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Executive Summary 

Tonbridge Line Commuters campaigns for better rail services in the Tonbridge area. Covering 

Tonbridge, Hildenborough and Paddock Wood stations, we are the largest passenger group 

of our kind in the South East. As such, our evidence is geographical in scope to the mainline 

segments of the Integrated Kent franchise, currently operated by Southeastern. However, 

many of our points have equal applicability to other commuter-focused routes and franchises. 

We believe that the current commercial model for franchising is fundamentally flawed. It does 

not provide adequate incentives or opportunities for franchise holders to improve the service 

beyond the baseline service that is mandated by the Franchise Agreement. The current 

lengths of franchises prevent franchise holders from making long term investments that they 

will be able to realise a return from, but also prevent the Government from quickly changing 

the franchise specification in order to respond to any wider changes that may arise with travel 

patterns etc. Overall, this results in franchise holders ‘playing it safe’ – only delivering upon 

the minimum requirements and not taking on any extra risk through the development of 

innovative schemes that would benefit passengers. 

The current structures do not promote effective joint-working and often lead to ‘blame games’, 

resulting in unaccountable and unnecessary cost overheads, and a lack of agility on the 

railway. We reflect that previous attempts to promote partial joint-working have been 

unsuccessful, primarily due to a lack of appropriate incentives. Our preferred structure is that 

of a fully integrated UK railway system integrating track and train, either on a national or route 

basis. We note that for most passengers, a train journey serves a purpose to get them from A 

to B – who actually gets them from A to B is irrelevant from the passenger’s point of view, with 

factors such as speed, reliability and price being far more relevant. 

In many cases today, the railway does not offer what is perceived to be good value for money 

on fares notably because of low subsidy levels and franchise agreement inflexibilities. We 

note that the current policy of reducing the cost of the railway borne by the taxpayer is a false 

economy because the wider economic, societal and environmental benefits that are gained 

from the railway in fact result in significant cost benefits to the taxpayer. 

Evidence 

Evidence has been grouped by each theme of the review. Where themes overlapped, they 

have been combined in to a single section. As a passenger advocacy organisation, no 

evidence we hold is considered to be commercially sensitive. 



TONBRIDGE LINE COMMUTERS 
THE WATCHDOG 

FOR COMMUTERS 
FROM TONBRIDGE, 

PADDOCK WOOD  
AND HILDENBOROUGH 

39 Rose Street, Tonbridge, Kent TN9 2BN 
http://www.tonbridgecommuters.org.uk 

  

2 

 

Commercial models for the provision of rail services that prioritise the interests of 

passengers and taxpayers; Rail industry structures that promote clear accountability 

and effective joint-working for both passengers and the freight sector 

The present split between the track and the running of the trains is a fundamental flaw in the 

system. Within the current model, the core interests of the different parties are misaligned. 

The infrastructure operator Network Rail has no direct commercial interest in maintaining or 

enhancing the railway and the train operator has no direct commercial interest in using 

infrastructure wisely or efficiently.  It is necessary to regulate the relationship between the two 

entities through a complex legal structure of fees and penalties, which in turn leads to a 

never-ending blame game as the two parties try to minimise their financial obligations to one 

another. Delay attribution is a case in point - passengers do not care whether Network Rail or 

the train operator is responsible for a delay but vast resources are spent working it out to see 

who pays for what. However cleverly worded the various legal agreements are, there are 

inevitably instances when one party or another is incentivised to act against the passenger 

interest. For example, a train operator may prefer to receive compensation from Network Rail 

rather than adjust a service pattern to keep services running during engineering works. In 

addition to this, the management of this relationship forms part of a significant cost overhead. 

Another flaw with the current structure is the perverse conundrum in that Network Rail is often 

the responsible party for delays, but is completely unaccountable for them. There is very little 

that passengers, or indeed the train operators themselves, can do to exact accountability from 

Network Rail for the problems it has caused. At most, there is a financial penalty, which in 

many cases is not passed on to the passenger in full due to the current compensation 

systems. When financial penalties are incurred, they only serve to worsen Network Rail’s 

current financial struggles resulting in either cost cuts which further degrade the reliability of 

performance of the infrastructure, or for it to continue to dip in to Government funds. If the 

review concludes that separation of track and train is to continue, serious consideration needs 

to be given as to how Network Rail can be mandated to improve its performance and become 

more accountable to train operators and the travelling public. One potential method for 

achieving this would be to put in place an oversight board with control of the budget at a route 

level with representatives from Local Government and passenger organisations. This would 

give greater accountability to the travelling public, and also prevent other Network Rail routes 

from reallocating budgets allotted to another route. 

