TAKING MUCH, GIVING LITTLE
THE TRIUMPH OF GREED OVER 
ETHICS IN THE SOUTH WEST
 TRAINS FRANCHISES, THROUGH 
MANY VOICES
Brian Souter, Chairman of Stagecoach, the parent company of South West Trains (SWT), once told ‘Scotland on Sunday’ that “ethics are not irrelevant but some are incompatible with what we have to do, because capitalism is based on greed”

A chronological, evidence-based research paper from the South Hampshire Rail Users’ Group (SHRUG) to follow up:
· A Memorandum published by the House of Commons’ Transport Sub-Committee in their inquiry “Passenger Rail Franchising”

· A submission  to the Government’s “Big Conversation”
These are available in a combined document on the Group’s website: www.shrug.info
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The evidence overwhelmingly indicates that, during a full decade of Stagecoach management, passengers and other taxpayers have not received acceptable across-the-board standards of service from SWT. Along with their political representatives, regulatory bodies, other operators and government, they have at best been treated with only feigned respect, and at worst with outright contempt. 
The franchise cost to public funds has been substantial –reportedly £499 million since privatisation. The two Virgin Trains’ franchises, in which Stagecoach has a 49% stake, are also excessively expensive. Despite taxpayers’ largesse, the fastest journeys from Southampton to Waterloo now take almost 20% longer than an hourly service which operated in 1990. Other private operators in the South East have generally maintained existing speeds, often over even more crowded lines.
PR is one of the few areas where Stagecoach has started to do better. It now excels in a persuasive, manipulative culture of word twisting which can seem all too plausible to those who do not use its services on a regular basis.
1. Stagecoach the “Cowboy” company
1.1 From the outset, Stagecoach gained a reputation as the company which respected no one. It established bus operations through unethical business practices. In Darlington, it timetabled its services to run just ahead of those of the existing operator, which it put out of business.  Buses magazine condemned this as “a gross act of piracy.” Six months after the takeover, a NOP report found that 42% of passengers thought services had got worse under Stagecoach.
1.2 In August 1995, the Monopolies and Mergers Commission, after a number of confrontations, dropped its normally measured comments and described Stagecoach’s behaviour as “deplorable, predatory and against the public interest”. There was considerable political outcry. 
1.3 In 1996 Stagecoach failed in its legal challenge to ban transmission of the World in Action programme “Cowboy Country”. The Court’s decision was especially significant, because the programme severely condemned and ridiculed the company, effectively branding it as the unacceptable face of capitalism.
1.4 The Stagecoach ethos might attract some tenuous credibility if passengers got a much better deal from such ruthlessness. However, the SWT franchise has illustrated how Stagecoach is narrowly focused on turning big public subsidies into big personal profits by delivering an under-resourced and customer-unfriendly, operations-driven, service. 

1.5 Stagecoach co-founder Brian Souter evidently continues to rejoice in what others might consider his unenviable reputation. An article in the January/February 2005 edition of SWT’s e’motion magazine refers to him as “the tough Scots bruiser who came to dominate the UK’s bus services by ruthlessly driving rivals off the road”. 
2. Why SWT passengers deserve better
2.1 The informed perception, whether from the Prime Minister on Breakfast with Frost or journalist Christian Wolmar, is that rail privatisation has had disastrous results. 

2.2 Costs to taxpayers have soared. Many rail users have suffered. Since there is no government aspiration for re-nationalisation, the difference in quality and performance between the private train operators ought logically to be a major consideration in re-franchising. 
2.3 Given SWT’s dreadful record throughout Stagecoach’s first franchise, it is difficult to see how the franchise could have been awarded for a second period, but for the close relations between members of the company and the chairman and chief executive of the erstwhile Strategic Rail Authority (SRA). Particularly remarkable was the SRA’s decision to proceed with the second franchise, albeit with the term reduced from twenty to three years, at a time when Stagecoach was demonstrating serious financial failure. Now Stagecoach has pre-qualified for a third franchise, in a process purported to be largely determined by operators’ past performances.
2.4 Over 20% of people who commute to central London by surface rail use SWT. Those living in South Hampshire or Dorset typically spend the equivalent of one daytime a week on trains. Their lives are the most affected by the shortcomings of SWT, the company which has been fined more for poor performance since April 1997 than any other operator
. Although a good rail service is vitally important to them, Stagecoach demonstrably makes light of their interests. On 9 February 2005, Stagecoach director Rufus Boyd started an address to the Hampshire Economic Forum by blaming the railways’ poor reputation as media-inspired and due to long-distance commuting. People who chose to buy a home remote from their London workplace were making the “ultimate distress purchase”
. He conveniently overlooked the fact that there have been very many complaints in papers like the Evening Standard from people who commute only short distances on SWT.  He also notably failed to express aspirations for making commuters’ lives better. This runs totally counter to the Government’s concerns about stress, which culminated in 2 November 2005 being designated National Stress Awareness Day.
2.5 Under Stagecoach, SWT has paid too little regard to the delivery of what is required, and has shown little remorse. When staff reductions deprived many passengers of their trains in 1997, Stagecoach Director Brian Cox referred to his company’s critics as “Fully paid-up members of the Hindsight Club”.

