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1. Regional Funding Advice (RFA2):  The Government responded in June to the South West’s advice on major transport infrastructure spending in the period to 2018-19.  It prioritised three schemes for early delivery: £42m towards a new bus rapid transit route in Bristol, £22m towards the redoubling of the Swindon-Kemble railway line and up to £50m to boost the South West’s innovative Regional Infrastructure Fund. (The RIF funds new infrastructure up-front, allowing large development sites for housing and industry to be opened-up. It is then reimbursed from developer and other contributions as work progresses.) The Government has finally blocked funding for the A350 Westbury by-pass scheme. More generally, it has confirmed its acceptance of the priorities identified by the South West that I reported to the last General Meeting, and to whose inclusion TravelWatch SouthWest had made a significant contribution. The list included a number of public transport-related schemes:

· Bath Public Transport Package (£49m)

· Isles of Scilly Harbour Link Improvements (£23m)

· Truro Transport Package (£24m)

· Bristol Metro Rail Project (£17m)

· Weston-super-Mare Area Package stage 1 (£19m)

· Portishead Rail Corridor (£25m)

· Rapid Transit, Emersons Green to Temple Meads (£74m)

· North Fringe to Hengrove Package (£169m)

· SE Dorset ITS Bus Showcase Corridors (£32m)

· East of Plymouth Development stage 1 (£77m)

· Plymouth High Quality Public Transport North Corridor (£72m)

· Exeter Principal Urban Area Infrastructure (£24m)

· Exeter High Quality Public Transport (£59m)

· Swindon Rapid Transit Network phase 1 (£20m)

· Swindon Rapid Transit Network phase 2 (£98m)

· Elmbridge Transport (£34m)

· Forest of Dean Integrated Transport Corridor (£9m)

· Cheltenham-Gloucester Integrated Transport Corridor (£54m)

· Salisbury Park & Ride (£1m to complete)

