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New Cross Country Franchise Procurement Consultation Manager
DfT Rail Group

Great Minster House

76 Marsham Street

London

SW1P 4DR










20 July 2006
Dear Sir,

NEW CROSS COUNTRY CONSULTATION DOCUMENT

I am writing for and on behalf of the TravelWatch SouthWest with the organisation’s response to the New Cross Country Franchise Consultation Document issued by DfT Rail.

The South West Public Transport Users’ Forum (SWPTUF) was established in 2001 to promote the interests of public transport users in the South West of England government region (comprising the counties of Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire, Somerset and Wiltshire and the unitary authorities of Bath and North East Somerset, Bournemouth, Bristol, North Somerset, Plymouth, Poole, South Gloucestershire, Swindon and Torbay) – the Forum became a Community Interest Company, limited by guarantee, in August 2005. SWPTUF, which is a social enterprise company, acts as an advocate for passengers to lobby for the improvement of public transport in the region and works closely with the South West Regional Assembly – with the dissolution of the former Rail Passengers Committee for Western England in July 2005, SWPTUF is now the sole representative body for public transport users throughout the South West England region. SWPTUF adopted TravelWatch SouthWest as its trading name in June 2006. 
The following rail services provided by Virgin Cross Country are operated within the geographical area represented by TravelWatch SouthWest:
· All services to and from Bournemouth

· Cheltenham Spa – Bristol Parkway/Temple Meads – Exeter St Davids – Plymouth - Penzance
· Bristol Temple Meads – Cardiff Central
· Newton Abbot – Paignton

· Par - Newquay

The following rail service provided by Central Trains is operated within the geographical area represented by TravelWatch SouthWest:
· Ashchurch – Cheltenham Spa – Gloucester - Lydney

Background to response
This response is based on the significant consultation that TravelWatch SouthWest initiated with organisations representing users and potential users throughout the region during the first part of 2006.  We undertook a survey of the views of stakeholder organisations throughout the South West during March and April.  This work was conducted in conjunction with Passenger Focus, forming part of a national survey.  TravelWatch SouthWest received around thirty detailed written responses to this exercise.  

TravelWatch SouthWest drew on the support of Business West and associated Chambers of Commerce to hold discussion workshops with more than ninety business and political leaders in Bournemouth, Bristol, Plymouth, and Taunton.  The purpose of these workshops was to establish the views of opinion formers on the current Cross Country operation and their aspirations for the New Cross Country franchise.  
The information that we gathered has helped shape this response.  It is worth noting that five over-arching issues emerged from these consultations:

· The need to address over-crowding

· The need for further improvements in performance, both as to punctuality and journey times

· The perceived importance of connections into and out of other services

· The continuation of through services to a wide range of destinations and significant concern about the proposed new service pattern

· A generally positive attitude to the frequency, comprehensiveness and recent quality of the present service

A large number of specific points were also raised, many of which we have incorporated in the body of this response.  Others included the paucity of visual information displays (a point emphasised by disability partners), the failure to deliver T-12 and the associated problems with seat reservations and access to affordable discounted fares, the inadequacy of car parking facilities at a range of hub stations, the recommendation that all services between Reading and Birmingham should be routed via Birmingham International and adverse comments on the non-alignment of seating and windows on trains serving the attractive tourist route to the South West Peninsula.
Demand, Revenue and Crowding (section 3)

The consultation document correctly notes that ‘there are significant crowding problems, especially around peak travel times on Friday, Sunday afternoon and during holiday periods’ – existing Virgin Cross Country trains in the Birmingham – Bristol – Exeter corridor are also significantly overcrowded during Monday to Friday peak periods with medium and long distance commuters and business travellers.  We are aware that 20% of Cross Country trains are reported currently as over-crowded ay some point in their journey.
It is therefore imperative that the successful bidder provides longer trains on all services which deliver a significant increase in both standard and first class seating capacity from the commencement of the new franchise - it is unacceptable to expect customers to have to stand throughout a journey between Birmingham New Street and Bristol Parkway of a duration of seventy-three or throughout a journey between Bristol Temple Meads and Exeter St Davids of a duration of sixty-one minutes. On Friday and Sunday afternoons and evenings it is common for customers to have to stand throughout journeys of more than four hours duration!
Performance (section 3)

Punctuality and reliability is a key need of a public transport user. TravelWatch SouthWest therefore welcomes the recent improvement by Virgin Cross Country both punctuality and reliability – it is essential that the new operator continues this improvement.
The performance of the existing Central Trains service between Cardiff Central and Nottingham has been unacceptable – it is essential that the new SLC2 timetable enables these hourly cross-Birmingham services to be reliably delivered by the new operator.