2.6 In bidding for a second franchise, former SWT managing director Andrew Haines presented a substantial list of aspirations as firm proposals
. These included new stations, improved frequencies, and line reopenings. SWT chairman Graham Eccles later declared that, “for the big PR hit what you do is add up the committed outputs, the primary aspirations and the secondary aspirations and then you shout loudly”.
 Unsurprisingly, virtually all Mr Haines’ proposals were quickly dumped, causing considerable passenger disappointment and resentment, expressed for example in local newspapers. 
2.7 SWT is now driven by fantasy and self-praise. Trains and stations are heavily stocked with e’motion magazine, a sophisticated PR vehicle which presents little as much, responds to selected and often anonymous complaints in anodyne tones, unashamedly twists and selectively presents the truth, and attacks MPs who want passengers’ interests put first. Several former critics have been brought into the SWT fold, dampening debate in the railway press and helping to create a falsely favourable image of the company.
2.8 As GNER’s respected chairman, Christopher Garnett, noted when bidding for the second SWT franchise, SWT is an operations-driven rather than customer-focused railway. Apart from infrastructure problems outside the train operator’s control, services are typically delayed by defective rolling stock, driver shortage, and boarding difficulties caused by severe overcrowding. SWT responds by doing what is operationally convenient. So doors are locked up to 30 seconds before departure time on the spurious grounds that this is essential to ensure punctuality (if the  practice were adopted on London Underground the lines would quickly grind to a halt at peak times), even when passengers are running to board. Front-line staff are then prone to suffer assaults and verbal abuse. SWT’s much trumpeted Travelsafe officers seem to spend much of their time backing up groups of aggressive revenue protection officers rather than protecting members of the public. Never holding a train for a few seconds for those wanting to join is routinely presented as being in the interests of a punctual (in reality, often early) departure for those already aboard. Yet when trains are losing time en route, stops are omitted or services curtailed short of destination, with the interests of those already on board ceasing to matter. SWT cannot honestly believe that deliberately missing stops is acceptable. Recent figures from Transport for London show that, of 20,310 annual complaints against the drivers of London's 40-odd bus operations, 63% were for deliberately missing stops, and 14% of these were on two operations run by Stagecoach.
 
2.9 Official measurements of passenger satisfaction give some clue as to the truth, showing that some 26 million to 58 million
 journeys annually on SWT have been  unsatisfactory to the passengers who make them. Regular commuters frequently feel they are ignored, deceived or treated with contempt. Some consider that the statistical improvement is optimistic, because passengers have grown tired of complaining to no avail, and during research exercises the wrong questions are asked.
2.10 Re-franchising provides an opportunity to reflect how taxpayers and other passengers might get a better deal. Operators like GNER, Chiltern and National Express have achieved vastly better reputations for their treatment of passengers, and are seen to behave in a more straightforward and businesslike way. This is what people want. The Evening Standard’s “Election Panel”, drawn from the general public in the run-up to the 2005 General Election, declared, “What we want is honesty, sincerity… something to believe in”.
 

3. SWT 1996-2000
Blatant Failure / Contempt for Passengers
Background to the first SWT franchise
3.1 In justifying rail privatisation, Conservative Secretary of State Dr Brian Mawhinney stated “We want responsiveness to passengers’ wishes. We want, in the railways, all the characteristics of the best of British industry. The Sainsburys of this world respond rather well to their customers’ changing demands without any help from the state, thank you very much. We want that responsiveness for the railway too”.

3.2 Stagecoach won SWT by undercutting the incumbent management’s bid by just £200,000. This was the Conservatives’ flagship franchise, and the company was widely perceived as getting a particularly generous settlement (£350 million over 7 years). 
3.3 David Chidgey, then Liberal Democrat MP for Eastleigh, asked, “Bearing in mind the fact that the winners of the franchise for SWT have made it clear that they have no proposals to invest in new rolling stock, how does the Minister justify paying them a subsidy of £55m next year, particularly since when British Rail last ran the region as its operator two years ago it did so without subsidy and at substantial profit?”
 Transport Minister Steven Norris replied “I very much look forward to a massively enhanced quality of service on that line”. 

