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SOUTH WESTERN RAIL FRANCHISE AWARDED IN A CLOUD OF DECEPTION AND SECRECY

Background

I am very grateful for the positive responses which I received to previous correspondence about South West Trains (SWT). I do realise that Members of Parliament can make representations only on behalf of their own constituents. This letter is therefore circulated for information, so that you are aware of some important detrimental effects of the new franchise.

Overview
It is now clear that, in terms of capacity, the principal “advantages” of the new SWT franchise will be:

· The number of seats to be stripped out of carriages to create standing space will be increased beyond the 6,500 being removed under Stagecoach’s current programme;

· Thousands more passengers will travel longer distances in cramped suburban-style seating;

· 120 good quality Wessex Electric carriages will be taken out of service, with loss of over 7,900 seats;

· 30 class 458 trains, 22 of which have already been withdrawn as being unfit for purpose because of their unreliability, will be kept in service. 

Passengers will then be carried like cattle, despite the Transport Committee’s warnings about the dangers of overcrowding and the recent derailment of a SWT train at Dorking which reportedly caused terror. 

Award of the franchise

It has been widely reported that Stagecoach retained the SWT franchise because its bid undercut those of its rivals by £200m. 

In order to do so, it disposed of its heavily subsidised London bus operation for a profit of £120m.

Stagecoach had the further advantage of having negotiated a “very profitable” franchise on SWT in 2003 (confirmed by Stagecoach Finance Director Martin Griffiths in the Daily Telegraph of 23 September 2006).

The high subsidy in the 2003 franchise agreement was justified by the additional expense of hiring 110 4-coach outer-suburban Desiro trains and 45  5-car longer-distance Desiro trains in  place of old slam-door coaches.

In fact, 30 of the 4-car Desiros were to replace recently-delivered class 458 units. Stagecoach had been required to introduce the class 458s as a condition of taking ownership of the Porterbrook rolling stock company (which it subsequently could not afford to keep), but persistently declared that these trains were so unreliable as to be unfit for purpose. 

Recently it was announced that a further 17 4-car Desiros had been ordered under the current franchise to increase capacity. ‘Modern Railways’ magazine reported that some of these are to compensate for the poor performance of the existing Desiro fleet. SWT’s website purports that the remainder are to replace the last 8 class 458 units to remain in service:  “8 (class 458 units) leased until delivery of 450s”.

Lack of information / Deception

Stagecoach’s press release to celebrate the franchise award claims: “Significant increase in capacity, with 21% more mainline peak seats and a 20% increase in peak suburban seating.” 

This was confirmed as untrue in The Times and Evening Standard of 2 October 2006. Following a Freedom of Information request, SWT admitted that their changes involve removing seats and “will allow more people to stand in comfort”.

Misrepresentation is typical of Stagecoach. They promised 785 new trains, but “trains” meant carriages, they claimed that £250m had been spent on Southampton Central station when the real figure was £250,000, and they claimed to have consulted user groups on the 2004 timetable changes and then admitted they hadn’t. 

Following challenges to SWT from our Group and others about rumours which have been circulating on the web, the following is confirmed:

Waterloo-Weymouth services:

The twenty-four 5-car Wessex Electric units are to be taken off lease. This was confirmed on BBC South Today and Radio Solent on 11 October. The news does not appear on SWT’s website, and there has apparently been no press release. These are the best trains which have ever operated between London and the South Coast and are only 18 years old, against a typical operating life of 35-40 years for modern electric trains. This is hardly good value for the taxpayers who bought them in the days of British Rail. 

Earlier this month, SWT told a meeting of local government officials that the Wessex Electrics had to be replaced by existing longer-distance Desiro units in order to meet SWT’s undertaking to increase capacity on this route; the Wessex Electrics had wasted space because of their larger buffet area.

In fact, SWT’s website shows that each Wessex Electric unit has 281 standard class seats and 50 first class (total 331). Each longer-distance Desiro has 299 standard class seats and 35 first class (total 334).  

