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SUBMISSION TO THE OFFICE OF RAIL AND ROAD INQUIRY INTO THE MAY 2018 TIMETABLE
INTRODUCTION

1. The Greenwich Line Users’ Group is an established forum for users of the four stations on the Greenwich Line: Deptford, Greenwich, Maze Hill and Westcombe Park. We are recognised by both Southeastern and Govia Thameslink Railway (GTR) as a Stakeholder Group. The Thameslink Luton – Rainham service commenced with the May timetable, and this submission is based upon the experience of Users’ Group supporters.

2. As a Users’ Group we do not have sufficient knowledge to be able to comment authoritatively on the technical reasons for the failure of GTR to implement the May 2018 timetable. However, it does seem obvious to us that, if there are sufficient trains and sufficient drivers (as we have been assured by GTR), the problem must lie in the planning and preparation for the new service. Some key questions we would like to see addressed by the inquiry are:

a. When was driver recruitment and training begun?

b. London Bridge – Rainham is a completely new route for GTR, so what plans were put in place to provide the necessary route knowledge?
c. Was the help of Southeastern sought, and given, in attaining route knowledge? (NB: Southeastern and GTR are both owned by Govia)

d. A draft public timetable was published for consultation in June 2017. What preparatory work was done, and when, to construct the working timetable and diagrams?

e. What plan was there for driver recruitment, training and rostering? What went wrong with the implementation of this plan?
f. If it was clear, as it must have been, that the 20th May timetable could not be worked, why was its introduction not delayed?

g. Luton – Rainham is a distinct route, but trains do run from Luton to other destinations. To what extent, if at all, is inter-operability with other routes a problem?

h. Were there warnings of what would happen (eg from the Trade Unions) that were ignored?

SUBMISSION

3. The submission we want to make addresses the first part of the Terms of Reference, the impact on passengers.

4. To give some background, this line lost its direct Charing Cross services in 2015 as the work on re-aligning the tracks on the approach to London Bridge began. For three years passengers on this line suffered regular weekend and bank holiday closures, as the closure of Cannon Street automatically meant the closure of this line. Unlike other Metro routes, there were no alternative London terminals that could be reached. The news in September 2016 that Thameslink were proposing to run a service on this line was warmly welcomed locally, and seen as some benefit from the years of disruption. 
5. The loss of direct Charing Cross services is still a disappointment, but a Thameslink service was seen as a good alternative. It increases the range of journey opportunities into London and beyond. When the Elizabeth Line opens fully, Heathrow will be just one change away, at Farringdon, greatly improving connectivity between this part of South East London and London’s major airport. Thameslink also provides a direct train to St Pancras, making connections to Eurostar, East Midlands and North East services much easier; and even Euston can be reached on one train and a short walk. It also provides a direct service to the Medway towns and to Luton Airport. In short, it vastly improves transport links from the Deptford and Greenwich area.
6. The service was looked forward to with great expectations, only for them to be dashed. We have ended up with a worse service than before for the following reasons:
a. The addition of the Thameslink trains in peak hours restored the evening peak hour service from London Bridge to its 2015 level. Without it, Southeastern services on this line are very overcrowded at peak times.
b. Off-peak Thameslink services were replacing a Southeastern service, maintaining the 10-minute “turn up and go” frequency during the day that Southeastern had introduced some years ago. Without reliable Thameslink trains, the service is no longer “turn up and go”, as there are frequent 20 minute gaps in services.

c. The draft timetable had shown an improved combined Southeastern/Thameslink service after 9pm, with the 10-minute frequency of trains maintained until 11pm. The final published timetable withdrew this improvement but maintained a combined frequency of 4tph from London Bridge. Now, without Thameslink trains, we have reverted to a half-hourly service after 9pm and on Sundays. This has not been seen on this line for many years, and is unacceptable for a Metro-style service where passengers expect a reasonable frequency.