“Greed” from the outset
3.4 Stagecoach ensured the Minister’s disappointment. Within a year of taking over, the company had more than made good the difference between the rival bids by disposing of 125 middle managers and 71 drivers. Thirty-nine daily train services were suspended. Andrew Smith, the shadow Transport Minister, complained that “SWT have broken their privatisation pledges, leaving passengers cheated of the travel information and rail services they were promised a year ago.”

3.5 Alan Whitehead, then prospective Labour parliamentary candidate for Southampton Test, noted that, “We have the misfortune to live in the part of the country served by the worst single example of rail privatisation – SWT. Anybody who has travelled on the service recently will know that the whole system is in chaos, added to by SWT’s recent decision to scrap more than 190 of its services in a week. The problem arises through treating a public service as if it were just another marketing exercise”.

3.6 Steven Norris lamented, “Awarding the franchise to Stagecoach was really taking the fight to the enemy -- It was the most aggressive decision we could take, and if we had tried to dress privatisation in its most acceptable form, it would have been better to award it to almost anyone else … We in the Conservative Party were very happy at the way rail privatisation was going – new investment, new ideas, new services … SWT instantly unwound all that. It was so obviously a grave error of judgement, so obviously to the disadvantage of passengers, and so clearly an act committed by a private company. It left a bad taste instantly in people’s mouths about SWT… the intelligent non-transport buff will remember SWT and it will take years to get SWT out of the political lexicon”.

3.7 A relatively new company, Stagecoach first cleared its debts by buying Hampshire Bus and selling the less-profitable southern routes, along with Southampton bus station, for more than £4.4 million, over twice the amount it had paid for the whole undertaking.
 Stagecoach turned Southampton into one of the largest British cities with no central bus station and increased traffic congestion from on-street bus parking. This disadvantage for the city was compounded when the ‘suspension’ of local SWT services (see 3.4) led to a permanently-reduced timetable.  
3.8 Christian Wolmar notes in his book “Stagecoach” that, “there is a fundamental defensiveness about Stagecoach’s attitude to the press, borne of an arrogance and deep conviction that the company is right and everyone else is wrong”. There is ample evidence that the arrogance is much wider. In the book’s epilogue, Brian Souter startlingly admits lack of empathy with his public in quoting Robert Burns: ”O was some Pow’r the giftie gie us, To see oursels as others see us! It wad frae mony a blunder free us, And foolish notion.”  
Brian Souter scorns commuters
3.9 Press items about passengers’ contempt for Stagecoach would fill a book. Submerged in bad publicity, and with more than 500 complaints a week against SWT, Brian Souter displayed his company’s obvious anti-commuter ethos (see 2.4). Without the humility or empathy to understand the disruption he had caused for thousands of people struggling to get to work on time, not to mention the loss to the economy from delays, he complained that some workers were so bored through having nothing to do in their offices that they sat down and wrote to SWT and he wondered whether their employers knew.
 Where letters were written on company notepaper, replies were sent to the company. 
Fury as service deterioration proves relentless

3.10 In February 1997, a 65 year old engineer travelling from London to Winchester got home three hours late at 04.00. He was one of many passengers who suffered from mistakes and uncoordinated decisions involving replacement buses and taxis. He commented “I think it’s totally deplorable that a group of clowns like that should have anything to do with a railway”.
 March 1997 saw one of the first revolts by furious passengers, when SWT tried to terminate the 18.35 Waterloo-Exeter train at Salisbury and leave them to face a 100-mile detour via Bristol. After the train had been prevented from departing to the sidings, with the station manager besieged for 30 minutes, it continued to Exeter. 