It would be a simple matter to modify two 6-seat first-class compartments in the Wessex Electric units to 8-seat second class compartments. This would give 297 standard seats and 38 first class (total 335). In addition, since the buffets are often closed, and either a refreshment trolley or nothing provided, the buffet area could be converted to seating.  These would be low-cost projects and should not be unaffordable given that the two Stagecoach founders not long ago shared a bonus of £65m. The Wessex Electrics should be in good mechanical condition because a major overhaul is already underway.

The Desiros are inferior in a number of respects: limited stowage for large luggage (which for security reasons passengers are these days required to keep with them during the journey) – on the Bournemouth holiday route this is a serious problem even with the Wessex Electrics; reliability far below specification; and less comfortable seating.

Waterloo-Portsmouth/Alton/Basingstoke services

All services, except some Waterloo-Portsmouth semi-fasts, will in future be operated by outer-suburban Desiro trains, in place of longer-distance Desiros which will transfer to the Waterloo-Weymouth route. 

The outer-suburban Desiros have many seats in cramped two-plus-three configuration. When SWT announced that it had started to refurbish its suburban fleet (which operates over much shorter distances than the Desiros), it stated “We’ve also incorporated new high-back seats with a two-plus-two configuration. Passengers told us they didn’t like sitting in the middle seat” (e’motion magazine issue 3). In other words, seats which are too cramped for short-distance passengers are now good enough for passengers travelling over much longer distances.

Waterloo suburban services

It is not clear how the promised extra capacity in the new franchise will be achieved, except that Waterloo-Woking services will be operated by two-year-old outer-suburban Desiros with many of their seats removed.  

When SWT announced that they were introducing an improved seating layout on their suburban trains, they omitted to mention that each 4-car unit would have 72 fewer seats so that more standing passengers could be crammed in. 

It seems to me that the remainder of the promised additional capacity is from this existing programme of removing seats from suburban trains, which started in March 2004 and should be complete by March 2008 – nothing to do with the new franchise award and presumably made possible by SWT’s generous existing subsidy.

I have raised a Freedom of Information request to try and clarify this latter point. 

Waterloo-Reading services

Transfer of outer-suburban Desiros to Portsmouth/Alton/Basingstoke services means that the only trains available for the Reading line will be the class 458 units which are on the point of being finally withdrawn as not fit for purpose.

Waterloo-Exeter and Romsey-Eastleigh-Salisbury diesel services

There will be 650 extra seats from replacement of 2-car class 170 units with much older 3-car class 158 units. This is already in hand and has nothing to do with the new franchise. When it was proposed to  amalgamate SWT’s diesel services into the former Wessex Trains franchise, Stagecoach vigorously objected in its booklet ‘Moving forward with South West Trains’ on the grounds that this would mean less-reliable class 158 trains working into Waterloo alongside SWT’s existing class 159 fleet.

Conclusion

The deception and secrecy enshrouding the award of the South Western franchise to Stagecoach for a third term illustrates how disadvantaged SWT passengers are in not having a straightforward operator. Neighbouring Southern simply promised 742 new carriages and delivered them. These trains have more comfortable seating than SWT’s Desiros and extremely useful displays of stopping patterns on the outsides of the carriages. Seats were to be ripped out of Southern’s suburban units as on SWT; passengers were told and objected; it didn’t happen. That’s the difference between passenger-focused operators, who tell their passengers the whole truth, and Stagecoach.

In 2001, Stagecoach was chosen as preferred bidder for a 20-year franchise on SWT. This was reduced to 3 years because of the company’s financial collapse and SWT’s unacceptable performance. It follows that all the costs of the latest franchise exercise, to taxpayers and rival bidders alike, arise from these Stagecoach failures.

There must be grave concerns about the legality under competition rules, of the new franchise award. The Department for Transport’s press release on the franchise award states: 

“The franchisee is contracted to increase capacity. This will [my underlining] include: 21% more mainline peak seats by the end of the franchise and 20% increased capacity on peak time suburban trains”. 

Yet it seems that most of the increased capacity is already being realised under the existing, very generous, franchise. That looks like a tremendous advantage to Stagecoach as the incumbent operator. 

Yours sincerely

Denis Fryer
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