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Travel Topics 

Issue 125                   Spring 2017 
                                 The watchdog for  

         all Rail Travellers from Tonbridge, 
 Paddock Wood and Hildenborough 

                                                                                        Find us at:www.tonbridgecommuters.org.uk 

 

Annual General Meeting   –   Tuesday 23rd May at 19.30
will be held at the Forsyth Hall, Bradford Street, Tonbridge

 Come and question representatives of Southeastern and Network Rail

New South Eastern franchise and Kent Area Route Study 
On 14th March the rail industry launched two 

important consultations which together will 

determine the shape of train services in Kent for 

years to come.  We will be responding to both in 

full, but it is essential that members also engage 

with the proposals in both documents and submit 

their own direct responses. 

The first consultation is on the next South Eastern 

franchise.  The current franchise, operated by 

Govia under the trading name “Southeastern”, 

ends in December 2018 and the Department for 

Transport is now starting the process of finding a 

new operator (although Govia may of course 

rebid).  As part of this, the Department has 

launched a public consultation to allow 

stakeholders to set out their priorities for the new 

franchise.  The consultation document is very 

different to previous franchise consultations, which 

set out detailed plans for the train services to be 

run.  Instead, the questions are more opened ended 

and leave open the possibility of radical change 

such as redrawing the franchise boundaries. 

It is important that stakeholders work together to 

ensure that the Department for Transport listens to 

the objectives we have in common.  To this end, 

Tonbridge Line Commuters has joined an alliance 

of rail user groups chaired by the Campaign for 

Better Transport.  This alliance has put together 

the Better South Eastern Charter, which set out the 

following key shared goals: 

 A fairer deal for part-time commuters 
including part time season tickets or a similar 

option that gives a fair and equitable discount to 

flexible workers. 

 Value for money including a commitment to 

always sell the cheapest ticket for a journey, 

with a promise to refund double the difference 

if a passenger has been overcharged.  

 Better stations including accessibility 

upgrades.  In our own response, we will be 

asking for a ramp on the down platform at 
Hildenborough. 

 Better train services including extra carriages 

on shoulder peak services, and services later in 

the day and on Boxing Day. 

 Excellent customer service including 

protecting ticket office opening hours and 

ensuring the presence of trained, visible staff on 

trains and at stations. 

 Monitoring and enforcement including 

incentives for providing reliable, on-time trains 

that don’t skip stations, as well as formal 

recognition for user groups such as our own. 

Members may read the full Charter on the 

Campaign for Better Transport website, which also 

includes a link to submit a consultation response 

incorporating the key points from the Charter. 

There are also some more controversial ideas in 

the consultation document, on which different user 

groups will have their own view.  Proposals to 

abolish first class have received much media 

attention.  On balance, we support removing first 

class, provided that this does not mean use of high 

density metro-style rolling stock on our services.  

To address another key issue, we oppose any 

change to the existing choice of London terminals 

for our services, though we recognise that 

streamlining inner suburban metro services may 

have more merit. 
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The second consultation is on the Kent Area 

Route Study, a draft Network Rail document 

which sets out a strategy for improving the rail 

infrastructure in the Kent area up to 2044, 

including key choices for investment up to 2024.  

On the positive side, the document acknowledges 

that capacity on the Tonbridge line is a key issue, 

noting that “analysis indicates that train 

lengthening options alone will not be sufficient to 

meet the expected demand” up to 2024.  It 

proposes creating a new siding in central London 

and suggests that the extra train path created 

should be allocated to a Tonbridge service. 

More disappointingly, the Route Study 

acknowledges the constraints of the single track 

tunnels on the Hastings Line but fails to include a 

proposal for widening the tunnels in its list of 

potential schemes.  As regular readers may recall, 

the Hastings line was built in a hurry in 1850s and 

the poor quality construction techniques used 

eventually meant the tunnels had to be narrowed 

and converted to single track.  This presents 

considerable problems in planning the timetable so 

that trains cross each other at the right point, and at 

times of disruption delays are made worse by 

trains having to wait to enter the tunnels.  Network 

Rail has previously presented plans to widen the 

tunnels, and we will be pressing for these to be 

revived.  

Intriguingly, the two consultations display 

different attitudes to developing services on the 

Tonbridge to Redhill line. The franchise 

consultation speaks enthusiastically of an 

innovative “London Orbital” service between 

Ashford and Reading via Tonbridge and Redhill.  

We strongly support this proposal, though we 

continue to regret the loss of direct services to 

Gatwick Airport.  On the other hand, the Route 

Study is dismissive about the possibility of 

reviving the latter, loftily claiming that there is “no 

specific connectivity gap between Kent and 

Gatwick Airport”. This is an astonishing 

conclusion given that Kent is currently the only 

county in the South East which has no through 

train service to and from Gatwick 

We would encourage our members and supporters 

to submit their own responses to the consultations.  