3.11 The Office of Passenger Rail Franchising withheld a £1 million fine when services improved somewhat in April. However, Stagecoach was in a similar mess a few months later because there were not enough drivers to cover summer holiday leave. For 10 days the situation was worse than before, and drivers were given £1,000 for working their rest days for a fortnight. Shortage of drivers at holiday times has been an enduring Stagecoach phenomenon, as evidenced for example by the cancellation of more than 20 trains on both August 27 and September 3 2005, followed by widespread cancellations in the Christmas / New Year  period, with some 40 cancellations on New Year’s Eve alone. The huge service gaps, often with little if any advance notice, make travel totally unreliable. The May Day bank holiday weekend of 2006 brought further cancellations.
3.12 The Labour Party’s Hampshire County Planning and Transport spokesman, Mike Roberts, raised concerns that loss of rest days could result in passengers being put at risk. SWT drivers did not have the same hourly restrictions as lorry or coach drivers.
 Two years later, an unpublished report based on interviews with 300 British train drivers found that a quarter fell asleep at the controls several times a year and 12% admitted to nodding off or falling asleep several times a week.
 The September/October 2005 edition of SWT’s e’motion magazine states what should be obvious to anyone, namely that, “Train drivers need to be able to concentrate --- They must also be safety conscious”.
3.13 February 1998 also saw passengers complaining of “cattle truck” conditions on SWT.
 Asked by ‘Rail Professional’ magazine how he planned to improve services to ensure that Stagecoach retained the franchise, director Brian Cox replied “What makes you assume we would want to keep SWT?” Could it have been because SWT made a profit of £21 million from its abominable service in 1997-98?
 Brian Souter had now turned to gratuitous comments about “Southerners” drinking wine and eating courgettes, leading former football manager Jack Charlton to call him a “prat”; “He should be grateful to his customers, not abusive”, he said.
 Souter’s words show the same arrogance as (i) his famous rendition of ‘The Red Flag’ using lines like “New Labour his a wide appeal tae a the posh ‘n’ arty” - the “posh ‘n’ arty” for whom he apparently has such contempt will no doubt include large numbers of SWT commuters; and (ii) his public ridicule of Sir George Young and John Watts to the tune of the Teddy Bears’ Picnic when Stagecoach temporarily acquired a rolling stock company in addition to their rail franchise, contrary to Conservative policy.
3.14 By October 1998, clamping at Basingstoke station had become so aggressive that there were death threats against the clampers. A woman was clamped moments after pulling up to drop her aunt; she showed the clamper her disabled pass, he said “tough” and became so aggressive that she agreed to pay. At this point he refused to remove the clamp and went for a two-hour break. The woman sued and received a settlement of £460.
  By November, the Waterloo-Portsmouth line service was so poor that the press was calling for Stagecoach to lose the franchise.
 By December, it was reported that SWT’s operating profits for the six months ending in October had risen from £7.8 million to £17.3 million.

3.15 December 1998 brought the notable ‘Basingstoke Uprising’ when over 100 passengers were thrown off the 20.35 Waterloo-Yeovil Junction train at Basingstoke station because of a signal failure. Staff kept shouting that buses had been ordered but none turned up. In the end they barricaded themselves in an office until taxis arrived. Some passengers were delayed for 3 hours.
 This incident closely mirrored that of March 1997 (see 3.10) and illustrated Stagecoach’s lack of progress towards the acceptable treatment of passengers.
Huge performance fines start
3.16 SWT was hit with performance fines of £3.6 million in 1998-1999. However, this was after “void days” had improved the statistics. The true number of delays and cancellations on SWT was 72,482, an average of almost exactly 200 a day, ten in every hour of operation, or one every 6 minutes.
 In the March edition of SWT’s ‘On Line’ magazine, Managing Director Graham Eccles wrote that one of the two things he heard most about SWT was that “morale had never been lower”. He dismissed the issue, opining that morale is how you feel about yourself and not how others feel about themselves.
Service remains awful
3.17 Always around the worst-performing of the 26 passenger train operating companies, SWT introduced a new disadvantage for passengers from 1999 by deliberately missing booked stops to compensate for late running. John Denham, MP for Southampton Itchen, investigated complaints from his constituents and noted, “Like most people I was amazed to find that this happens – whatever the reason, some passengers pay a high price for unreliability”.
 

3.18 A newspaper editor who travelled from Southampton to London reported filthy carriage seats with engrained chewing gum, being refused a drink because the trolley attendant had no change, overcrowding which caused her to stand in the guard’s van from Waterloo to Basingstoke, and fear of contracting disease from the squalid toilet.
 
3.19 Despite the shameful state of some of its rolling stock, SWT reacted coolly to demands from Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott to replace slam-door carriages by the end of 2004. It responded that the sooner negotiations for a new franchise began, the quicker the old rolling stock would be discontinued.

3.20 SWT was now becoming more media-conscious. In October 1999 a Bracknell commuter reported that it had been quietly cancelling several trains because of driver shortage. Staff told him that the shortest possible notice of the cancellations was given in order not to attract adverse publicity while SWT was trying to get a franchise extension.
 