d. Southeastern have introduced new services on other lines with the rolling stock freed up from the introduction of Thameslink services. The Southeastern improvements elsewhere have gone ahead and been introduced successfully, but the inability of GTR to provide a reliable service means the Greenwich line ends up with a far worse service than before.
7. Before the timetable began, GTR published a transitional service timetable, showing a few trains not running for the first three weeks. A full service was envisaged from 11 June. In a letter to Stakeholders dated 16th May 2018, Nick Brown (Chief Operations Manager) said the following:  “With the biggest timetable overhaul in decades fast approaching, on Sunday 20 May, my teams are focusing on making essential crew, fleet and maintenance plan arrangements to facilitate as smooth a deployment as possible. We are also doing a final push to raise awareness and remind customers to plan ahead for their journey……………….In order to form this entirely new timetable many train carriages must be moved to new ‘home’ engineering depots across the network, and over 400 of our 1,900 drivers are being relocated to new depots. On Southern we are moving towards more, longer, fixed-formation trains so a large number of trains need to be moved around, remarshaled and new maintenance schedules established.  This is a significant logistical task. It will take a few weeks until we reach normal operation in the off peak between Luton and Rainham, Luton and Orpington, and Peterborough and Horsham. For those lines, we expect the full timetable to be in place from 8 June, with the expectation that each week, there will be more units in the correct place. We are keeping the changes to an absolute minimum, at quieter times of the day wherever possible. Specific details are available at www.railplan2020.com/ttintro. “
8. We find it difficult to accept that, with only four days to go, there was no sense of the complete shambles that was to come and that GTR felt that all that was needed was a transitional timetable to facilitate a smooth deployment. It must have been obvious that there was a bigger problem than moving trains between depots. The transitional timetable turned out to be completely unreliable and irrelevant.

9. Passenger information was dire. Services were being shown as “delayed” when, in fact, they did not exist at all. The printed timetables on stations do not reflect the service. In the second week of operation (w/c 27 May), the Users’ Group surveyed the service delivery. There were only four working days that week, as Monday was a bank holiday. There are 36 Thameslink trains shown on this line in the May weekday timetable. On Tuesday 29th May, 17 of these ran from Greenwich into London; on Wednesday30th May, 10 trains ran; on Thursday 31st May, 7 ran and on Friday 1st June, only 5 Thameslink services ran into London the whole day. This is a cancellation rate of 53%, 72%, 81% and 86% respectively.
10. Although significant compensation is to be given, this is not really the point. Passengers want to be able to travel without frequent disruption. The delay repay arrangements are not ideal for Oyster, contactless and Travelcard passengers. Alternative routes could be available that mean passengers arrive at their destination within 15 minutes of their original time, but the revised journey could involve changes instead of a direct train and could cost more. In addition, Freedom Pass and Disabled Pass holders still suffer the disruption but cannot claim compensation.
CONCLUSION
11. Passengers feel very let down. A transitional period was expected, but not a complete breakdown. Whilst, seven weeks later, things have stabilised a little, the service has still not become reliable and there is little confidence that the interim timetable of 15 July will be much different. Even if it is delivered in full, the service will still be worse than before 20th May. When will the promised May timetable be delivered on a reliable basis, and what work is being done to achieve that objective?
12. Stations on this line are only 5 – 7 miles from Central London and, over the course of the Southeastern franchise, services have improved to a Metro standard, reflecting this: a 10-minute frequency during the day, and four trains an hour in the evenings and Sundays. The rail service in general has been undermined by GTR’s failure, and passengers are losing confidence in travelling by national rail into London. Users of public transport want good information, and a frequent and reliable service. Since 20th May this has been sadly lacking, but it is an essential component of a public transport system in London. Until there is certainty that the service will improve and return to a “turn up and go” frequency, there is a risk that more passengers will give up on railways and use alternative means of travelling, including cars, especially if the evening/weekend service continues to be infrequent and unreliable.
13. When the Invitation to Tender for this franchise was issued, paragraph 2.3 stated: “[The purpose of the franchise is] to facilitate the successful delivery into operation of the new Thameslink infrastructure and systems and the new Thameslink rolling stock, whilst continuing to deliver improving services to passengers”. Clearly GTR have failed to do this. We not only want to understand why, but also know it is going to be put right and confidence restored. 
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