Chair’s Report to the TravelWatch SouthWest General Meeting
7th March 2009.

1. Regional Funding Advice (RFA2):  Over the last six months regional work has focussed on the preparation of RFA2.  This covers almost £10 billion of capital expenditure in the South West on new economic development, housing and transport schemes in the period to 2018-9. TravelWatch SouthWest has contributed actively to this work.  Although we did not achieve everything that we sought in the transport sector our influence on the final advice is indisputable. Of the proposed £1,680 million worth of transport capital projects, around two thirds are directly public transport related.   They include funding contributions for:

· Swindon-Kemble railway redoubling (£22m)

· Greater Bristol Bus Network (£27m to complete)

· 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)

While the directors of TravelWatch SouthWest – and most of us were involved in the development of this advice in various capacities - would have liked to see an even greater priority given to public transport expenditure we commend the over all package of measures.  There is little doubt that some of them might not have been included in the form that they appear in the plan, if at all, without TravelWatch SouthWest’s intervention.  Among them are the rail schemes – included in a South West RFA bid for the first time - as well as key schemes in Bristol and Exeter that will deliver improved public transport, where at the very last minute we were able to win the case for earlier starts than originally proposed.  We were also able to secure local authority commitments to some public transport user-friendly modifications to highway schemes.  These include easing public transport access and egress at Aller on the proposed Kingskerswell by-pass.  We also pressed for inclusion of road schemes that help public transport operators, such as the Poole Bridge Regeneration Initiative and the improvements at Tweenaways Cross in Torbay.

Three big lessons emerged from the RFA process.  First, since no transport project can be considered without either a local authority, the Highways Agency or the Department for Transport as its sponsor, the success of potential schemes depends on getting buy-in well in advance from potential sponsoring authorities.   Public Transport groups should be thinking now about what those schemes that they would like local authorities to work up in preparation for RFA3 in three years’ time.

Secondly, local authorities in the South West are generally not confident of their capacity to design, manage and deliver public transport schemes.  These authorities often have strong road building skills; without access to public transport skills local authorities risk getting in to difficulty with the Government for incompetent programme management when public transport schemes get accepted.  The region needs to find ways of ensuring that it has access to those skills if it is to have the confidence to undertake the challenge of developing public transport in an era of carbon limits.

Thirdly, the region achieves most when it throws its collective weight around a few priorities.  TravelWatch SouthWest played a key part in helping the regional institutions to prepare the South West Rail Prospectus.  Without the focus on priorities set out in the Prospectus it is unlikely rail schemes would have won inclusion in RFA2.  It formed the focal point for a well-attended joint South West Regional Assembly/RDA workshop for the region’s MPs which I addressed at the House of Commons.  It was organised through Alison Seabeck, the Plymouth MP who is PPS to Geoff Hoon, the Secretary of State for Transport and a good friend of TravelWatch SouthWest.

The South West’s RFA2 submission was sent to Ben Bradshaw, the Regional Minister, at the end of February.  A decision is expected before Parliament’s summer break in July.

2. The reform of regional governance:  The Government has introduced legislation in Parliament with the purpose of ‘streamlining’ of regional government.  A side effect of its proposals in the South West is the likely entrenchment of the political power over the region of the shire authorities and the marginalisation of stakeholder influence on policy.  The inclusion of the key public transport schemes in RFA2 was only achieved through the intervention of TravelWatch SouthWest and the encouragement received from other stakeholder members of the Assembly.  
The South West Regional Assembly, in which public transport users are represented by TravelWatch SouthWest, would be abolished.  In its place, the Regional Development Agency and a newly created Strategic Leaders’ Board (comprising the leader of each shire and unitary authority, together with the leader of one district council from each of Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire and Somerset, a representative of the Isles of Scilly Council (electorate 1,662 voters) and one representative of the National Parks) will have responsibility for developing and delivering regional strategy.  Following a change in the political control of Bristol in February the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties are the only parties represented in the Strategic Leaders’ Board with the Conservatives holding the dominant position.
The Government has said that it is committed to stakeholder engagement as a fundamental feature of the new processes but has made no legislative proposals to ensure this.  There is widespread concern amongst the region’s stakeholders that, as presently proposed, the changes will weaken the voice of civil society in regional strategy.  The new arrangements will reinforce one-party dominance of strategy and encourage the reassertion of parochial attitudes.  For all its short-comings, the South West Regional Assembly has worked through consensus for which stakeholder members have been the catalyst. Their involvement has helped offset the temptation for elected members to succumb to local self-interest when faced with tough strategic choices for the region.  The South West’s strategies are more inclusive and more enlightened socially, economically and environmentally than would have been the case without the influence of stakeholders. 
The RDA and the Strategic Leaders’ Board say that they recognise the importance of stakeholder engagement and their knowledge and expertise:  they have proposed working arrangements which could ensure some voice for stakeholders in regional strategy.  But this voice would be muffled since appointees to the RDA board would fill three of the nine stakeholder places, with another three going to those selected by the local authority leaders.  There is little evidence that members of the Strategic Leaders’ Board and the RDA have yet grasped the important part that properly accountable stakeholder representatives play in connecting with the wider community and providing much needed strategic focus.  
The Social, Economic & Environmental Partners’ Group (SEEPs) in the Regional Assembly  (which I now lead, following the completion of Cate Mack’s two year term of office) has agreed on steps to create a new grouping to champion the interests of civil society in the region – South West Stakeholders.  They intend that this should be more inclusive than the Assembly’s SEEPs group, with increased efforts to engage equalities’ representatives and those engaged in the new Area Agreements.  The Board of TravelWatch SouthWest seeks support for its view that effective stakeholder representation can play a key role in championing regional interests and that this voice is essential to the interests of public transport users and their part in delivering sustainable economic development. 
3. Concessionary travel:  Our concerns about the way in which the excellent nationwide free bus pass scheme for over-60s and disabled people is administered have not abated.  Our research suggests that, while concessionary transport authorities as a whole in the South West are quids in, a handful such as Exeter, Torbay and Bath & North East Somerset are seriously disadvantaged.  The present lack of transparency means that some authorities are able to siphon off large sums of money which is then spent on matters unrelated to public transport whilst they continue to plead under-funding.  There is a real political risk that this will generate a back-lash against continuance of the scheme.   TravelWatch SouthWest has continued to argue that some of the under-spend – typically in those rural district authorities where bus services are sparse – might be used to help deliver the Department for Transport’s social inclusion agenda, even to the extent of funding concessionary rail travel where rail services provide a better alternative to bus, as in parts of Devon and Cornwall.  We submitted a full response to the Department for Transport’s recent consultation.  In this we made the case for simplifying the present administrative arrangements by stripping the costly involvement of local councils out of the scheme. TravelWatch SouthWest continues to argue that the only equitable approach is for the scheme to be run on a regional or even national basis.  