Timetable changes thwart Anglia Railways’ proposals but cause more misery for commuters

3.21 Stagecoach’s fiercely anti-competitive ethos (see 1.1) appeared to come into play when highly regarded Anglia Trains sought to introduce an hourly cross-London service between Norwich and Southampton, using the latest design of rolling stock. From its 1999 summer timetable, SWT stepped up its services on the heavily used tracks south of Basingstoke, effectively thwarting Anglia’s ambitions. The changes involved much greater use of aged slam-door stock (which had been found so disastrously fragile in the Clapham crash of 1988 when 35 people died) on revamped main line services through Southampton. Two lines out of four through Southampton Central station were simultaneously blockaded by such trains for about 20 minutes in each off-peak hour. Even the major interchange at Clapham Junction received a much-downgraded off-peak service. 

3.22 The changes brought further inconvenience for many local commuters. A group of Alstom workers from Totton, who previously went home on the 16.07 from Eastleigh, had their journey increased from 23 to 73 minutes. This was because the replacement train from Eastleigh reached Southampton Central two minutes after departure of the replacement service to Totton. Anglia introduced a truncated service as far as Basingstoke. This proved commercially unattractive and was short-lived, as were the additional SWT services. 
South Hampshire Rail Users’ Group has train safety hazard confirmed by HSE

3.23 In November 1999, in view of unhelpful past liaison with SWT, SHRUG wrote direct to the Health and Safety Executive about the danger of finger traps where the coaches of the Wessex Electric trains join. This arose from SWT’s failure to maintain the rubber linings. An inspector attended Bournemouth depot and immediately identified one such hazard. The depot manager promised that replacement of worn trim would be included in the maintenance cycle. Months later, hazard warning tape was introduced to mark the danger. 
3.24 Six years on, damaged rubbers are frequently seen and the hazard warning tape is itself looking distinctly worn. Maintenance standards are such that it has sometimes been possible to look at the track ballast through tears in the rubbers around external doors. On 26 April 2006, a commuter noticed that the unit named ‘Gerry Newson’ had a gap so large next to one of its doors that a child could hold an arm out of the train.  By mid-May 2006, the unit named ‘The New Forest’ had had the same problem for weeks. SHRUG therefore reported this neglect to the Office of Rail Regulation and a response is promised. During November 2005, a popular buffet trolley steward who was in the area where two coaches join during an emergency stop, suffered a bad gash and was off work for some weeks. She has now been sacked for taking too much sick leave. 
Re-franchising: Stagecoach PR initiative proposes the obviously impossible
3.25 With the first SWT re-franchising in prospect, Stagecoach caught the headlines by shouting loudly (see 2.6) about proposals to extend platforms across the concourse at Waterloo to take 16-coach trains.
 A SHRUG member measured the depth of the concourse by counting a line of floor tiles, and established that there wasn’t remotely enough room.

New millennium starts with suspension of services 

3.26 Many Hampshire residents were denied the opportunity of attending London’s Millennium celebrations when SWT announced that the last trains from Southern Hampshire to Waterloo would be around 19.30 on New Year’s Eve, and the first return services around 09.50 on New Year’s Day.

3.27 The start of 2000 saw SWT’s complaints staff issuing much-delayed responses which referred to “literally hundreds of train cancellations caused by us having an unofficial industrial dispute with a large number of our train drivers”. The dispute was presumably linked to the poor morale which Graham Eccles had effectively dismissed (see 3.16).
Record fine

3.28 SWT was fined a record £3.8 million for late or cancelled trains in the 12 months ending in January 2000. The penalty included £598,000 for running trains without the contracted number of carriages.
 Passengers were lucky to escape with their lives when a SWT diesel service travelling at 90mph left the track for 400 yards and miraculously re-railed itself, after one of its motors fell off.
Massive bonuses
3.29 Departure of Stagecoach Director Mike Kinski drew attention to the huge remuneration levels at the top of the company, perfectly in line with Brian Souter’s “capitalism based on greed”: a £250,000 welcome bonus in 1998, a £777,000 salary in 1998/99, and a £1,400,000 farewell bonus in 2,000.

Stagecoach collapses financially
3.30 Despite, or perhaps partly because of, such largesse, in April 2000 the instability of Stagecoach became apparent when the value of its group of companies fell to £1 billion, compared with £5 billion two years earlier.
 The personal fortune of Brian Souter and Stagecoach co-founder, his sister Ann Gloag, had risen to £600 million, but critics considered that the company had overstretched itself in the US.

