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Rt Hon Patrick McLoughlin MP

Secretary of State for Transport
Department for Transport

Great Minster House

33 Horseferry Road

London

SW1P 4DR

9 February 2013
Dear Mr McLoughlin (written-in),
GREAT WESTERN FRANCHISE EXTENSION

I am writing to attach, for your information, a copy of a report ‘Greater Western or Lesser Western?’ published by TravelWatch SouthWest, the passenger transport ‘watchdog’ for South West England, in September 2011 following extensive consultation with representatives of the strategic transport authorities, the emerging local enterprise partnerships, business groups and passenger organisations throughout the South West of England – the objective of this initiative was to produce a common view of the major themes that should be addressed by the Department for Transport in specifying the new Greater Western franchise.

The members and directors of TravelWatch SouthWest consider that any extension of the existing Greater Western franchise, which is due to terminate later this year, must address the following five critical issues:-

Rolling Stock Capacity
All the Great Western route service groups in the South West of England have experienced compound growth rates in passenger numbers of between six and a half per cent and nine per cent per annum in the period from 1 April 2002 to 31 March 2011 inclusive – this high growth has not been matched by an increase in seat capacity leading to significant overcrowding issues on many regional and local services. There is emerging evidence that people are deterred from making the modal switch from car to rail, due to higher fuel prices, because of the severe overcrowding on many train services in the region, particularly during the Monday to Friday peak periods.
It is therefore essential that any extension of the existing franchise requires First Great Western to procure additional diesel multiple units to provide greater train capacity.

TravelWatch SouthWest would also support certain amendments to the existing service level commitments of First Great Western to deliver a better balance between customer demand and seat capacity – for example, should the requirement to operate two peak-hour trains to and from Brighton be replaced by a single off-peak service?
The members and directors of TravelWatch SouthWest would also welcome an early commitment from you that the existing classes 165 and 166 ‘Turbo’ diesel multiple units will be cascaded to the South West of England following the electrification of the Thames Valley railway lines.

Enhanced Service Provision  

The ‘TSR’ (Train Service Requirement) in the terminated competition for the Great Western franchise contained a number of important service improvements, together with some priced options. The members and directors consider that any extension of the existing franchise must include these promised service improvements (e.g. new early morning business train from London and Reading to Exeter and Plymouth) and that FirstGroup should respond to each of the priced options.

I shall be pleased to forward, if required, a detailed list of the required short-term train service requirements for the South West of England.    
Station Improvements
Many of the stations, managed by First Great Western, in South West England are in ‘a poor state of repair’ and deter potential customers. Any franchise extension should include a commitment to a major programme of station improvement works, including the provision of closed-circuit television at all railheads with a minimum footfall. The installation of ‘web-based’ customer information display screens at a small number of unstaffed stations has proved highly popular with customers – any franchise extension should include a commitment to extend this particular initiative to all unstaffed stations.
More flexible ticketing

Train services in the Great Western operating area will be severely disrupted during the franchise extension period, due to major infrastructure improvements. It is essential that during periods of disruption to train services, passengers can travel by alternative routes without any financial penalty – for example, customers travelling between Cheltenham Spa/Gloucester and Swindon should be permitted to travel via Bristol Parkway (including the use of Arriva CrossCountry trains) if the line via Kemble is closed.  

Passenger Information During Periods of Delay and Disruption to Train Services
The members and directors of TravelWatch SouthWest acknowledge that there has been a modest recent improvement 

in the provision of information during periods of delay and disruption to First Great Western train services – any franchise extension should include a commitment to significantly increase the very low rating given to this important issue in the National Passenger Survey undertaken every six months by Passenger Focus.
With best wishes,

Yours sincerely, 

Gordon J Edwards

Company Secretary

West House,

Freshford,

Bath

BA2 7WA

Telephone: 012-2572-2269
Mobile: 079-6796-6929

Email: ‘secretary@travelwatchsouthwest.org’

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 special and potential classes 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.

www.travelwatchsouthwest.org
TravelWatch SouthWest CIC is a company limited by guarantee.
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