In compiling the new SLC2 timetable, there should be a particular focus on station dwell times, which have proved to be inadequate at many stations in South West England to cope with the rising customer demand.

Rolling Stock (section 3) 
All services provided by the new Cross Country franchisee should be provided by modern air conditioned rolling stock, which has been manufactured in the twenty-first century with all trains been capable of a speed of at least one hundred miles per hour. The new Cross Country franchise will carry a significant volume of long-distance leisure passengers – it is therefore imperative that all rolling stock can accommodate large volumes of accompanied luggage.

TravelWatch SouthWest is strongly opposed to the DfT proposal to transfer class 221 rolling stock to the West Coast franchise ‘to maintain a through service from Glasgow to London via the West Coast on twenty weekends per year’ – much better for these trains to be retained in the new Cross Country franchise to be used on non-electrified lines every day of the year. It is totally absurd to transfer diesel multiple units to another franchise to operate on electrified routes for over three hundred days per year!

Fares and Revenue Management (pages 21-22)

Many passengers attach considerable importance to the availability of turn-up-and-go ‘Saver’ tickets, despite the price attractions of advance purchase discounted fares.  This may have been reinforced by the industry’s failure to deliver T-12 and the consequent difficulties with access to advance purchase tickets.  We believe that it will take several years of T-12 delivery before the market is able to re-establish its full confidence in advance purchase products. There should be no further reduction whatsoever in the number of trains, upon which regulated ‘Saver’ tickets are available. 

Service Pattern (section 5)

The proposed service pattern represents a significant deterioration in service provision for the South West of England, as it is only proposed to provide one train per hour west of Bristol Temple Meads, despite the huge increase in customers travelling by rail, particularly between Bristol and Exeter. Torbay appears on the New Cross Country franchise map, but no services whatsoever are specified to serve Paignton and Torquay. Newquay which is currently served by Virgin Cross Country every Saturday and Sunday during the summer period is eliminated from the new Cross Country network completely. This severely reduced service provision, coupled with the severe reduction in services provided by First Great Western from December 2006 will cause considerable hardship to existing business and leisure customers and is totally contrary to the Government’s policy of delivering modal shift. The proposed service reductions together with the loss of many significant journey opportunities will have a devastating impact on the West Country tourist industry, particularly in South Devon and Cornwall.
One of the major drivers in growth of over forty per cent in passenger numbers in the last three years has been the provision of through services between a large number of railheads, removing the need for customers to change trains en route – many new business and leisure customers have been attracted to Virgin Cross Country services by the availability of these through trains.  The success of the Virgin Cross Country services in the South West has helped relieve pressure on the congested strategic road network in the Greater Bristol and M4/M5 interchange area.
The Department for Transport is now proposing a severely rationalised route pattern which will undoubtedly reduce demand by the loss of so many through services and also force significant volumes of customers (in addition to the 2.8 million who currently interchange at Birmingham New Street) to change trains at stations such as Birmingham New Street, which are ill-equipped to handle a considerable increase in connecting passengers!

The proposed revised service pattern would mean the loss of all through trains between stations in South West England, served by the new Cross Country franchise, and the following railheads:
· Carlisle

· Doncaster

· Glasgow Central

· Lancaster

· Lockerbie

· Motherwell

· Oxenholme Lake District

· Penrith North Lakes

· Preston

· Warrington Bank Quay

· Wigan North Western

Stations in South West England between Penzance and Weston-super-Mare inclusive would also lose all through trains to and from:
· Crewe

· Macclesfield

· Manchester Piccadilly

· Stafford

· Stockport

· Stoke-on-Trent

· Wolverhampton

The proposed revised service pattern would mean the loss of all through trains between Bournemouth and the following stations:

· Alnmouth

· Berwick-upon-Tweed

· Burton-on-Trent

· Chesterfield

· Chester-le-Street

· Cupar

· Darlington

· Derby

· Dunbar

· Dundee

· Durham

· Edinburgh

· Inverkeithing

· Kirkcaldy

· Leeds

· Leuchars

· Markinch

· Newcastle

· Sheffield

· Tamworth

· Wakefield Westgate

· York

Proposed SLC2 Service Pattern

TravelWatch SouthWest would strongly support the adoption of the following service pattern for the SLC2 timetable:

i) Clockface services with standard stopping patterns operating every two hours:-

a) Plymouth – Totnes – Newton Abbot – Exeter St Davids – Tiverton Parkway – Taunton – (Worle Parkway) – Bristol Temple Meads – Bristol Parkway – (Gloucestershire Parkway) – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham New Street – Wolverhampton – Crewe and principal stations to and from Glasgow Central (two trains per day in each direction to be extended to and from Penzance)