However, the Government said that the full programme had to remain provisional in light of the present financial uncertainties, the increasing carbon constraints and the new strategy set out in Delivering a Sustainable Transport System which emphasises five strategic objectives – economic competitiveness and growth, reducing CO2 levels and other greenhouse gases, better security, safety and health, greater equality of opportunity and improving quality of life.  The Government emphasised the need for the region to improve its understanding of the way in which proposed schemes might reduce the carbon impact of transport and use this to drive overall strategy and scheme prioritisation in future including, where possible, sustainable transport measures.  It is therefore likely that a number of the more controversial road improvement schemes remaining in the region’s advice would fail to clear the hurdles set by the present Government.  A topical issue concerns the cost of redoubling the Swindon-Kemble line: although Network Rail’s final estimates are awaited, and despite the Secretary of State’s strong support, it looks as if there could be a shortfall of as much as £20m when all the add-ons, including the ‘optimism bias’ required under Treasury rules, is applied.  TravelWatch SouthWest has argued that some of the £32m freed up following the cancellation of the Westbury by-pass scheme should be used to meet the short-fall rather than lost back to the Treasury, especially given the importance of the corridor in accommodating the growth plans for Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Swindon under the Secretary of State’s draft proposed Regional Spatial Strategy – more than 50,000 new jobs and 65,000 new dwellings.
2. Electrification: TravelWatch SouthWest warmly welcomed the Government’s announcement in July of electrification of the Great Western Main Lines between London and Bristol Temple Meads via Swindon, Chippenham and Bath and between Swindon and Swansea via Bristol Parkway and Cardiff. This announcement means that electric trains will link the cities of Bath and Bristol (Parkway and Temple Meads stations) and the towns of Chippenham and Swindon with London and Reading and also link Bristol and Swindon with South Wales.  We have campaigned vigorously with other regional and local stakeholders, including South West Councils and the South West Regional Development Agency, for the electrification of the major rail corridors in the South West of England. The decision to electrify these lines by 2018 will help to secure a reliable, low carbon future.  Electric trains are more reliable, deliver shorter journey times, attract more passengers and revenue due to improved reliability and reduce operating costs significantly.  There is significant concern around the region with the hostile briefings put out by Conservative Central Office: it is hard to see this as other than political opportunism of a sort that repels many ordinary voters.  Irrespective of party, Lord Adonis should be cheered for his vision and drive.  We will now campaign for an early announcement on extension of rail electrification in the region. The next priority for electrification must be the route between Birmingham and Plymouth via Cheltenham, Gloucester, Bristol, Taunton and Exeter, which would enable through electric services to link the majority of the major urban areas of the region with Edinburgh, Glasgow, Liverpool and Manchester – it would then be relatively simple and cheap to convert the cross-Bristol rail services from diesel to electric traction. The route onwards from Newbury (the lines from Reading to Newbury and Didcot to Oxford are also to be electrified) to Taunton via Westbury should also be electrified to enable fast electric trains to link London with Devon and Somerset. Later this autumn the Government will publish an up-dated rolling stock strategy that takes account of the new electrification programme.  It has already cancelled an order for an additional 202 diesel vehicles which, unfortunately, means that the eleven new four-car diesel trains for the South Coast to South Wales route and consequent cascade of 90mph rolling-stock to other parts of the region will no longer happen.  
3. Great Western Main Line Route Utilisation Strategy:  Network Rail published a consultation draft of its new strategy at the beginning of September, it having been delayed by the Secretary of State’s announcement on electrification a few weeks previously.  Unfortunately, the draft appeared without sufficient attempts being made to think through the implications of the Government’s electrification decision for the rest of the Great Western network: it suffers somewhat from ‘cut-and-paste’ with, for example, particularly poor consideration of the future of services through Bristol following electrification of the main lines from London.  Of even greater concern is the way in which the study seems to ignore the extent of the likely growth in demand for rail services in the South West.  While it acknowledges that annual growth within the RUS area averaged 4.6% in the nine years to 2007/8 – or 6.5% annually in all those journeys starting or ending in Bristol - it forecasts future growth at 3.2% per annum.  It appears to make no allowance for the impact on demand of electrification or of better rolling stock or, indeed, of the improvements that have lately been secured in Greater Western’s performance.  Although the draft RUS acknowledges the expected growth in the region’s population, housing and jobs, no proper account is given of how it has incorporated this into its assessment of demand – not least the impact of growing road congestion on people’s propensity to use rail.  This is likely to be an increasingly apparent feature of travel in the West of England: the centre of Bristol already suffers from having the slowest moving peak hour traffic of any UK conurbation outside London.  These short-comings are fundamental and could stunt rail provision in the South West for decades to come. 