4. Fare increases:  The company was highly critical of the rail fare increases implemented in January, particularly the unacceptably high increases imposed by Arriva CrossCountry, especially when combined with their extension of certain ticket restrictions.  We made our views known to the Managing Director of that company.  In broadcasts and press statements we highlighted the inappropriateness of the increases, sanctioned by the Government, at a time when the majority of people in the country were increasingly concerned by the effects of the recession.
5. Ticket offices:  We welcomed the intervention by Lord Adonis, the Rail Minister, to moderate South West Trains’ programme of station ticket office closures and congratulated Passenger Focus on the effectiveness of the way in which is used its research to underline the concerns that passengers had expressed.  TravelWatch SouthWest made particularly strong representations, some in conjunction with local authorities.  We achieved some specific successes, including the decision by the Minister to reject altogether South West Trains’ proposal to make cuts at Pokesdown.  We were therefore doubly disappointed by South West Train’s announcement in the same week of its intention to cut its workforce by 10%.  Although in making the announcement the company claimed that all were administrative or management posts it subsequently emerged that the majority were actually platform or ticket office staff.  The situation was compounded by the announcement in February of further cuts that would result in a total cut of just under 600 posts.  While we are aware that some rail franchisees, such as Stagecoach, may be finding it hard in the recession to match the estimates that they made in retendering for their franchises we would note that the commitments to pay large sums of money in premium payments to the Government was one in which the sums volunteered were based on decisions made totally at the discretion of the company.  Passengers should not be asked to put up with a diminution in service quality to make up for injudicious commercial judgements by the holding company.

6. South Coast to South Wales: This rail route is likely to be another beneficiary of the prioritised approach to rail investment that has emerged from our South West Rail Prospectus advocacy.  Just before Christmas the DfT issued a national invitation to tender which included the supply of eleven four-car diesel units.  This corresponded with the advice submitted by the South West RDA, with whom we had been working, to the Department for Transport for the re-equipment of the Cardiff-Bristol-Portsmouth route.  We understand that First Great Western have been asked to put forward a business case to justify the allocation of the eleven new trains to this route.  We now need to ensure that the rolling stock displaced by the new trains enable additional trains to be cascaded to the hard-pressed local fleets around Bristol, Exeter, Torbay and Plymouth.  Despite the recession, demand for local services in the Bristol area was up by 26%, year-on-year in the twelve months to the end of January.  

