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TravelWatch SouthWest
Response to the ORR’s Strategic Business Plan consultation, November 2016

TRAVELWATCH SOUTHWEST CIC
TravelWatch SouthWest was established in 2001 as The South West Public Transport Users' Forum (SWPTUF) to promote the interests of public transport users in the South West of England (comprising the counties of Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire and Somerset and the unitary authorities of Bath and North East Somerset, Bournemouth, Bristol, Cornwall, North Somerset, Plymouth, Poole, South Gloucestershire, Swindon, Torbay and Wiltshire) - the Forum became a Community Interest Company, limited by guarantee, in August 2005. SWPTUF adopted the trading name of TravelWatch SouthWest in June 2006 and the Community Interest Company changed name to TravelWatch SouthWest CIC in November 2008.
 
Membership of the TravelWatch SouthWest CIC is open to every 'not-for-profit' organisation in the South West of England whose sole or principal purpose is to represent the users of any public transport service or to promote the development of public transport services - membership is also open to other 'not-for-profit' organisations' in the South West England who represent the interests of particular groups of public transport users e.g. the disabled or the elderly. TWSW currently has over one hundred affiliated organisations.
 	
TWSW, 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 local authorities, local enterprise partnerships, business organisations and other stakeholder groups - with the dissolution of the former Rail Passengers Committee for Western England in July 2005, TWSW is the representative body for public transport users throughout the South West of England.

TravelWatch SouthWest broadly supports the concept of Strategic Business Plans (SBP) with its emphasis on ‘geographical routes’ and greater stakeholder engagement and hope that in the light of the recent fiasco around the electrification programme for the Great Western Main Line that it will improve Network Rail’s efficiency, accountability and ability to deliver on time and on budget.  The SBPs are Network Rail’s golden opportunity to re-establish its credibility.  To this end we raise several comments as set out below.  


Strategic Business Plans – what they need to take account of
The format for each route’s strategic plan set out in section 6 is supported but we believe that to be more effective account must be taken of the following.

Historic and ongoing growth in rail passenger numbers  
Over the last 20 years the South West of England has seen impressive growth in rail passenger numbers.  From the Office of Rail and Road’s own figures passengers have grown by 194% to 2014/15.  

Increase attractiveness to investors
If SBPs aim to increase the role of local funders then Network Rail must make itself more attractive to investors through the SBPs being committed to improving delivery times, reducing costs and ensuring greater value for money.  More robust, accurate and reliable costs estimates from the earliest stages of rail projects will provide investors with greater confidence that costs can be managed and delivered on budget.

Network Rail must be prepared to seriously consider projects promoted by local authorities, Local Enterprise Partnerships and other third parties and accept that plans /design will be worked up and implemented outside of Network Rail.   This will ensure delivery if Network Rail cannot deploy resources in time to benefit from local /third party funding.  Rail projects will be increasingly ignored by third parties if Network Rail does not deliver. 

In order to deliver the SBPs and keep costs under control Network Rail will need to improve its commercial relationships with contractors to ensure long-term strategies for use of equipment, purchase of supplies, skills development and apprenticeships.  There is a role here for the ORR to play in ensuring that project pipelines are structured to give much better value for money.

Devolution and strategic plans for ‘geographical routes’ are a welcome step forward but this must be accompanied by a commitment from Network Rail to reform its working practices and corporate structure.

Developments along the route
SBPs must take account of local plans and aspirations to ensure sufficient capacity for travel between centres of population, commerce and education at the right time of day.  As highlighted above there have been rapid growth in passenger numbers and a difficulty in keeping up with demand in some parts of the South West.  Population growth has been unprecedented here in the last decade; the projections are for this to continue.  Transport is an enabler, and a growing population will need to move around. But transport should also enable economic growth.  The Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and Local Authorities (LAs) have an increasingly clear view of the future focusses of population growth and where employment sites are likely to be.

Network Rail, therefore, must develop a better dialogue with local authorities and LEPs to understand and work with Local Plans in order to align its strategic planning to local as well as national needs and opportunities. 



As an example the area covered by TravelWatch South West will see around 20,000 new dwellings each year with a commensurate number of new jobs. ONS Subnational Population Projections for the South West estimate a 6.9% population increase in the decade to mid-2022.  For the West Wiltshire area in particular population estimates and forecasts suggest that the populations of Trowbridge and Westbury will both expand by more than 21% by 2037 to over 80,000, giving a combined total with those of the almost contiguous towns of Bradford-On-Avon, Melksham and Warminster of over 150,000. 

Tourism
For the South West tourism is a key part of the economy attracting millions of visitors a year.  We would expect the new ‘bespoke’ approach of SBPs to fully take this into account and plan for accordingly.


Stakeholder engagement
We welcome the proposals for Network Rail in sections 27 to 41 to proactively and widely engage with stakeholders in the preparation of strategic plans.  We stress this should be started as early as possible if the proposed ‘bottom up’ approach set out in section 6 for each route is to be successful.

In the list of who stakeholders are in section 33 we suggest that in terms of passengers, TravelWatch SouthWest, representing as it does the widest range of passenger groups across the region, should be included as a matter of course for routes in the South West.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The requirement for Network Rail to provide more information, rather than just relying on published plans, and to explain how key stakeholders’ points have been addressed are both strongly supported.  All this emphasises the 

importance of engagement being a two way process with genuine dialogue, debate and explanations.  To work, Network Rail’s commitment to the process must be 100% and whilst we can understand why the ORR does not plan to be directly involved the ORR should be prepared to step in when this is falling short of expectations.

Scorecards and flexibility
The ORR’s requirement to be able to compare routes using scorecards and templates sits somewhat uneasily with Network Rail’s devolution and each route having ownership of its strategic plan and having the freedom to take a bespoke approach to reflect local circumstances.  There is the danger that the use of scoring and comparing routes becomes an end in itself rather than taking account of passenger and freight customer priorities.  We would cautiously welcome proposals in section 95 to reward high quality plans.

Enhancements, efficiency and value for money
The draft guidance emphasises renewing the network, maintenance, asset sustainability and improving capability and efficiency but with little priority attached to enhancements.  This is disappointing.  Given the high levels of passenger growth indicated above simply making the best use of existing infrastructure is not going to be sufficient to meet future demands.  Enhancements should be a key issue for Table 2 and the overarching criteria in section 94 in the guidance.  If there are to be no or limited enhancements, and section 45 clearly indicates funding will be constrained, then the SBPs need to be explicit and transparent about what can and can’t be afforded and what the impact on passengers will be.  


Missing from the need in section 53 for Network Rail to achieve greater efficiency and cost effectiveness for funders is the issue of value for money and timely delivery.  Both are fundamental if more third party investment is to be attracted to the rail network.  In the light of delays to and the spiralling costs of [image: ]the electrification of the Great Western Main Line this is all the more important.




Vinita Nawathe							11 January 2017

Chair, TravelWatch SouthWest CIC
secretary@travelwatchsouthwest.org
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