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THE SOUTH WESTERN RAIL FRANCHISE PROCESS 
THREE MONTH UPDATE
Background

I wrote to you on 31 May about South West Trains (SWT) and the new South Western rail franchise from February 2007. 

I am very grateful for the positive responses which I received, and this note is to update you on events over the intervening months.
I continue to collect documentary evidence of SWT’s history and, altogether, 15 members of our Group have attended 5 constructive and friendly meetings with companies bidding to take over the franchise - First Group, Arriva and MTR/National Express.

The choice of operator remains important for rail users. It will help determine the quality of some two billion passenger journeys over the next decade.

SWT’s performance under Stagecoach 
· In SWT, Stagecoach has had a longer franchise tenure than any other operator. 

· Despite this advantage, the latest official passenger satisfaction ratings show SWT as fifteenth best
 out of 25 operators. One in 6 journeys on SWT is ranked less than satisfactory, equating to some 26 million journeys a year.

· SWT is one of only 8 franchises where satisfaction figures were lower in the Spring of 2006 than in the Autumn of 2005. The difference in the case of SWT is 1%. The unrounded figures are not published, but a full 1% is equivalent to over 1,600,000 fewer satisfactory passenger journeys annually. 

· SWT’s performance target for peak period punctuality on its mainline services is 89% of trains completing their journeys within 5 minutes of time. Although this target was set before December 2004, when Stagecoach significantly slowed its timetable, it has continued to be missed, although marginally.  
· The practice of omitting booked stops to compensate for late running continues on a daily basis. Research consistently shows that people dislike having to change train, and this practice can make SWT especially unattractive to vulnerable groups like elderly and disabled people. Typically, a passenger who was dumped at Basingstoke, when her train’s Woking stop was axed, was moved to brand SWT as “unreliable and uncaring”.

· SWT’s slower timetable is wasting commuters’ lives. For example, evening fast trains from Waterloo routinely stand 4 minutes at Winchester, and when the trains split at Southampton Central there is usually 10 minutes between their arrival and the departure of the rear portion. This causes widespread discontent.
  
· In 1990 the average speed of fast trains from Brighton to Victoria was 60mph with one stop, and from Southampton Central to Waterloo 70mph with one stop. Currently, the speed from Brighton to Victoria is 60mph with 2 stops, and from Southampton  Central to Waterloo 60mph with 3 stops. Despite huge investment in the railways, passengers are getting a downgraded service under Stagecoach.

· Cancellations arising from crew shortages are commonplace, particularly at times of peak leave demand by SWT staff. At least 27 trains were axed on Saturday 1 July because of crew shortages, and another 4 the next day. Crew shortages also resulted in at least 10 trains being axed or running only part of their schedule on Saturday 19 August. The Guildford-Aldershot-Ascot route seems to be the first in line for cuts when SWT has train crew shortages, and has suffered so much that it can be considered as totally unreliable. 

Security

· Security remains a concern on SWT. A passenger has written to the press
 to warn others travelling on their own to be cautious about late evening services. A group of unruly, smoking, passengers joined first class accommodation on a train at Bournemouth  and appeals to the guard to intervene brought the response that this was the “drunks’ train” and he had no interest in passengers’ concerns. He ignored the suggestion that he might check tickets. The writer comments, “I was told at least a year ago by a staff member on this service that they are advised to “stay out of the way” late evening. We have travelled on many trains in the evening with no staff presence and we believe this to be company policy. This is a complete failure in SWT’s duty of care to passengers”. SWT replied that this is not what they consider acceptable behaviour by the guard but accepted that staff are not expected to enter into situations where there is risk of assault. Clearly, therefore, passengers are on their own except in the statistically unlikely event of one of SWT’s handful of Travelsafe officers being present.

Industrial action

· The current strike action is a further manifestation of ongoing industrial unrest at SWT. Previously strikes have arisen from guards being required to wear red waistcoats, guards being given a lower percentage pay increase than the much better paid drivers, and the wrongful demotion of driver Greg Tucker (which followed the wrongful dismissal of driver Sarah Friday). Management has historically failed to engage with staff – former SWT managing director Graham Eccles once said that one of the two things he most frequently heard was that morale had never been lower, yet dismissed the problem by saying that morale is how you feel about yourself rather than how others feel about themselves. The Tribunal in Mr Tucker’s case found that much of SWT’s evidence was “incredible”, “risible”, “implausible, even absurd”, with one key witness appearing to give evidence “without regard for the truth and solely with an eye to where the advantage lay”.

