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REPORT OF THE GTR STAKEHOLDER FORUM
3 OCTOBER 2019
I attended this forum on behalf of GLUG, along with Emily Norton on behalf of the Westcombe Society and Nas Asghar from the newly formed Plumstead and Woolwich Rail Users Group. In total 82 delegates attended from across the GTR network of Southern, Thameslink, Gatwick Express and Great Northern companies. Due to its size and breadth of representation, this Forum is more generalised in its nature than the Southeastern forum, and did not focus on particular routes.
Patrick Verwer, CEO, opened the Forum. He said that GTR had worked to improve reliability and punctuality since he took over a year ago, but accepted that more needs to be done. The figures showed that punctuality had improved, but it has not yet reached the GTR target of 75% on time arrivals at each station[NB the latest figure for the Rainham Thameslink service is 72.1% on time arrival]. He also accepted that there are too many cancellations. The team are working with Network Rail to improve both punctuality and reliability. 
He expected the forthcoming Williams review of the rail industry to put passengers at the heart of the railway. He then spoke about the way GTR have re-organised the business and given more responsibility to the managers who are closest to the passengers. He wants the company to engage with local communities, and to focus on building relationships. The company strategy is based upon three principles: building the basics; developing strong partnerships and relationships; and changing perceptions. GTR has three Charity partners: Mind, For Jimmy (provides Safe Havens for young people, and is named after Jimmy Mizen who was murdered in Lee in 2008), and Noah (a Luton based charity for the homeless). The Company also has a relationship with the Prince’s Trust (see below).

Angie Doll, MD Southern & Gatwick Express, and Tom Moran, MD Thameslink & Great Northern, then gave a joint presentation on how they are working within their companies to implement the three principles of building basics, developing partnerships and changing perceptions. 
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 Angie Doll spoke about the Brighton Pride event in particular, and how they had worked with all interested parties to make sure transport to and from the event worked well and was well communicated. The idea to paint one Class 700 in rainbow colours had come from a GTR engineer, and had been a great success. She used this as an example of the collaborative approach GTR want to take. 
They then talked about the Passenger Benefit Fund. They had met with DfT officials and put a short-list of station improvements to them. They are hoping that this will be approved, and that delivery will start this month, working with Network Rail. [During the lunchtime, I spoke to the Passenger Benefit Fund team about the Greenwich Line. As the closing date for suggestions was a month later than elsewhere, this is still in the evaluation stage and proposals have not yet been put to the DfT. They told me they had received 26 responses about Maze Hill, and 6 each about Greenwich and Westcombe Park.]

Dannie Pulido-Lopera, The Prince’s Trust, and Michelle Clark, GTR Head of Employee Experience, gave a presentation on the Partnership between GTR and the Trust. This is a scheme whereby the Trust refers unemployed young people to a GTR programme to see whether they are suitable for employment on the railway. It has a high success rate, and 14% of GTR staff at London Bridge station have been recruited through this programme.
Steve White, Chief Operating Officer, said that the programme to modernise and increase the fleet has been completed. GTR is now growing faster than any other railway company. He spoke about the severe disruption on 25th July (hottest day of the year) and 9th August (power surge), and the lessons they had learnt from these events. He referred to a prepared list of alternative routes to get around specific blockages, but Thameslink’s vulnerability is in the Core (Blackfriars – St Pancras), as was demonstrated earlier in the week when a problem at City Thameslink meant no trains could run through the Core for much of the day. At such times, they are able to terminate a limited number of trains at Blackfriars and St Pancras high level. Interestingly, he did not refer to London Bridge (this may be a point worth pursuing as Luton – Rainham trains just seem to get cancelled at such times). In response to later questions, he agreed that at times of disruption more should be done to advise of alternative routes.
Stephen MacCallaugh, General Manager, Gatwick Express, then gave a presentation on the programme to rebuild Gatwick Airport station. This has been funded by DfT and will start in 2020 and is due to finish in 2023. It will involve widening platforms, installing more escalators, and building a new concourse. There will be an impact on train services, with the Gatwick Express reducing to half-hourly and some trains not stopping. This caused quite a discussion amongst delegates from Groups in that area.

The final session was an interactive “game” based upon the daily operating decisions that need to be taken by controllers at The Rock (the Three Bridges Control Centre). Interestingly, when posed with a question about whether to skip station stops on a late running train in order to achieve an on time arrival at the destination, the vast majority of delegates said they would not do this. This, of course, concurs with our view that it is better to get all the passengers where they want to go, even if a few minutes late, than miss out station stops.
During the lunchtime break, Emily spoke to the company about the unreliability of the weekend Thameslink timetable, with the frequency being halved to hourly for no apparent reason. They did not know the answer to this, but undertook to raise it with the planning team. I will share any response with you.
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