SWT attacks South Hampshire Rail Users’ Group for commenting on “incorrect” newspaper reports
3.31 At this point SWT decided to attack SHRUG, which had been drawing attention to the serious problems for commuters caused by the company’s consistently awful performance and poor industrial relations. Our newsletter had drawn attention to the case of Sarah Friday, a SWT train driver found by an employment tribunal to have been, on balance, wrongfully dismissed.
3.32 It had been widely reported that Ms Friday was dismissed for declining to drive her train before going to the toilet. We drew attention, in what we considered suitably strong terms, to the possible safety risks from being in charge of an express train with possibly impaired concentration, and to the likely negative effects of the case on already-bad industrial relations. 
3.33 Although SWT claims to recognise the importance of drivers being able to concentrate (see 3.12) the company threatened defamation proceedings on the basis that the many press reports were untrue.  We put forward strong justifications for our comments, without even employing a solicitor. Months later, SWT’s solicitor responded in relatively mild terms. So far as we are aware, no complaints were made to the newspapers which contained the reports on which we had commented, and none of the reports were retracted.
SWT is ridiculed and accused of lying by an employment tribunal

3.34 Interestingly, in view of SWT’s purported concern for the truth in attacking SHRUG, when a later tribunal found that driver Greg Tucker had been wrongfully demoted, it dismissed much of the company’s evidence as “incredible”, “risible” and “implausible, even absurd”. One key witness appeared to give evidence “without regard for truth and solely with an eye to where the advantage lay”.

Record fines continue
3.35 SWT was fined a record £4 million for poor performance in 1999-2000.  Commenting on rail performance overall, Sir Alan Greengross, Chairman of the London Regional Passengers Committee, said, “After all the recriminations, the exaltations, the promises, the assurances, to say nothing of the billions of pounds spent, the situation on much of the railways is not getting any better but actually getting worse”.
 Sir Alan had previously condemned SWT in March 1998, when he commented that “Many passengers still face totally unacceptable levels of disruption to their daily journeys and others face unreasonable levels of overcrowding”.
 The year 2000 ended with SWT being fined £1.44 million for poor performance over the 6 months to October.
 
   Huge profits continue
3.36 Two weeks later it was reported that SWT had announced record operating profits of £39 million. A secretary from Clapham commented, “What a disgrace. But I am not surprised by the figures. They have cut the number of carriages, which means the trains are so packed you often cannot get on them”. An Ascot banker opined, “This is nothing short of a scandal. The trains are late and dirty and nothing has improved since privatisation. They should give passengers a refund”. 
 

National Audit Office encourages monitoring activities like those of the South Hampshire Rail Users’ Group

3.37 The National Audit Office, severely critical of poor performance on the railways, called on the Shadow SRA to get passengers to “snoop” on poor performing train operators. A pilot scheme in which passengers were paid for reporting on two rail operators should be introduced countrywide.
 
3.38 In November 2002, the Strategic Rail Authority took up the NAO’s suggestion of teams of “mystery shoppers” and auditors roaming the railways, seeking out inadequacies. SHRUG has no way of knowing whether our newsletter inspired the idea, but we are delighted that our like activities should implicitly receive official validation at such a high level.

Continuing passenger fury and SWT again branded as “liars”

3.39 Another SWT horror journey occurred on Saturday 2 September 2000 when the 20.20 Waterloo-Portsmouth was stopped north of Haslemere by a dislodged conductor rail. Passengers were trapped in the dark for four hours with no information about rescue attempts. A group of children with learning difficulties was particularly distressed. One young passenger had breathing difficulties. A father desperately sought milk for his baby. There were no refreshment facilities so passengers scrabbled around and found some mini-cartons not used by people who had joined the service with hot drinks.
 
3.40 Towards the end of 2000, commuters’ lack of trust in SWT was highlighted in a special rail complaints feature in the Evening Standard. A Wokingham resident accused SWT of being “liars” for claiming that Waterloo-Reading trains were now running on time. She further complained that “SWT are cavalier in their treatment of passengers and constantly give either no information or disinformation to the passengers, not allowing us to make informed decisions about alternative routes”. A Guildford resident complained that, “They [SWT] clearly do not have a clue what is going on with their trains. I can’t stand it any longer”. A Worcester Park resident commented, “Clearly, in SWT’s language, “normal” means one third of services cancelled and the rest crammed to the gunwales and 20-30 minutes late. If you are lucky”. An Ashtead commuter complained that, “Over the last few months I have experienced the most appalling level of customer service --- I have telephoned, faxed and e’mailed SWT and Railtrack on a number of occasions and all to no avail. The paying passenger is fobbed off with meaningless letters which avoid the subject or a grovelling poster on the platform that appeals for yet more time to put right the mess they have made”. A Claygate resident wrote “I haven’t been on a Claygate to Waterloo train that has been on time, in either direction for at least a month, with delays varying from 10 to 45 minutes”. An Esher commuter stated, ”The journey from Esher to Waterloo should take about 20 minutes. With the recent speed restrictions, weather etc, this journey has been increased to an average of 40 minutes. Passengers beyond Walton-on-Thames never get a seat and end up crushed in first class corridors or negotiating bicycles in the mail carriage. Announcements are hardly ever made, and when they are it is always about one minute before the trains arrive. Trains sit outside stations for seemingly endless periods of time (again no announcements). When asked, staff shrug off questions about next arrivals and walk away”. A Mortlake commuter complained, “How come, when they know how many trains they should be running each day, there never seem to be enough drivers or guards on duty? I would have thought some of SWT’s huge profits should be put towards actually employing enough staff to cover their timetables – if they ever start running to time that is”.
 