4. The reform of regional governance:  The inclusion of so many public transport schemes in the RFA can partly be attributed to Travelwatch SouthWest’s success in working with colleagues in the RDA, the old Regional Assembly and the nascent local authority Strategic Leaders’ Board.  The Government’s decision to press on with the changes to regional government following the Sub National Review, including the abolition of the Regional Assemblies, has meant that decision-making has been shifted decisively in favour of the local authority leaders, who are almost all of the same political colour in the South West, and their senior officials.  Stakeholders are likely to find it much harder to influence regional policies and, as a consequence, it may prove harder to implement them.   South West Stakeholders, which brings together organisations like TravelWatch SouthWest with the CBI, FSB, SW Chambers’ of Commerce, the SW Cooperative & Mutual Council, South West Forum, Regional Equality Networks, Regional UK Youth Parliament, Regional Faith Networks, the Black South West Network, the Housebuilders’ Federation, the National Housing Federation SW, Citizens’ Advice, the Regional Environment Network, Culture SW, HERDA, Business Links, South West TUC with representatives of the Local Strategic Partnerships and Strategic Economic, has been set up to provide the new Strategic Leaders’ Board and the RDA with ready access to stakeholder expertise.  Members of the TravelWatch SouthWest team have key roles in the new organisation’s leadership.  SWS, of which I am the chair for the initial year, will be involved in a number of the regional governance bodies under the new arrangements, including those concerned with Transport & Infrastructure and with Housing & Regeneration as well as providing an effective platform from which regional stakeholders can seek to ensure that account is taken of the concerns and aspirations of the wider community, thereby facilitating implementation.  TravelWatch SouthWest has also joined the South West Forum which links voluntary and community organisations throughout the South West.
5. South West Select Committee: The South West Regional Committee - the Select Committee that was set up by the House of Commons earlier this year under the Chairmanship of Alison Seabeck, the public-transport-friendly MP for Plymouth Devonport - has launched an inquiry into transport in the South West.  TravelWatch SouthWest responded to the call for evidence and also helped shape the submission from South West Stakeholders.  We highlighted the South West’s poor record in the provision of sustainable transport and observed that this could be compounded by the recent changes to regional governance.  We were critical of the persistent cuts that have been made to the small transport team in Government Office, particularly the way in which this undermines the South West’s ability to promote its case nationally and its ability to mentor and monitor local authorities.  However, the submission identifies various current opportunities to mitigate the principal short-comings. In particular it emphasises the importance of the rail electrification opportunity especially in the context of more environmentally-friendly transport solutions, the challenge to rural transport provision arising from the changes proposed for the Bus Service Operators Grant, the need for a step-change in the quality of public transport and to make the case to local authorities for what a more innovative approach could achieve. It points out to the examples of Cornwall, Bristol and Devon in investing in better utilisation of their local railways, enhancing their spatial strategies. The West of England and Swindon have committed to pioneering high quality rapid transit services.  We therefore support creating a regional capacity fund to give local authorities access to the skills and resources needed.
6. Passenger Rights:  The Government is currently consulting on its proposals for transposing the EU’s Rail Passengers’ Rights legislation in to UK law from December.   Unfortunately, and despite its policy that the UK’s consumer regime should be “as good as any in the world” and the fact that it has set itself a “target of reaching the level of the best”, the Government is under pressure from ATOC to concede that domestic passengers should be excluded from many of the benefits of the EU Regulation and denied the proposed benefits of cash compensation for delays.  We regard ATOC’s position as flawed: cash compensation incentivises operators to improve their performance; train operators are already compensated by Network Rail for many of the delays and we believe that the sums involved currently far exceed what is paid out to passengers.  Using the DfT’s own NATA methodology, we calculate that the cost to the economy of delays is much higher than the cost to the industry; incentivising operators to reduce delays would bring significant welfare benefits to society.  The Government has also published its response to its consultation on the proposed EU legislation on bus and coach passengers’ rights.  This response gives rise to real concerns that the DfT’s Bus & Taxi Division has caved-in to pressure from industry lobbyists.  This may reflect the weakness of passenger representation in the sector in the past and it underlines the importance of extending Passenger Focus’s remit to the championing of bus users.  For example, the UK is now likely to seek the exclusion of passenger rights’ protection from all local, including all rural, bus and coach services.  The DfT is also expressing reservations about the EU’s proposed liability provisions.  This is particularly perverse since research from the Air Transport Users’ Council has shown the need to strengthen the working of the parallel passenger rights’ legislation relation for airline passengers and their baggage.  