

8.2 However, PHVs are not legally available for immediate hiring in the same way as 
taxis. To hire a PHV the would-be passenger has to go through an operator, so 
the driver will have an opportunity to check the details of a route before starting a 
journey. So it may be unnecessarily burdensome to require a would-be PHV driver 
to pass the same 'knowledge' test as a taxi driver, though it may be thought 
appropriate to test candidates' ability to read a map and their knowledge of key 
places such as main roads and railway stations.”

9 A New Test

9.1 Despite the numerous conditions a Sefton driver is expected to adhere to there is 
currently no testing of a driver’s knowledge of Council specific conditions. As 
previously explained, a driver will find they are frequently working outside of 
Sefton but will always be expected to comply with Sefton’s conditions regardless 
of where they are working. The driver is provided with a handbook containing the 
licence conditions during the application process. 



9.2 At the moment there is no process in place to verify that drivers have read and 
understand these conditions prior to starting driving. For this reason, it is 
suggested, that a more appropriate test as part of the fit and proper assessment 
would be one that tests their understanding of, the standards of behaviour and 
knowledge expected by Sefton Council regardless of where a driver is working 
rather than testing their knowledge on a limited number of locations.

9.3 It is not proposed to ask Highway Code related questions or any subjects 
adequately covered by the mandatory BTEC qualification that they have already 
obtained. 

9.4 It is envisaged that new drivers would be given a current handbook and asked to 
answer 10 questions.  To answer the questions they would be able to refer to the 
handbook during the test. Some examples of the types of questions that would be 
asked are detailed below:

Licence Conditions for Private Hire Drivers

1) Can a licensed driver charge for a journey that they were unable to complete?
2) Within what time period must you report an accident to the Licensing 

Authority?
3) Full details of any cautions, fixed penalties (with endorsed points) or 

convictions must be reported to the Licensing Authority within what time 
period?

Licence conditions for Private Hire Vehicles

4) What must be carried and be on display inside every licensed private hire 
vehicle?

5) Certain words are prohibited to be used in relation to private hire vehicles, 
what are these?

Hackney Carriage & Private Hire Vehicle Licences – Minimum Standard 
Requirements

6) What is the maximum length allowed for a scratch on the vehicle bodywork?
7) There are two products that are prohibited to be used on the vehicle windows, 

what are these?
8) If there is not enough adequate space in the vehicle for the safe carriage of 

each passenger’s luggage then what is a mandatory requirement?

Additional Licensing Conditions – All Vehicles

9) The seats and floor coverings of any vehicle must be free from what?
10)Where in the vehicle must the small internal plate be fixed?

9.5 These are obviously just examples but give an idea of the type of questions that 
can be asked to ensure drivers are familiar with the Licence conditions. A 



suggested pass rate would be 70% i.e. 7 out of 10. Any questions contained in the 
new test can be discussed and amended via the usual process in the taxi and 
private hire trade liaison group meetings.

9.6 Whilst all new drivers are given a handbook, recent dealings with them have 
shown that many drivers remain unaware of the contents of it and the conditions 
contained within. It is hoped that a test of this type would address this issue as 
they would have to read and understand various sections of the handbook in order 
to pass the test prior to being given a licence.

10 Consultation

10.1 Private Hire operators support the removal of any test whereas the Hackney 
Carriage trade are generally in favour of retaining the test as it is.

10.2 UBER report there are no differences in the driver satisfaction ratings that they 
use for those with the knowledge test in Sefton and those without in Knowsley.

10.3 All of the responses to the consultation are attached as annex 1.

11 Conclusion & recommendations

11.1 The Government and the Law Commission both regard a topographical 
knowledge test for private hire drivers to be of little relevance or value in the 21st 
century. There is strong support for this point of view within the private hire trade 
in Sefton who represent 3,400 licensed drivers. There is equally strong opposition 
for the removal of the test from the hackney carriage trade that represent 350 
drivers. 

11.2 Changing working methods has led to an examination of the test and it is hoped 
the proposed new test would not act as a barrier to becoming a licensed driver in 
Sefton. The conditions are designed to assure the safe and secure transportation 
of passengers.  This new test would allow drivers to demonstrate their 
understanding of the local conditions affecting them at all times (wherever they 
may be working) which will lead to increased understanding of the standards 
expected of all drivers that have been issued with a Sefton licence.  It would also 
allow the Licensing Authority to demonstrate the importance placed on conditions 
to any prospective drivers and reinforce the day to day enforcement work 
undertaken by Taxi Licensing Enforcement Officers.