EU legislation currently mandates that there must be financial separation of track and train. 

The Fourth Railway Package is a set of EU laws which require that track and train must be 

owned by separate bodies (albeit potentially under a single holding company) and that all 

contracts to run passenger train services must be competitively tendered. This precludes both 

nationalisation (unless the state train operator happens to win every single contract) and the 

full integration of track and train. The options available to the UK will therefore depend on its 

future relationship with in the EU, in particular what, if any, single market regulations apply. 
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Various models stopping short of full financial integration have been tried. These include 

having Network Rail and Southeastern staff working side by side in the Integrated Kent 

Control Centre, and the short-lived Network Rail and South West Trains Alliance, which 

introduced a single management team but which was later abandoned due to difficulties of 

keeping finances separate. These models do provide some practical benefit, but fail to 

overcome the fundamental flaw that each party must ultimately look to its own financial 

interests rather than those of the passenger. 

It would be preferable to have either a fully integrated national railway system combining track 

and train, or to allow individual lines to be run as integrated railways (possibly along the lines 

of the previous “big four” or as combined franchises). In the latter case, a challenge would be 

when trains belonging to one company operate along the tracks of another. However, this 

happened in the system of private railways which existed before British Railways, so there is 

no reason why it should not be possible in future. The existing model of Open Access 

Operators could be looked to as an example of how to enable this, and indeed there may 

continue to be place for Open Access Operators as they exist today, with such operators 

allowed to run over the infrastructure of the company owning the tracks and running the core 

train service in that area. 

The current system of passenger franchising is also liable to cause trains operators to act 

against the interest of the passenger because of the financial provisions in the contract with 

the Government. One example of this relates to Boxing Day services on Southeastern. Up 

until Christmas 2009, Southeastern provided a reasonable Boxing Day service on its core 

routes. This service was not specified in the franchise agreement, but was instead run as a 

commercial operation. From Christmas 2010 the service disappeared. This was because in 

April 2010, Southeastern had fallen in to Revenue Support after its revenue had fallen below 

target. This meant it received additional public subsidy from that date, but was disincentivised 

from generating fare revenue. The then Manager Director of Southeastern, Charles Horton, 

stated at the time that the Revenue Support system "creates a situation whereby any revenue 

generating scheme needs to achieve a rate of return in excess of 5:1 to be viable financially". 

In other words, it places the company in a similar position to someone who finds it more 

lucrative to be on benefits than to find a job. This creates an unpalatable situation for would-

be passengers. In itself, the Boxing Day service was profitable or at the very least break-

even. However, because of Revenue Support it was better for the company not to run the 

service and keep its hands on the taxpayer’s money. This was a lose-lose situation for both 

the passenger and the taxpayer. 

Another example of a franchise commitment which has resulted in a net-negative for 

passengers was the contract between the Department for Transport and Southeastern to fit 

all trains with WiFi. Whilst we do not dispute the benefits of offering WiFi and indeed very 

much welcome it, the contract itself perversely incentivised Southeastern by making the 

penalties for not fitting WiFi greater than those for not running, or short forming, a service in 

order to fit WiFi equipment. Consequently, as the contractual deadline for fitting WiFi rapidly 

approached many perfectly-functional trains were taken out of service to fit WiFi – all to avoid 
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a penalty for delaying fitment. This was confirmed at our 2018 AGM by Ross Balcombe, Head 

of Engineering Compliance at Southeastern. From a passenger perspective, many would 

prefer to have seen a delay in WiFi availability instead of having their services cancelled or 

dangerously overcrowded for trains to be out of service just to meet a contractual deadline for 

a non-critical extra.  

Such disincentives could be avoided by significantly reshaping the current system of rail 

franchising and allowing the railways to be run with greater commercial freedom and flexibility 

above the minimum contractually agreed service standards. For example, it might be possible 

to let long-term combined franchises for track and train.  If a high degree of private ownership 

is preferred, commercial risk should be taken by the railway company itself and not by the 

taxpayer. The current system of franchising makes return on investment difficult to achieve 

because of the short-term nature of the franchise, and so any enhancements tend to depend 

on clauses in the franchise contract rather than on a commercial imperative to attract 

passengers by providing a good service. 

