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ANALYSIS OF PERFORMANCE ON THE GREENWICH LINE DURING AUTUMN TIMETABLE
29 OCTOBER – 2 NOVEMBER 2018

INTRODUCTION
1. Southeastern (but not Thameslink) introduce a policy of station skipping during the leaf fall season, meaning that certain trains no longer stop at three of the four stations on the Greenwich line.  Leaves on the line do cause operational problems, but GLUG has always queried whether introducing a policy of trains skipping stops at certain stations is necessary on this line. The stated purpose of station skipping is to recover from morning peak delays, maintain punctuality and ensure trains are ready on time for the evening peak timetable. The presumption behind this is that poor rail conditions due to leaf fall cause delays in the morning peak. These delays need to be recovered and then the service maintained so that evening peak trains can leave on schedule. This assumes that, once any recovery is complete, it is not possible to maintain the schedule without station skipping. This is an assumption GLUG has challenged with regard to trains on this line.
2. GLUG has always maintained that, on this line, station skipping is unnecessary and achieves nothing, as trains arrive early at the next station and then wait there for their scheduled departure time. We have focussed on the inconvenience this causes passengers, but in the last week I have monitored running times to try to assess whether Southeastern’s claim has any merit. There is nothing particularly scientific about this, but I have approached it in two ways:  

i. Down trains from London. If trains leave Greenwich on time, then Southeastern’s assumption seems to be that stops at Maze Hill and Westcombe Park have to be omitted in order to arrive at Charlton on time. As the services which station skip often get signal checked at Charlton Junction, to allow the Charing Cross – Dartford service to come in from Blackheath and precede it, it is no use looking at Charlton arrival times to test this assumption. I have instead looked at when non-stopping trains pass Westcombe Park. If the assumption is correct, I would expect them to pass either on time or late. If they pass early, there would seem to be no reason why they could not stop without affecting performance.
ii. Up trains to London, The reverse applies. If a train has left Charlton on time, then Southeastern’s assumption is that Westcombe Park and Maze Hill stops need to be omitted in order to arrive in Greenwich on time, In this case, it is possible to look at Greenwich arrival times. If they arrive at Greenwich on time, or late, Southeastern’s assumption seems to be correct, but if they arrive early there seems to be no reason why they could not have stopped at these stations without affecting performance.

3.Before considering the analysis, I have some general points to make:

a. Up trains are station skipping up to and including the 20.32 at Westcombe Park/20.34 at Maze Hill/20.39 at Deptford. As this is long after the evening peak has finished it is unclear why, even on Southeastern’s rationale, this is necessary.

b. Station skipping Deptford is completely pointless and unnecessary. There is no problem with leaves on the line between Greenwich and London Bridge. I counted only five trees next to the line on that whole stretch. If a train is on time leaving Greenwich or London Bridge there is no logical reason why the stop at Deptford needs to be omitted in order to maintain punctuality.

c. In the down direction, trains will often be signal checked and have to stop before Charlton Junction. There is nothing more frustrating than to be on Westcombe Park station to see a train braking to stop at a signal just outside the station when it could equally well brake to stop in the station, particularly if it is running early. There is no logic to Southeastern’s position on this.
d. There seems to be no correlation between the revised timetable and the actual weather conditions. There can be dry days with little wind when hardly any leaves fall, yet still trains are running through stations because of leaf fall. In this week, Monday, Wednesday and Friday were beautiful days, Tuesday was grey and Thursday was wet but no day was particularly windy. 
e. There are trees across GB creating leaf fall problems for train operators, yet the majority of companies do not feel the need to introduce a policy of station skipping. In the Greater London area, only Southeastern does so. Thameslink, Southern, Great Northern, C2C, London Midland, GWR, London Overground, TfL Rail, Greater Anglia, and South West Trains all run services in the London Metro area. Whilst South Western and Southern do have leaf fall timetables with slightly amended running times, none of them have a policy of regular station skipping.
Running time analysis

4. It was my intention to do an analysis of the whole week but, regrettably, Friday saw a major signal failure that stopped all trains running until early afternoon. There was then a period of recovery from that disruption, so any analysis of Friday would not be meaningful. I do comment on it separately below as it does raise another issue about station skipping.

5. Down trains Monday – Thursday

14 trains do not stop at Deptford, Maze Hill and Westcombe Park: the xx.12 and xx.42 (at Westcombe Park) from 08.42 to 15.12 inclusive. 
Of those 14 trains, 12 ran early through Westcombe Park on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday, and 11 on Thursday. 

On Monday, 11 trains ran through two minutes early or more; 10 on Tuesday, 6 on Wednesday and 9 on Thursday.