· SWT claim that there was consultation prior to the devastating strike on 29 August, but ASLEF denies this. Given that SWT published a leaflet saying they had consulted rail user groups about the unpopular timetable which has operated from December 2004, and then admitted they hadn’t, it is not unreasonable to assume that there has been no effective consultation with the union. The company’s claim that it shouldn’t be prevented from using managers to drive trains because that would be contrary to the interest of passengers, sounded like posturing “solely with an eye to where the advantage lay”. The number of trains driven by managers were far fewer than the number which stand to be cancelled because the use of managers will lead to further strikes. One woman passenger told the BBC news on 29 August that the strike was inconvenient but, if that was the only way staff could engage with a disappointing employer, we have to put up with it.   The Chamber of Commerce says the strike cost London millions. 

Misleading passengers
· The July-August edition of SWT’s “e’motion” passenger magazine claims that £250m has been spent on a facelift at Southampton Central. The works are quite minor – a glazed waiting area and  enlarged  foyer on one platform and minor enhancements like re-cladding of the footbridge steps. By way of comparison, the futuristic new Liverpool South Parkway station cost £32m, and a proposed redevelopment of the massive Birmingham New Street complex is expected to cost £500m.

· The same magazine has clearly been selective in publishing complaints. One writer is unhappy that the buffet was already closed on his Weymouth train despite the service being announced on Dorchester station before he boarded. One really wonders about the background to the letter’s existence. Using a PR magazine to highlight the absence of a buffet service for a journey of 11 minutes, when the hourly Bournemouth-Waterloo Sunday services have no buffet for journeys of over two and a half hours, is simply sidestepping the real issue. 
· A Wokingham-Waterloo commuter, who responded to SWT’s recent ‘website event’, complained of losing his season ticket discount because of the slower services. He was told the annual average for punctuality is now 88.8%, which is well within target. However, the performance standard set by the Department for Transport is 89%. This is surely the ‘target’ which SWT should aim for but, presumably with an eye to where the advantage lies, they seem to be referring to the discount threshold of 86.5%. The passenger is also told that journey times are not much different and, at most, 5 minutes have been added. Yet Wokingham to Waterloo normally took one hour in 1990, and now takes 68 minutes - a very slow service under Stagecoach.
· Stagecoach lobbyist Barry Doe continues to use “Rail” magazine to denigrate other train operators. His attack on Chiltern, which outshines SWT on passenger satisfaction, has been dubbed more vitriol than fact by Chiltern management, and a Chiltern passenger has fiercely criticised him.
· Mr Doe’s attitude towards Southern and Southeastern is entertaining. After operator Go Ahead dropped its bid for SWT, he took a journey on Southern, and wrote a complimentary article. More recently he has criticised both Southern and Southeastern as being more like scruffy tramways. I pointed out the discrepancy in his attitude to Southern in our Group’s magazine. His latest approach is to limit his attack to Southeastern, whose trains he considers too litter-strewn, vandalised and filthy for him to use. I do use these trains every week and can confirm that there is little evidence of vandalism, carriages are normally clean, and tremendous efforts are made to remove litter during short peak turnaround times at Charing Cross.

· ‘Modern Railways’ columnist Alan Williams, rewarded by Stagecoach with a plaque on Effingham Junction station, opines that, “Overall, if sparkling new Secretary of State Douglas Alexander is as keen to distance himself from the less than impressive reputation of his predecessor… he might well be tempted to go for the safe option [on the new South Western franchise]. Something about better the devil you know.”
 

· Factual comments about SWT which I have had published in the Southern Daily Echo have resulted in a couple of anonymous letters which look like SWT lines to take and support the company whilst totally ignoring the complaints raised by myself and other writers. People offering praise rarely want anonymity. A SWT spokesman also responded, stating that SWT’s satisfaction rating is “one of the highest” when it is only fifteenth best.