If franchising is to be retained in its current form then the system must be improved.  

Ultimately, if the aim of a franchise is to prioritise the interests of passengers, then the various 

measures that currently measure passenger satisfaction need to form a greater part of any 

franchise agreement. If the incentive is to improve passenger satisfaction, then that is what 

the franchise holder will need to do. As noted in our evidence above, many existing incentives 

for a franchise holder do not consider the passenger, and thus – as is well established – 

passenger satisfaction is poor. 

A system that is financially sustainable and able to address long-term cost pressures; 

A railway that is able to offer good value fares for passengers, while keeping costs 

down for taxpayers 

The review undertakes to examine how the railway can be “financially sustainable”, offer 

“good value” and see “improved industrial relations”. These points are all related. The current 

cost base of the railway is far too high, and there are several factors behind this: 

 Poor cost management by Network Rail. 

 Health and safety requirements which are more onerous than competing modes of 

transport such as road, often for good reason but sometimes unnecessarily so. 

 Outdated working practices which are difficult to alter due to inertia and resistance to 

change from those with vested interests. 

 Lack of investment in long-term infrastructure improvements. 

As is often repeated by rail organisations and the media, we have an ‘ageing network’, and 

yet investment in improving this is often piecemeal or curtailed. Electrification schemes are an 

excellent example of this. Although they have suffered from a lack of cost management by 

Network Rail, they bring tremendous long-term benefits. However, because electrification 

schemes are often severely postponed or curtailed early the railway is often not able to 
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realise the full long-term benefits of them. Skilled engineers and working practices that have 

been built up at cost and over time are now going to waste and compromises made to rolling 

stock – all of which increases the financial cost of rail travel and reduces other benefits that 

electrification brings such as faster journey times, reduced pollution and higher capacity. 

Serious, but well costed, investment is required in order to achieve a world-class railway 

system that is fit for the needs of passengers today and tomorrow. 

Integration of track and train might help to address some of the poor management of 

infrastructure costs, by putting the railway on a more commercial footing as a whole. It is also 

important for the railway to learn from both the shortcomings and successes of other 

international railway operations and integrate this knowledge to our advantage. We should not 

assume that Britain is unique and unable to change its practices. 

It is right that railway travel should retain extremely high safety standards, but some 

consideration should be given as to whether a more flexible approach could be adopted in 

how risk is managed. For example, any incident on the railway sees the tracks closed for 

hours or an entire day while investigations are made. In contrast, road accidents are seen as 

routine and the priority is always to get the road open again at the earliest opportunity. 

Routine accidents on level crossings and bridge strikes are almost invariably the fault of third 

parties, but somehow the railway is seen as to blame when they occur. Time and again, 

improvements that may improve the safety of railways such as the closure of level crossings 

are held up by excessive amounts of planning – significantly reducing the agility of the railway 

and becoming another source of increased costs. 

Rarely does it seem as if preventing issues from arising in the first place is given enough 

focus. Often, a ‘fix it when it breaks’ mentality appears to prevail, rather than proactively 

replacing systems before they fail and create negative outcomes. Day after day, this is 

experienced by passengers in the form of signal, point and unit failures – some of which are 

acute and unforeseeable but a significant number are known, chronic issues which reoccur on 

a regular basis. Commercially, this is likely to cost more in the long term than it would if 

infrastructure is replaced before it starts to cause persistent issues. One related area where 

perhaps greater cost efficiency can be achieved is in the monitoring of infrastructure. For 

example, activities such as track patrols serve a useful and safety-critical purpose, but are 

expensive to scale in frequency terms. However, Network Rail has innovated in the area of 

inspections with developments such as the New Measurement Train, which allows engineers 

to scan large quantities of track mileage with impressive levels of detail and inspection scope. 

Through the development and use of pioneering initiatives such as this, we believe Network 

Rail could do more to monitor the state of its infrastructure assets and use that information to 

pre-emptively target assets which are at risk of failure – all at a minimal extra cost. 