Links to both are available on our website, and you 

have until 23rd May to respond to the franchise 

consultation and until 30th June to submit 

comments on the draft Kent Area Route Study. JM 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Testing your patience 

While Train performance back in November was 

‘reasonably good’, it has taken a nose-dive since.  

Some of the incidents long-suffering commuters 

have had to contend with include:  

Mon 23rd Jan:   Power supply problems stranding 

a train at Dunton Green blocking our route. 

Tues 24th Jan, Freight train derailment at 

Courthill Loop Junction near Lewisham causing 

major disruption for the remainder of the working 

week.  Smaller stations such Hildenborough and 

Dunton Green suffered disproportionately as 

services were thinned.  Why was it so bad?  The 

derailment fouled the Sidcup line and two of the 

four tracks on the mainline were out of use.  

Inconsistent briefings left passengers in limbo 

when trains promised to take them from Victoria 

to Tunbridge Wells failed to materialise.  

Contingency plans should have been better, 

although we recognise they can never cover all 

eventualities.  We still have not heard the official 

reason for the derailment. 

Since then performance has been very poor with 

many problems at London Bridge including 

recurrent signalling faults.  

Fri 3rd March Cancellations at Charing Cross 

and trains diverted to/from Victoria causing major 

problems for passengers.   

Wed 8th March   A Security alert. 

Unfortunately this was at the stage of the 

Thameslink project where the track layout is most 

restrictive, so any disruption is greatly amplified.   

I can’t wait for project completion in 2018!     KP 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

August Bank Holiday:    8 days of Engineering Works… 

The August holiday week is another BIG Week for 

the Thameslink Programme and major diversions 

will be in force.  Members should note that 

between Sat 26th Aug and Sat 2nd Sept there will 

be no Southeastern trains to Charing Cross, 

Waterloo East or London Bridge!     

On the normal working days 29
th

 August to 1
st
 

September all trains will be diverted to Blackfriars, 

Cannon Street, Victoria and Waterloo.   At the 

time of going to press that is all Southeastern have 

told us, but rest assured we shall publish details on 

our website when we know more.         KP 
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View From Hildenborough  

 

Well, who knew that Hildenborough was such a 

hotbed of political discourse? Recent eagle-eyed 

commuters may have noticed (says Robert 

Mansfield) that someone in our midst has taken a 

dislike to the MP of neighbouring Sevenoaks, the 

Rt Hon Michael Fallon MP.   Southeastern were 

quickly notified and the comments have been 

removed.   Regardless of the validity of any such 

views, I’m not sure that a vending machine, 

timetable or a safety sign are the best places to air 

them. Let us hope that the cameras had tape 

running and that the perpetrator is easily identified. 

 

I suspect that many of our weekend travellers are, 

like myself, rather cheesed off with the never-

ending lottery of weekend trains. Are they running 

to Charing Cross? Are they running to Cannon 

Street? Or are they going to Victoria via Lands’ 

End? I recently had to take a double look at my 

Network Rail mobile app. as it reported London 

Bridge to Orpington taking 40 minutes.   I thought 

it must have been a mistake but no, we were taken 

all round the back routes. As we rose up to the 

elevated tracks at Hither Green, I actually thought 

we were going to take off.   I really cannot wait for 

the London Bridge project to be finished and some 

sort of semblance to normality can be resumed.   I 

am very grateful for our committee secretary John 

Morton’s work on Twitter in highlighting the 

weekend travel options, or lack thereof. 

It is unclear how many of our Hildenborough 

based group take the 200 bus to the station. It 

seems the world and his wife either drive or get 

dropped off/picked up.  We seem to have a vicious 

circle at the moment where the price of the bus 

keeps rising, so more people seek alternative 

methods of transport which has the unfortunate 

knock on effect of making it very difficult for the 

bus to pull in and turn around. It never ceases to 

amaze me how prompt and efficient the morning 

bus is. I can virtually set my watch to it. The 

journey home however, is a different story. One 

evening there were about 20 of us waiting for the 

bus, which I’m sure the bus company would 

consider a healthy bounty. Alas, it must have 

departed mere seconds before my arrival as we 

were left with what turned out to be a wait of 15-

20 minutes.  

 

Situations like this create that awkward decision as 

to whether it ultimately becomes quicker to walk 

or wait for the bus. There is of course nothing 

worse than taking the plunge and setting off, only 

to see the bus overtake you.  A first world 

problem, if ever there was one but a frustrating one 

nonetheless. In a direct message to the bus 

company, only about 3 or 4 of us remained by the 

time the bus arrived. There is surely demand for a 

well-run, cost effective bus yet it remains untapped 

potential. 

