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MEDIA RELEASE (embargoed until 0001hrs on Monday 19 March 2007)
PASSENGERS GROUP DEMANDS GOVERNMENT PROVIDE MORE SEATS FOR OVERCROWDED CROSS COUNTRY RAIL SERVICES
The public transport customer ‘watchdog’ for the South West has called on the Government to cut the over-crowding on Cross Country rail services. The Government is currently selecting the company to run the franchise from November 2007 until April 2016.

TravelWatch SouthWest has demanded that the Government contracts for more seats on Cross Country rail services and drops the plan to cut services in Devon and Somerset. The number of customers on Cross Country rail services on the Bristol – Taunton – Exeter – Plymouth corridor has risen by more than ninety per cent in the last ten years.

Many passengers have to stand for long distances. Approximately one quarter of all the existing Cross Country trains are so full that customers have to stand for part or all of their journey. The overcrowding is particularly acute in South West England during periods of peak demand (which include Sunday afternoon and evening) and during the tourist season. The Government has told the four bidders that, despite the existing overcrowding, it wants to reduce the number of trains to and from Devon and Somerset.

Four companies are competing for the new franchise – Arriva, FirstGroup (which already operates the Greater Western franchise), National Express and the existing operator, Virgin Rail (owned by Stagecoach and the Virgin Group). The Government has asked the four bidders to quote a price for increasing the number of seats on services between Bristol and Birmingham via Cheltenham by a minimum of thirty per cent – there is no guarantee that the Government will take up this option.
The proposed service specification for this new rail franchise will provide four separate services serving South West England operating at an hourly frequency:-

1. Bournemouth – Southampton – Reading – Oxford – Birmingham – Stoke-on-Trent – Manchester

2. Bristol – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham – Stoke-on-Trent – Manchester

3. Cardiff Central – Gloucester – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham – Derby - Nottingham

4. Plymouth – Exeter – Taunton – Bristol – Cheltenham Spa – Birmingham – Derby – Sheffield – Leeds – York – Newcastle – Edinburgh (with three trains in each direction been extended to and from Penzance)
TravelWatch SouthWest is therefore demanding that, in addition to the planned hourly service between Edinburgh and Plymouth, the Government should extend the hourly trains scheduled to operate between Bristol and Manchester, in order to provide an improved service on the key Bristol – Taunton – Exeter corridor, as follows:-
Every two hours to Paignton calling at Worle, Weston-super-Mare, Taunton, Tiverton Parkway, Exeter St Davids, Dawlish, Teignmouth, Newton Abbot, Torre and Torquay

Every two hours to Exeter St Davids calling at Worle, Taunton and Tiverton Parkway

This alternative service pattern would deliver two trains per hour on the key regional growth corridor linking Exeter, Taunton, Bristol and Cheltenham Spa, provide Dawlish, Paignton, Teignmouth and Torquay with a through train every two hours to Bristol, Birmingham and Manchester and give Weston-super-Mare a through train every two hours to Birmingham, Exeter and Manchester

TravelWatch SouthWest has also proposed that all Cross Country trains serving Bournemouth should be extended to and from Poole, a fast growing urban centre and the railhead for most of South East Dorset.

TravelWatch South West Chairman Chris Irwin said:

“The Government does not seem to care about public transport in the South West. The new Greater Western rail franchise imposed drastic timetable cuts and the ‘mothballing’ of much needed railway carriages, despite the record growth in passenger numbers and the chronic overcrowding. The reliability of rail services in the South West has plummeted, with many peak services so full that customers are frequently unable to board trains. Despite this appalling service, First Great Western has imposed double-digit fare increases in the last year, as the company needs to pay the Treasury over a billion pounds during the period of the new franchise.

This ‘shambles’ must not be repeated with the new Cross Country rail franchise. The South West needs ‘decent’ rail services to deliver growth. The new Cross Country rail franchise is an opportunity for the Government to prove that it can meet the needs of the people of the South West – the region’s railway needs growing, not stifling.

The Government must ensure that the new Cross Country rail franchise is ‘fit for purpose’. Tom Harris, the Rail Minister, is visiting the South West tomorrow (Tuesday 20 March) – people in the South West need reassurance that the Government is committed to ensuring that their transport needs will be met.” 
Notes for Editors

1. 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 the trading name of TravelWatch SouthWest in June 2006
2. The four bidders for the new Cross Country franchise, which will operate from November 2007 to April 2016, are Arriva Trains Cross Country Limited (Arriva plc), First Cross Country Limited (FirstGroup plc), NXC Trains Limited (National Express Group plc) and Virgin Voyager Trains Limited (Virgin Rail Group).
3. Further information relating to this media release is available from Chris Irwin, the chair of TravelWatch SouthWest (telephone number: 013-8086-0119 or 079-0021-8290)
www.travelwatchsouthwest.org
South West Public Transport Users’ Forum CIC is a company limited by guarantee.
Registration Number: 5542697 Registered Office: Cranmore Cottage, East Cranmore, Shepton Mallet, Somerset BA4 4SD
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