3.41 These comments reflected those of columnist Alan Williams, who had written around one year earlier, “A couple of months back, I told you about the perception gap that seemed to exist between the SWT that I and everybody else use, and the clearly quite different organisation that produces glossy brochures in a desperate attempt to convince us that it should retain its franchise. Lots of you wrote to say that, look as you might, none of you could find this brave new SWT”.

4. SWT 2001-2003
Financial Collapse / Rescue by Taxpayers
SWT still the worst operator but promises the most passenger benefits if it wins a second franchise term

4.1 SWT remained the worst-performing passenger train operator in 2001. In the first 9 months of the year,  passengers spent the equivalent of over 573 years waiting at its stations for late running trains.

4.2 With bidding underway for a second, 20-year, SWT franchise, managing director Andrew Haines attacked rival bidder Sea Containers (famed for excellent customer service on GNER), and declared that “In place of Sea Containers’ vague promises which it confesses are at least a decade away, the Stagecoach bid is offering the following real benefits for the people of Southampton: new and longer trains providing thousands of extra seats; major station improvements to passenger facilities, disabled access and security; investment in “gold-plating” key sections of track and signalling, to ensure improved levels of reliability and punctuality; a new station at Chandlers Ford by 2003, with a local service to Southampton; opening the current freight branch line at Hythe to passenger trains, with new stations at Marchwood and Hythe; a new station at Southampton Eastern Docks; doubling of services between Portsmouth and Southampton; connecting the Swanage branch to the main line; infrastructure works to enable a half-hourly service between Weymouth and London. Overall, we believe that our proposals bring the most passenger benefits, and that they bring them more quickly than anyone else’s”.
  Stagecoach’s press release was even more robust: “We can, and will, deliver more seats on more trains more quickly than anyone else. No-one else can deliver more quickly”. 
Stagecoach chosen for a second franchise despite consistently failing passengers and other taxpayers

4.3 Only 10 days later, news was leaked that Stagecoach was favourite for the new franchise and that “SWT had impressed the SRA by its straightforward approach to the bidding process”.
 This perception of Stagecoach was strikingly at odds with that of passengers (see 3.40).
4.4 The official announcement of the choice of Stagecoach at the beginning of April brought widespread anger and dismay. An Epsom commuter commented, “I am amazed and a lot of other passengers will be. We have suffered horrendous problems over the past few years including strikes, shortage of drivers and late trains”. The Evening Standard commented that, “For many Londoners, further evidence of a drop in accepted standards of service comes with the news that South West Trains has had its franchise extended for 20 years – on the same day that hundreds of passengers were hit by disruption on the network.”

4.5 Opinion in Southampton was outstandingly hostile. Comments from rail users included: “I’ve been using SWT for years and the service is appalling. I’m trying to get to work at the moment and have just given up as I’ve been waiting for the train for two hours and it’s always late”; “The prices are extortionate and the journey times absurd. Services in general, such as lighting at night around stations and security is appalling. Politeness and customer care is also desperately needed”; “The services are appalling, particularly in regards to the amount of seats on commuter trains. If you’ve paid for a ticket, it’s outrageous to be expected to stand”; “The train system at the moment is rubbish. There’s always something going wrong with it. Services over bank holidays are terrible”.
 Paul Clifton, the BBC’s transport correspondent, wrote, “Here’s the opinion of one regular SWT commuter, sent to me by e’mail: ‘The award to Stagecoach is the cruellest betrayal of passengers departing from Southampton since the unsinkable Titanic set sail’ ”.

Was there a level playing field?

4.6 The choice of Stagecoach was perceived as particularly incongruous after Connex lost its South Central franchise. As recently as December 2000, Connex managing director, Olivier Brousse, had lamented: “It would be nice to talk about the new trains we had planned, the new lines and modern stations we had promised. We could argue about the long hours our staff put in and the recent progress we’ve made reducing cancellations and providing cleaner trains. But the fact is we did not win. Why? Because we did not listen to our customers… Our customers have exacted the price of us not listening to them and not meeting their expectations”.