As a result of low subsidy levels, the costs of running the railway in the UK are 

disproportionately borne by the passenger compared to many other Western nations where 

there are higher levels of Government subsidy. The Government should recognise the wider 

economic benefits of the railway, in bringing people to work and education and therefore 
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generating tax receipts through economic growth and increased productivity. Beyond 

economic benefits, the railway also brings societal benefits, for example enabling those who 

cannot drive to maintain freedom and independence. Finally, even on non-electrified routes 

the environmental impact of rail travel is significantly less than that of car travel. Although it 

might be the aim of Government to ‘keep costs down for taxpayers’, the current Government 

perspective fails to recognise that an increased ‘cost’ to the taxpayer in one area, such as 

subsidising rail travel, results in a decreased cost to the taxpayer in another area (often to a 

larger magnitude). The economic, societal and environmental benefits realised by rail travel 

have the ability to both reduce costs to the taxpayer, such as healthcare costs caused by 

pollution, and to generate higher tax revenue for the Government, through galvanising the 

economy. 

Rail fares are currently inequitable across the country. In principle, journeys over same 

distance and with a similar level of service should be charged at the same price. This is not 

currently the case. For example, fares from Tonbridge to London are much higher than fares 

from High Wycombe to London despite the similar distance and quality of service. This is 

often due to historic anomalies, such as mainline fares on Southeastern having been raised 

over many years to cross subsidise the HS1 line. The archaic and complicated system of 

fares also continues to dissuade many leisure travellers, resulting in wasted capacity outside 

peak hours. A simpler, fairer fares system would encourage uptake of rail travel – further 

enabling the nation as a whole to reap the benefits of higher rail utilisation. We actively 

participated in the Rail Delivery Group’s Fairer Fares consultation and urge the Williams Rail 

Review to consider the findings of that review when considering how to address the various 

different financial concerns around rail travel – both from a passenger and operator 

perspective. 

Improved industrial relations, to reduce disruption and improve reliability for 

passengers 

As a passenger group, we would not wish to see any reduction in staffing on trains. We 

strongly advocate for a second member of staff on board on non-metro services, but that 

person should focus on passenger needs – ensuring fares are paid, safety maintained (in 

both day-to-day situations and exceptional scenarios), passenger queries answered and 

operational concerns quickly identified and resolved or else escalated before they become 

problematic (for example, unit faults). Where a second member of staff is employed, that 

person should be fully safety trained in order to improve outcomes during an emergency 

situation, but need not routinely operate the doors. Moreover, it should be possible to operate 

the train in Driver Only Operation (DOO) mode on occasions when the second member of 

staff is not available. Care, of course, needs to be taken to ensure that unavailability is a 

result of exceptional and unforeseen circumstances, rather than an intentional attempt to run 

services DOO. However, it is not right for trains to be cancelled on a regular basis simply 

because staffing agreements require every service to have an additional member of staff 

onboard performing functions which are often better performed by the driver. Our view is that 

a model of Driver Controlled Operation, not Driver Only Operation, is the model which delivers 
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a combination of the best outcomes for passengers, best safety standards and best industrial 

relations. 

A rail sector with the agility to respond to future challenges and opportunities 

The rail industry currently suffers from a significant degree of inertia. There are several factors 

behind this. One problem is that franchise agreements tend to stifle innovation by hard wiring 

assumptions about traffic and priorities which might not hold true as the franchise progresses. 

It can also be very difficult for train companies to be innovative about attracting new revenue. 

For example, any change to the fares structure involves an excessive amount of consultation 

with industry bodies. It is right that fares should be regulated and consultations performed to 

ensure that no one is severely disadvantaged by changes, but there should be a place for 

innovative fare products that improve upon the regulated base-line, such as part-time season 

tickets and fares that help to fill otherwise empty seats during off-peak periods. Even where 

franchise operators and bidders do have the ability to be commercially innovative, they have 

confirmed to us directly they are often reluctant to do so due to the revenue clawback model 

that is contained in many franchise agreements. There is little incentive to put significant effort 

and risk in to a commercial innovation when the operator would realise very little gain from it, 

if any. 

We wish to continue to see the current trend of Open Data with relation to the railways 

continued and expanded. As has been seen with the provision of Open Data by Transport for 

London, the private sector has been able to innovate with this data and provide information to 

passengers, such as enhanced multi-modal and journey planning which takes account of real 

time disruption information. This often goes above and beyond what the owners of the data 

would be able to do themselves – either for budgetary or expertise reasons. We welcome the 

Department for Transport’s Joint Rail Data Action Plan but urge that this initiative should be 

extended because we believe that Open Data is core to improving the agility and 

responsiveness of the rail sector. 

Appendices 

None 

John Morton 

Secretary of Tonbridge Line Commuters 

17 January 2019 