7. Swindon-Kemble redoubling:  TravelWatch SouthWest worked very closely with the South West Regional Assembly, the RDA, FirstGroup and Network Rail to breathe fresh life into this project following the Office of Rail Regulation’s surprise decision not to require the Government to fund it through Network Rail.  We were able to use our place in the Regional Assembly to ensure its inclusion in the Assembly Leaders’ 8-point Plan for Economic Recovery as a shovel-ready project that served an area designated for major housing and employment growth.  We subsequently had meetings with the Department for Transport in which we made the case for the diversion of regional transport under-spend monies to help finance the GRIP4 feasibility study that ensure that the project is tender-ready.  As noted above, the South West has ear-marked funds under RFA2 to facilitate completion of the 20km redoubling of this important diversionary route.  As Dave Ward, Network Rail’s Western Region Route Director, told our General Meeting in October, the work could readily fill the gap between completion of capacity enhancements to the North Cotswold line and the start of major up-grading work in the Reading area.  TravelWatch SouthWest is working closely on the execution of this scheme with the regional bodies, the DfT, the rail industry and local authorities.  The South West’s initiative has had strong support from Lord Adonis, the Rail Minister, as well as from the Welsh transport minister. A formal announcement on the scheme could be made within weeks.  
8. Rail Electrification:  Geoff Hoon, the Transport Secretary, told Parliament that the Government believes that there may be a case for the electrification of the most heavily used parts of the Great Western Main Line.  It is evaluating the value for money, feasibility and affordability options under a programme being led by Lord Adonis, the Rail Minister.  We reported the work that TravelWatch SouthWest has been doing at our October General Meeting.  We are monitoring progress whilst seeking to ensure that the importance of through connectivity does not get lost.  Directors are in close touch with the regional bodies and the Department for Transport.
9. Bus patronage: We’ve been studying the recent LTP2 Progress Reports statistics.  These show an impressive average growth of 19% in the South West between 2003/4 and 2007/8.  The one basket case was Dorset, which reported a bus patronage decline of minus 2.9%.  This contrasted with 65.2% growth in South East Dorset. Even rural Wiltshire achieved 37.4% growth, with Dorset’s other neighbours, Devon and Somerset at 31.3% and 28.9% growth respectively – and all this before the full impact of concessionary travel.  TravelWatch SouthWest has offered to talk to Dorset County Council’s transport head about how it might help; tellingly, we have had no response. 

10. Route Utilisation Strategy:  Network Rail is developing a new Route Utilisation Strategy for the Great Western Main Line.  A draft of the Strategy is now likely to be published for consultation in mid-summer, by which time the Government may have made clear its intentions for the electrification of the most heavily used sections of the Great Western Main Line.  

11. Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS):  The draft proposed RSS and associated Regional Transport Strategy put forward by the Secretary of State prompted more than 35,000 consultation responses, including a submission from TravelWatch SouthWest reflecting the discussion at our last General Meeting.  As a result of this volume of interest, the final RSS is not now expected until late July. 

12. Delivering a Sustainable Transport System:  The Department for Transport has just closed its consultation on Delivering a Sustainable Transport System (DaSTS).  DaSTS sets out a framework for strategic transport planning.  Starting from the position that transport is a means to an end rather than an end in itself, it focuses on five over-arching policy goals – tackling climate change, supporting economic growth, promoting equality of opportunity, contributing to better safety, security and health and improving the quality of life.  It then identifies a series of more specific challenges – areas in which Government will be looking for progress, such as the delivery of net reductions in greenhouse gas emissions at one extreme or improving end-to-end journeys for users at the other – against which emerging options can be tested in order to identify the best package of interventions.  The potential of DaSTS is enormously important.  TravelWatch SouthWest has both provided its advice on a response to the regional institutions and submitted its own to the consultation.
13. Passengers’ Rights:  The European Commission has put forward proposals establishing sets of rights for passengers using bus and maritime services on both domestic and international routes. Rights include minimum rules on information for all passengers before and during their journey, assistance and compensation in the event of interruptions of journeys, measures in the event of delays and specific assistance for persons with reduced mobility. As with the regulations relating to the air and rail sectors (the latter coming in to force in December 2009), these proposals will be applicable throughout the EU.  Some of the major international transport groups have started to lobby against the Commission’s proposals.  TravelWatch SouthWest has made its support for the principle of effective passengers’ rights known to the Department for Transport, the European Commission and to the Transport Committee of the European Parliament.
14. First Great Western:  It was with disappointment that the directors learned of Andrew Haines’ departure from FirstGroup in December, where he had been Managing Director of the Rail Division and overseen the return of First Great Western to greater reliability, improved performance and better service quality.  Andrew is a good friend of TravelWatch SouthWest and the directors have wished him every success in his future career.  The directors are confident of further developing a close relationship with Mark Hopwood, the new Managing Director of First Great Western.
15. TravelWatch SouthWest cic:  The Company formally changed its name from South West Public Transport Users Forum cic on 8th November 2008 when it registered itself in its trading name, TravelWatch SouthWest cic.

16. 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:

· European Parliament Transport Committee on proposed legislation on Bus & Coach Passengers’ Rights,

· European Parliament Transport Committee on proposed legislation on Maritime Passengers’ Rights,

· European Commission on Proposals for a Rail Network Giving Priority to Freight,

· Department for Transport on Delivering a Sustainable Transport System,

· Department for Transport on Concessionary Fares,

· Department for Transport on Station Closure Procedures,

· Department for Transport on the Role of the Transport Commissioner,

· Government Office South West on the Secretary of State’s draft proposed Regional Spatial Strategy for South West England,

· Cornwall County Council & Plymouth City Council joint consultation on the Tamar Bridge and Torpoint Ferry Toll, 
· Bath & North East Somerset Council consultation on the Bath Transport Package
Christopher Irwin
2nd March 2009.
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