· A SWT poster proclaims “As soon as we know, you’ll know”. However, when a train was held at signals for more than 3 hours because of flooded track ahead, the desperate driver could not contact SWT, and borrowed a passenger’s laptop computer to check the company’s website.  He then announced that this was showing that there were no delays. SWT said that at such times it could be difficult to get through to their control room. In other words, when information is most needed it is not available.

Stagecoach profiteering
· Stagecoach chairman Brian Souter’s statement that “ethics are not irrelevant but some are incompatible with what we have to do because capitalism is based on greed” clearly retains its relevance.
· Stagecoach was founded by Mr Souter and his sister Ann Gloag, with initial resources of just two buses. Their fortune, which reportedly peaked at around two thirds of a billion pounds, has to a considerable extent been founded on subsidies from taxpayers. Yet Stagecoach has always made clear that it is an entrepreneurial company looking to develop its portfolio without commitment to the long-term retention of particular operations.

· This year Mr Souter’s remuneration package has swollen by 10% to £924,000. In 2005-06 he also benefited from the award of 450,293 “incentive units” which, should he stay with the company for two years and meet certain performance targets, should net him a further £500,000.  Stagecoach’s total boardroom bill also climbed by 10% to £2,227,000.

· Stagecoach is seeking to dispose of its heavily subsidised London bus operation, after just a few years, for a profit of £120m. This has provoked considerable political backlash. Brian Souter says the contractual nature of the London business “does not appeal to Stagecoach” and “We kind of prefer uncertainty”.

· Concerns have been raised that competition at Manchester Piccadilly bus station over the No. 192 Manchester-Stockport service is putting passengers at risk and causing serious traffic problems. There is congestion at the depot because of competition between Stagecoach and UK North/GM Buses. Manchester City Council and Greater Manchester Transport Executive say the situation is “totally unacceptable” and the Traffic Commissioner has been asked to intervene.
 Presumably this is the kind of operation which does appeal to Mr Souter.

· If Mr Souter doesn’t like the contractual nature of London bus operations, why would he want to retain tightly regulated SWT under contract? Perhaps this is because city analysts consider that keeping SWT would provide him with a further personal windfall. Stagecoach shares could be expected to rise to £1.50, which would be good news for anyone holding share options priced when the company was in serious trouble a couple of years ago.  Mr Souter has 3.5m exercisable shares, some priced as low as 27p.
 

· The Competition Commission has criticised Stagecoach for unfairly increasing coach fares in Scotland, and has ruled ‘out of order’ a deal with Citylink, the company’s main coach rivals in Scotland.
 

· Meanwhile, Ms Gloag has been having problems with her castles. Not long ago she was in legal contention about the area of garden being maintained by one of her tenants. Now there is contention  about blocking public access to rare trees on her Kinfauns Castle estate (she lodged court papers seeking to become the first private individual in Scotland to exempt her land from right-to-roam legislation). In addition, councillors are strongly contesting her application for planning permission for a £20m golf course and leisure centre at her Beaufort Castle estate.

Conclusion

There is no evidence that passengers’ experiences of SWT have improved over the past 3 months. When I wrote to you on 31 May, I said, “What SWT’s regular users need and would like is an operator who treats them with respect and is open and truthful, not one which pursues its agenda of greed without regard for the truth”. Recent evidence is strongly suggestive of there being no cause to modify those comments.

Yours sincerely

Denis Fryer

� This has been somewhat obscured by franchises now being grouped by type. The grouping is crude and misleading; for example GNER and Greater Western are grouped together but the former runs only inter-city trains whereas the latter runs an assortment of inter-city, regional and London commuter services.





� Southern Daily Echo, 14/7/06.





� Dissatisfaction is mitigated by the fact that people who alight at Winchester – the first stop – often have virtually the same journey time as in the past, and see themselves as enjoying early arrivals, despite schedules being inflated to improve statistics. 


� Southern Daily Echo 7/8/06.





� Private Eye. 


� Modern Railways, July 2006.





� Evening Standard 15/8/06.





� Glasgow Herald 25/7/06.





� ‘Buses’ magazine, August 2006.





� BBC website.
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