b) Plymouth – Totnes – Newton Abbot – Exeter St Davids – Tiverton Parkway – Taunton – (Worle Parkway) – Bristol Temple Meads – Bristol Parkway – (Gloucestershire Parkway) – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham New Street – Derby – Sheffield – Wakefield Westgate – Leeds – York and principal stations to and from Edinburgh  (one train per day in each direction to be extended to and from Penzance)

c) Paignton – Torquay – Torre - Newton Abbot – Teignmouth – Dawlish - Exeter St Davids – Tiverton Parkway – Taunton – Weston-super-Mare - (Worle Parkway) – Bristol Temple Meads – Bristol Parkway – (Gloucestershire Parkway) – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham New Street – Wolverhampton – Stoke-on-Trent – Macclesfield – Stockport – Manchester Piccadilly 

d) Exeter St Davids – Tiverton Parkway – Taunton – (Worle Parkway) – Bristol Temple Meads – Bristol Parkway – (Gloucestershire Parkway) – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham New Street – Derby – Chesterfield – Sheffield – Doncaster – York and principal stations to and from Newcastle

e) Bournemouth  and principal stations via Reading – Birmingham New Street - Derby – Sheffield – Wakefield Westgate – Leeds – York and principal stations to and from Edinburgh  

f) Cardiff Central – Newport – Lydney – Gloucester – (Gloucestershire Parkway) – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham New Street – Tamworth – Burton-on-Trent – Derby – Long Eaton – Beeston – Nottingham

g) Cardiff Central – Newport – Gloucester – (Gloucestershire Parkway) – Cheltenham Spa – Ashchurch for Tewkesbury - Birmingham New Street – Tamworth – Burton-on-Trent – Derby – Long Eaton – Beeston – Nottingham

ii) Clockface services with standard stopping patterns operating every four hours:-

h) Poole - Bournemouth  and principal stations via Reading – Birmingham New Street - Wolverhampton – Crewe and principal stations to and from Glasgow Central  

j) Poole - Bournemouth  and principal stations via Reading – Birmingham New Street - Wolverhampton – Stoke-on-Trent – Macclesfield – Stockport – Manchester Piccadilly 
TravelWatch SouthWest considers that this standard service pattern should be provided as far as practicable on a seven days a week basis: Sunday is one of the days with the highest demand for Cross Country services.  

The proposed service pattern would continue the provision of three trains per hour between Birmingham New Street and Cheltenham Spa and also provide two trains per hour on the heavily used corridor between Cheltenham Spa and Exeter St Davids via Bristol. The growing urban centre of Poole (the railhead for East Dorset) would be reconnected to the Cross Country network and receive an hourly service. The important urban area of Torbay and the fast growing town of Weston-super-Mare would be served by a regular two-hourly service.

The proposed service pattern would also provide Lydney (the railhead for the Forest of Dean, which is currently only served by a Arriva Trains Wales local service) and Ashchurch (the railhead for Tewkesbury and North Gloucestershire, which is currently only served by the First Great Western local service between Gloucester and Worcester) with a regular through two-hourly train to the East and West Midlands and to South Wales.

Summer Weekends 

It is essential that the SLC2 specification provides adequate capacity to meet customer demand for rail travel to and from the South West of England on Friday, Saturday and Sunday during the summer month – the SLC2 specifications should include the following minimum provisions:-

y) Newquay – one through train, originating north of Birmingham New Street, arriving in Newquay after 1800hrs on Friday, three through trains to and from stations north of Birmingham New Street on Saturday and one through train to and from stations north of Birmingham New Street on Sunday

z) Torbay – a Friday evening arrival after 2030hrs on Friday, an hourly service to be provided to and from Paignton/Newquay on Saturday and a two-hourly service on Sunday.

It is essential that services to and from Penzance, Torbay and to and from Newquay should be retained and developed.  These services play are vital to the important to the tourism industry in the South West (where much of the region qualifies for Objective One status as one of the poorest areas of the enlarged EU), a fact that is reflected in the regional tourism strategy and endorsed by the DTI and DCMS. 