 

As detailed elsewhere in Travel Topics, we are 

rapidly approaching our AGM and the time when 

we appeal to those who have yet to be convinced 

of our mission and value. Our membership is our 

strength, please mention us to your co-passengers 

and let’s continue the drive to a greater service for 

all. I look forward to meeting you at our 

recruitment drives. 

 

To sign off on a personal note, some of you may 

have seen that I have joined John on our social 

media team. We tweet at @TonLinCommuters, 

why not give us a follow and keep us updated with 

your train experiences.     RM signing off. 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -     

Tonbridge Line Commuters – Your Committee 
the following are offering themselves for re-election at this year’s AGM:  

 
Chairman:           John Reynolds 

14 Cumberland Court, London 

Road, Tonbridge 

TN10 3AL   Tel. 01732 355871 

Vice Chairman:   Robert Mansfield 

21 Ashley Road,   Hildenborough 

TN11 9EB 

Hon. Secretary:  John Morton 

39 Rose Street,   Tonbridge 

TN9 2BN Tel: 01732 359308  

 

Hon. Treasurer: Lionel Shields 

13 Streamside,    Tonbridge  

TN10 3PU           Tel. 01732 355919 

 

Membership Secretary: 

Steve Terry 

6 Poppy Meadow,  Paddock Wood 

TN12 6BN            Tel: 01892 833880  

 

 

       e-mail:    enquiry@tonbridgecommuters.org.uk 
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Editor’s Note 
Members may have noted that Kathy Pratt has not 

offered herself as Chairman for the coming year.    

This is due to her plans to retire to live in the West 

Country.   We are extremely grateful for Kathy’s 

many years of hard work for the TLC, culminating 

in six years in the post of Chairman.  She will be 

sorely missed, particularly by her many colleagues 

using Hildenborough station.  

Kathy also represents a loss to our Committee 

whom we urgently need to replace.   How about 

you?    Committee meetings are about 6 times a 

year.                                                LS 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reduction of Eurostar services at Ashford 
We remarked in our last issue (TT 124) that 

Eurostar were to reduce their Ashford stops 

severely in December 2016, and that this was 

thought to be an engineering problem.   Now, in a 

Freedom of Information Request we have 

confirmation that the new Eurostar e320 trains 

cannot currently call at Ashford owing to 

incompatibility with the existing signalling system 

there.    As a  result, the Ashford service will be 

reduced from three to two trains daily (using 

existing rolling stock) from February 2018 if the 

re-signalling project is not completed by then.    

However, our Freedom of Information request also 

uncovered a written pledge from Eurostar to KCC 

to restore the full service of three daily trains when 

the re-signalling has been completed and the new 

trains are able to call there. Ashford is a major 

junction serving much of Kent and East Sussex 

and large housing developments will be built there 

over the next decade. We have therefore made 

urgent enquiries to Network Rail to seek 

reassurance that the project is on track. We will 

also be monitoring the situation closely to ensure 

that Eurostar keep their word.          JR 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Buses 
The Arriva Bus Company’s changes at the 

beginning of April had a generally beneficial effect 

on Tonbridge station users, particularly those 

living on London Road, where a 20 minute all- day 

service was introduced between Tonbridge and 

Dunton Green, including several late journeys at 

1813, 1820, 1837, 1902, 1932 and 2002.      

However, Shipbourne Road passengers will have 

been disappointed to discover a 40-minute gap 

between 1910 and 1950, followed by no less than 

3 buses within 10 minutes.   

Elsewhere, the changes have been less welcome, 

particularly for those Pembury and Paddock Wood 

residents who wish to travel by bus 6 to 

Maidstone, a long-standing service which has been 

all but withdrawn between East Peckham and 

Maidstone. 

Tonbridge residents also need to know that Routes 

218/9 have been curtailed at T Wells Hospital so 

avoiding the delays often occurring between there 

and Tunbridge Wells.                          LS 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
         TONBRIDGE LINE COMMUTERS 

The subscription for the year ending 31 Mar 2018 is £4.00.    If you have not yet paid you may pay over 

the internet using the details given below: 

Bank:  Santander  Sort code: 09-07-21 Account number:   90919302 

Please supply a reference, either your membership number (shown on the address label below) or name. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please renew my Association membership for: 

1 year (£4) . . . . . 2 years (£8). . . . other (    ) … 

 

The date shown is the current expiry date of your 

subscription.   Please give below any change to 

your e-mail address (if you are happy to receive 

(‘Travel Topics’ in this form): 

 

________________________________________ 

 

Cheques payable to Tonbridge Line Commuters 

should be sent to:   Hon. Treasurer, Lionel Shields,  

at 13 Streamside, Tonbridge, Kent, TN10 3PU. 


