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GOVIA THAMESLINK (GTR) SERVICE
Introduction

Two weeks into the Thameslink service, and it is completely and utterly shambolic. Using Real Time Trains, I have monitored this week’s Tuesday – Friday “service”. Worryingly, it deteriorated as the week wore on. The nadir was reached on Friday when, of the 36 services scheduled in each direction, 31 were cancelled towards St. Pancras and 32 were cancelled in the Rainham direction. In other words, only 5 trains ran to St Pancras and 4 trains to Rainham in the whole day. My full analysis of each day is shown in Appendix A. Over the preceding bank holiday weekend, no Thameslink trains ran at all. On my visit to Greenwich station last Friday, Thameslink trains were no longer even being shown on the departure screens, although the displayed printed timetables were showing them!
This is beyond pathetic. The service is totally unreliable and, in effect, what we are left with is a reduced Southeastern service. I think there are two issues we need to explore:

i) How did this situation arise?

ii) How is it going to be rectified?

What is the problem?

The Secretary of State, Chris Grayling, is trying to blame Network Rail and the late agreement of timetables, but I fail to see how Network Rail are at fault, at least in this area. All the trackwork and signalling changes were completed on time. If there was a problem with the new automatic signalling through the core route (Blackfriars to St Pancras), this would most likely show up as delays and late running, not the wholesale cancellations we are witnessing.
Press statements have said the timetables were agreed later than normal. That may be so, but our timetable was put out for consultation in June 2017, which should be sufficient to undertake preparatory work on:
a) Working diagrams

b) Driver rosters

c) Number of drivers required

d) A training programme, including route knowledge.

GTR did say in advance that it would take a while to introduce the new timetable because they needed to get the trains in the right place and finish driver training. As far as the trains are concerned, Siemens have delivered all the Class 700 trains that were ordered (60 eight-car trains and 55 twelve-car trains), and two weeks should be sufficient to get them in the right place.
My conclusion is that the problem is a lack of trained drivers, and that most blame for this fiasco must lay with GTR. If it is not sheer incompetence, then there was certainly a lack of planning and preparation. However, DfT should not be let off the hook, as this franchise is a management contract, with GTR managing the operation but DfT taking the revenue. DfT are paying GTR £8.9bn over seven years to run the service. This is public money, and DfT should have ensured the operator was ready to run the published service.
I propose that we ask the following questions to try to get a better idea of the problem:

1. Is the order of 115 trains sufficient to run the Thameslink services?

2. Are all the delivered trains available for service?

3. What preparatory work was done to produce working diagrams and driver rosters?

4. What driver recruitment was done and when?

5. How many Thameslink drivers have route knowledge of the line from London Bridge to Rainham?

6. How many Thameslink drivers are needed to drive the Luton – Rainham service, and how many are available?

7. If it was clear that the timetable could not be worked (as it must have been), why was the introduction of the May 2018 timetable not delayed, and the old Southeastern timetable continued for a period?

I propose to ask DfT and GTR these questions, and I will copy in Matthew Pennycook MP, Vicky Foxcroft MP, and Transport Focus.

Where to from here?

The RMT union has said, quite reasonably, that their members are not to blame. They have called on Chris Grayling to resign, which he is unlikely to do. Whatever our personal views on that, GLUG has never entered the political fray and has always been non-party political, so I don’t think we should comment on the Secretary of State’s future. That said, I think it is reasonable to ask DfT what steps they are taking to hold GTR to account, Public money is being given to a Company for a service that quite clearly is not being provided. Our primary aim must be to get the full published timetable up and running, and, if GTR are unable to do that then they should lose the contract (as Connex did in 2003) and a DfT-owned Company take over as Operator of Last Resort.
The Invitation to Tender for this franchise contained two interesting statements:

“[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” (para. 2.3)

“[One of DfT’s objectives is to] ensure that train services perform to the highest practical reliability and punctuality standards, aiming to be amongst the most reliable and punctual services on the national network.” (para. 2.4)

GTR have failed on the first requirement, so what steps will DfT take to meet their objective?
Charles Horton, the MD of GTR, said in a Press Statement on Saturday:

“We always said that it would be challenging – but we are very sorry for the significant disruption being experienced by passengers and apologise sincerely. Delayed approval of the timetable led to an unexpected need to substantially adjust our plans and resources in an unexpectedly short time-frame. 

We fully understand that passengers want more certainty and next week will make changes to bring greater consistency services with fewer unplanned cancellations, allowing passengers to arrange their journeys with greater confidence. We are also working with industry colleagues to introduce further changes that will progressively deliver improvement.” 

This is far too vague, and what I think is needed is a clear work plan, with milestones set out, that lead to the introduction of a full service.

Mike Sparham

Convenor

3 June 2018

Annex A

Number of Thameslink train cancellations at Greenwich station 29 May – 1 June 2018

	Time
	No. of trains (each way)
	Towards St Pancras
	Towards Rainham

	
	
	Tues
	Weds
	Thurs
	Fri
	Tues
	Weds
	Thurs
	Fri

	0530 – 0730
	4
	1
	2
	3
	3
	1
	4
	1
	2

	0731 – 0930
	4
	1
	1
	1
	2
	-
	3
	3
	3

	0931 – 1630
	14
	6
	12
	11
	12
	7
	9
	13
	14

	1631 - 1830
	4
	2
	2
	4
	4
	3
	4
	4
	4

	1831 - 2359
	10
	9
	9
	10
	10
	7
	7
	10
	9

	Total
	36
	19
	26
	29
	31
	18
	27
	31
	32


The second column shows the number of trains scheduled in each direction.
The other columns show the number of cancelled trains 

Eg: in the evening time slot of 18.31 – 23.59, there are 10 trains scheduled towards St Pancras. On Tuesday and Wednesday, 9 of these were cancelled; on Thursday and Friday all 10 were cancelled.

This table does not show whether the trains that did run were on time or not.
2