The South West Regional Assembly and the RDA have amassed independent research evidence from DTZ Pieda, (Intra-Regional Connectivity in the South West, 2005).  This identified inter-regional connectivity as the priority for business in the principal growth sectors, particularly connectivity with London and the South East and – important in relation to New Cross Country – the Birmingham area.  Halcrow, (Great Western Main Line Economic Assessment, 2005) showed that for business the reliability of main line services was the top priority for improvement with 40% of businesses warning that the inadequacy of the rail network could constrain regional growth, projected by Cambridge Econometrics (on the basis of Treasury guidance) as being likely to be in the region of 75-90% over the next twenty years. The University of the West of England & the University of Bath, (Meeting the Productivity Challenge, 2005) established the vital importance of regional connectivity and, once again, the significance of fast, reliable journey times to London and Birmingham.  
According to Virgin CrossCountry the tilt-capable Voyager trains (that the DfT is now proposing to redeploy elsewhere) would have facilitated the achievement of a three-hour journey time between Plymouth and Birmingham – a 20% saving on present timings. (This also assumes the replacement of some level crossings with bridges on the busy section of the route north of Cheltenham, thereby allowing the trains to run at full speed.)  There is a real concern in the region’s business circles that the Department’s rolling-stock proposals for the West Coast Main Line and the knock-on for New Cross Country may jeopardise this contribution to realising the region’s economic contribution to the national economy.
Stations (including car parking) (section 5)

TravelWatch SouthWest wishes to see major upgrades to passenger facilities with a particular emphasis on lighting, waiting rooms and toilet facilities and providing better access for the mobility impaired. 

Major investment is required to provide additional car park capacity at many stations in the South West of England served by Cross Country trains. The recent provision by Virgin Cross Country of hourly services serving Tiverton Parkway, has placed enormous additional pressure on the car parking facilities at this ‘parkway’ station with excellent road links with East, Mid and North Devon while the elimination of the great majority of calls at Gloucester has put further pressure on the already restricted facilities at Cheltenham Spa. 

Although the successful bidder will not be required to manage any stations, TravelWatch SouthWest considers that the new franchisee must have to make or contribute towards specific commitments to improve customer facilities at stations served by New Cross Country services, particularly designed to achieve modal shift. 
A large number of additional ticket vending machines should be installed at stations throughout the New Cross Country franchise area, which can also dispense tickets ordered by telephone or through the internet.
Engineering Access (section 5)

Every effort must be made to minimise the access time required by Network Rail for maintaining the infrastructure – over the last five years the needs of rail users have been ignored as Network Rail has been permitted more and more time to maintain the infrastructure leading to the withdrawal of or severe disruption to passenger journeys in the early morning and late evening and on Saturday and Sunday. A first southbound departure time from Birmingham New Street to the South West of England on Sunday at 1012hrs is totally failing to meet customer needs.

Olympics 2012 (section 8)

Weymouth and Portland will be hosting the sailing events for the Olympic Games of 2012 – it is imperative that the successful bidder is able to extend trains to and from Bournemouth/Poole to and from Weymouth during the Olympic Games, and also during the international sailing regattas that will be held during the next five years.

Worle Strategic Interchange (section 9)

TravelWatch SouthWest strongly supports the early provision of the enhanced strategic interchange at Worle – all Cross Country trains between Bristol Temple Meads and Taunton should serve the new station, immediately the enhancements works are completed.
Gloucestershire Parkway Station (section 9)

TravelWatch SouthWest strongly supports the early implementation of the initiative to provide a new station at Gloucestershire Parkway, on the line between Cheltenham Spa and Gloucester - all Cross Country trains between Birmingham New Street and Bristol Temple Meads/Cardiff Central should serve the new station, immediately it is opened.

Other Issues

The successful bidder for the new Cross Country franchise should also be required to fit closed-circuit television cameras throughout the complete rolling stock fleet to provide greatly improved customer and staff security.
There should also be a requirement to provide a specified number of community support officers throughout the franchise area.

The operator of the new Cross Country franchise should give a much greater priority to integrated transport and work closely with local authorities and other transport operators.
The successful bidder should be required to participate in multi-modal, multi-operator ticketing schemes, which are sponsored by local authorities.
TravelWatch SouthWest also wishes to see more capacity to be provided on trains for the carriage of cycles, particularly on the existing services operated by Central Trains. There are should also be no time restrictions whatsoever on the carriage of cycles on Cross Country trains in South West England.

Yours faithfully, 
Gordon J Edwards B.Sc., CMILT, ACIB

Company Secretary

West House,
Freshford, Bath 
BA2 7WA
Telephone: 012-2572-2269
Mobile: 079-6796-6929
E-mail: Gordon.Edwards@ipts.co.uk
South West Public Transport Users’ Forum CIC, trading as TravelWatch SouthWest, is a company limited by guarantee.

Registration Number: 5542697 Registered Office: Green Park Station, Bath BA1 1JB 
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