Passengers need to be compensated quickly for damage that is not their fault, irrespective of where responsibility may lie on the part of operators and airports.  Overall, the indifference – if not the antipathy of the DfT’s Bus & Taxi Division’s approach to consumer protection - was exposed by its rejection of the suggestion that operators should be required to provide an annual complaints’ report.  During the course of our work on Passengers’ Rights more generally we have identified an anomaly that is of particular relevance in the South West: the rights of passengers using scheduled helicopter services, such as those between Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, have slipped through the EU’s provisions.  The handful of operators of such services in Europe managed to obtain derogation from the Regulation applying to airline passengers’ rights on the grounds that helicopters were susceptible to atmospheric conditions.  This derogation, which may soon be reviewed by the Commission, is illogical: the proposed Regulation concerning the rights of passengers when travelling by sea or inland waterway provides no such blanket waiver despite the susceptibility of maritime services to bad weather.  We have made representations on this through the European passengers’ Federation.
7. Fares: Despite reporting a 2.3% increase in revenue generated by the company’s rail activities in the three months to the end of June First Group increased some train fares by over twenty per cent in September. It did this by drastically restricting the times at which ‘regulated’ turn-up-and-go fares can be used, pushing the terms of its franchise agreement to the limit in what we characterised as ‘legalised mugging’. TravelWatch SouthWest and Passenger Focus both issued forceful criticism of FirstGroup’s changes which, in the case of some of the most extreme cases relating to Cornwall and Wiltshire, were subsequently moderated following our representations.  FGW’s original proposals meant that passengers using ‘regulated’ fares would no longer be able to get to London before mid-afternoon.  Car parking charges at the railway stations it manages in the South West of England have also suffered dramatic hikes – Pewsey daily charges have rocketed by over 45%, to £5.10.  You only have to listen to other passengers to learn that the shine on FGW left by Andrew Haines’ may be beginning to tarnish, despite the continuing performance improvements. There is little doubt that this self-inflicted damage could have been lessened had FGW’s revenue experts taken the precaution of consulting users’ organisations when grappling with the financial pressures from Aberdeen.  We have repeatedly made FGW aware of our willingness to do so on a commercially confidential basis.  In our public comments TravelWatch SouthWest urged the Government to change the franchising rules, drawing attention to the work of the influential House of Commons Transport Committee which has repeatedly criticised Government policy on rail fares.  In 2006 it concluded that rail travel was poor value for money and that the complexity of fares was “an insult to the passenger”.  The Committee again condemned the rail fares’ system earlier this year. It said that the companies “have taken advantage of the (fare rise) mechanism to raise fares at the worst possible moment and to a level which is out of proportion to the real economy”.  There is a risk that FirstGroup will be seen as squandering the good-will it won back as a result of the remedial plan that it was obliged to adopt in 2008.  
8. Performance:  One of the continuing legacies of the Haines-Ward era is the fundamental improvement in train performance on FGW.  With the exception of Bristol suburban services, the company is now exceeding all the Passenger Charter train performance targets.  South West Trains is the only comparable operator to do better while Arriva CrossCountry’s Moving Annual Average Public Performance Measure also exceeds 90%.
9. Liaison with local authorities and operators: The directors and officers have continued to meet and provide advice to a large number of regional and local government bodies and to bus, coach and rail operators - TravelWatch SouthWest has provided feedback to councils and operators on many issues during the last six months. The directors of TravelWatch SouthWest worked closely with two members of parliament and local bus users in responding to major bus service changes introduced by First Devon and Cornwall in Mid and West Cornwall from 3 May 2009 - as a direct result of the effective lobbying campaign co-ordinated by TravelWatch SouthWest, substantial alterations were made to the new network from 27 September 2009.
10. Consultations:  The directors and officers have continued to meet and provide advice to a large number of regional and local government and public transport operators.  Among the many consultations to which we responded since the last general Meeting were:

· House of Commons' South West Committee transport inquiry
· Department for Transport consultation - Senior Traffic Commissioner Statutory Guidance
· Office of Fair Trading - Market Study into Local Bus Services
· First Great Western Service Level Commitment Two - Proposed December 2009 timetable changes
· Bath and North East Somerset Council - Multi-Operator Ticket Scheme
· Bristol City Council Sustainable Development and Transport Commission - Bus Services Review
· Network Rail consultation Network RUS Electrification Strategy
·  DfT consultation on Possible changes to the administration of concessionary travel
· DfT consultation on the proposed EU Regulation on Bus and Coach Passengers' Rights
· DfT consultation on draft LTP3 Guidance.
Christopher Irwin
September 2009.
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