6. Over the whole four days, only 4 of the 56 affected trains were actually late running through Westcombe Park: the 09.42 twice, and the 08.42 and 09.12 once. It is reasonable to conclude from this that any recovery necessary from morning peak late running has been achieved by 10.00, and this must raise questions about whether station skipping is required after that time.
7. Up trains Monday – Thursday

20 trains do not stop at Westcombe Park, Maze Hill and Deptford: the xx.02 and xx.32 (at Westcombe Park) from 10.32 to 17.02 inclusive, and 18.02 to 20.32 inclusive.

Of those 20 trains, 19 arrived early in Greenwich on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday and 18 on Thursday. Many of those were three minutes early arriving at Greenwich (6 on Monday, 8 on Tuesday, 9 on Wednesday and 6 on Thursday), and all the rest except 1 arrived two minutes early. This must raise questions about whether station skipping is necessary to maintain an on-time performance. If a train arrives in Greenwich two or three minutes early, would it really have arrived late if it had stopped at Westcombe Park and Maze Hill? I doubt it.
8. Over the whole four days, only 3 of the 80 affected trains were actually late arriving in Greenwich, and that was the same train each day, the 20.32 through Westcombe Park (20.37 at Greenwich). On the fourth day, it was on time. There may be a problem with that particular train, but late arrival at Cannon Street is not going to affect subsequent performance. That train has a 29-minute turn round at Cannon Street (longer than a Ryanair plane), being scheduled to arrive at 20.51 and to depart at 21.20 for Orpington. Consequently, if this train stopped at the stations being missed out, it may adversely affect the Public Performance Measure, but it would not have any effect on the return service. This seems to be the only case that could support the station skipping policy, but it is long after the evening peak and so outside of Southeastern’s criterion to start the evening peak on time.
Friday

9. A signal failure disrupted all services and led to numerous train cancellations, making it difficult to draw any conclusions about the impact of station skipping. However, during the recovery period, the station skipping policy continued. Whilst this could be justified if trains were late because of the earlier disruption I think it is more difficult to justify where a train is on time and not stopping creates a big gap in the service. 
10. I give two examples of where I think station skipping should have been suspended (times are at Westcombe Park, but the same argument applies to Maze Hill and Deptford). The down running, once services resumed, was as follows:

13.52
Stopped on time
14.02
(Thameslink) Cancelled

14.12
Ran through on time
14.22
Cancelled

14.42
Ran through 7 mins late

14.52
Stopped 3 mins late

15.02 (Thameslink) Cancelled

15.12
Ran through 2 mins early

15.22 Cancelled

15.42
Cancelled

15.52
Stopped on time

16.02 (Thameslink) stopped 3 mins late

16.12 Cancelled

16.23 Stopped 16 mins late.

As can be seen, there were two gaps of one hour in stopping trains: between 13.52 and 14.52 during which time two trains ran through (although the 14.42 was 7 minutes late); and between 14.52 and 15.52 during which time one train ran through 2 minutes early!
11. Route controllers should have discretion to change calling patterns at times of disruption, bearing in mind the impact on passengers wishing to travel as well as the need to recover the service. Both the 14.12 and 15.12 trains should have been told to stop, as neither train was running late, and this would have at least reduced the gap between services and improved passenger experience during recovery from what was major disruption. As happened last year, passengers waiting at Cannon Street or London Bridge would have been incredibly frustrated and annoyed to see a train depart for their line but only stopping at Greenwich, with the next one 40 minutes away. 
Conclusion

12. The majority of down trains ran through Westcombe Park, or up trains arrived in Greenwich, two or three minutes early. I remain to be convinced that if these trains had stopped at all stations, as normal, they would not have arrived on schedule at Charlton or Greenwich. This must question the purpose of skipping stations. For trains to arrive early and then wait for their scheduled departure time achieves nothing but causes inconvenience to passengers.

13. Another way of looking at this is that, if Southeastern is correct and calling at all stations causes delay, then those trains that do call at all stations on this line would be late arriving at Charlton or Greenwich. There is no evidence that this is the case on a consistent basis.

14. Based upon the Monday – Thursday performance, in my opinion the evidence on running times supports GLUG’s view that station skipping is unnecessary on this line. There may be a case for it just after the morning peak, but it does appear that any recovery is achieved fairly quickly and certainly by 10.00. 

15. Based upon Friday’s performance, there is an issue regarding cancellations during a period of disruption. Where certain trains are cancelled, but trains running on time still skip station stops, this creates a large gap in service. I think there is a strong case to argue that, when trains are disrupted in any event, station skipping should be suspended unless it is to recover time.
15. Finally, GLUG should continue to stress the impact on passengers. A half-hourly Southeastern service during the day has not been seen on this line since the 1980’s, when passenger numbers were far below what they are today. It is a far from satisfactory service that does nothing to encourage rail use.
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