4.7 By July 2003, SWT was indicating that it might bid for the South Central franchise which had been taken from Connex, even though the latter had a performance record better than its own (see 4.1).
 The SRA declared that they did not have confidence in Connex’s “ability to improve performance” and “ability to manage the money side of their business”.
 That they could have had confidence in Stagecoach strongly suggested the playing field, was not level.
SWT’s ‘passenger benefits’ evaporate
4.8 Southampton, which had lost its bus station and some of its local train services through Stagecoach’s profiteering (see 3.7) was to be unlucky once again. With the official re-franchising announcements, Andrew Haines’ list of promises to the city (see 4.2) had evaporated. The new franchise commitments would now be 900 new carriages (with an option for a further 500), massive redevelopment at Clapham Junction, a second level above the existing concourse at Waterloo, 10-coach platforms throughout the suburban system, improvements at Wimbledon and Vauxhall, and 3,400 new car parking spaces by May 2006. Aspirations included double-deck trains running as far out as Guildford and Basingstoke. 

4.9 SWT then placed an order for just 785 new carriages, to come into service by the end of 2004.
 The worth of Andrew Haines’ ‘passenger benefits’  became clearer when SWT media affairs manager Jane Lee wrote, “It is for the Strategic Rail Authority to decide which of our proposals it wishes us to go ahead with”.
 If operators had so little control over which of their proposals would go ahead, Sea Containers’ “vague promises” would seem to have been the more honest.
4.10 Stagecoach’s “straightforward” approach to franchise bidding was illustrated by director Graham Eccle’s comment that “For the big PR hit, what you do is add up guaranteed outputs, the primary aspirations and the secondary aspirations, and then you shout loudly”.
 This speaks volumes about SWT’s attitude to the passengers and other taxpayers who subsidise the company so generously.

4.11 There was indignation in the press when it became apparent that SWT’s new train order for only 785 carriages meant that there wouldn’t be a single extra seat. Andrew Haines countered this by saying that SWT had specified a level of reliability that is “ten times greater than current trains”
, implying that this would enhance the availability of the reduced fleet. Unfortunately, ‘ten times greater’ would prove to be ‘much less’. It was recently reported that some additional carriages are to be ordered, 24 of them to compensate for the poor availability of the existing new fleet .
  
With Stagecoach chosen for a second franchise, everything stays the same or gets worse, just as passengers expected

4.12 SWT’s dreadful industrial relations came to the fore again in May 2001, when staff went on strike about being required to wear bright red waistcoats. This was the last straw for commuter Kevin Morris and hundreds of his fellow commuters. They refused to show tickets for one day and set up a website for people with complaints against SWT.
 
4.13 Profits on SWT had soared to £45.3 million in 2000. A passenger noted, “Why am I not surprised? I have had to commute on this shoddy company’s trains since privatisation and it has done nothing to modernise its rolling stock. SWT management has treated its customers with breathtaking arrogance over the years”.
 
4.14 However, Stagecoach had gone £316 million into the red during the year because of the write-down of its Coach USA operation. Its debt mountain stood at £785 million. There was now little likelihood of its investing much of its own money in SWT. 
4.15 A Portsmouth university worker gave up commuting to London because of SWT’s appalling service, drawing attention to the company’s lack of straightforwardness: “I’ll have to kindly decline another chance to “Meet the Managers” offered by SWT – a university thesis in textual analysis surely awaits those encounters”.
 This view of SWT has continuing justification (eg, see 5.51).
4.16 At the end of July 2001, passengers on the 15.20 Waterloo-Alton staged a sit-in at Farnham when SWT tried to terminate the train when it was only 17 minutes late. The train eventually continued to Alton, after a further delay of 20 minutes.
  Throwing passengers off trains short of destination nevertheless became endemic on SWT, with the excuse that the carriages have to be in the right place for later services. Imagine Sainsburys throwing out shoppers at the front of the checkout queue for the benefit of those further back! (see 3.1). 
4.17 A man who complained to SWT that overcrowding on a Waterloo-Southampton train was so bad that 14 passengers were crammed in the walkway between two coaches, and that passengers trapped in stifling heat used keys and coins to open locked windows, received a reply that “Passengers are only likely to get killed if they jump out of trains as tragically happened at Maidenhead and with inebriates at other times”.
 When a door flew open on an old Reading-Waterloo train, a woman passenger pulled the alarm cord and it came off in her hand. She wrote that the incident was “typical of the shoddy service provided by SWT trains, which are often dirty and delayed”.

4.18 SWT was fined £16 million for poor performance in the preceding year, the highest of any operator. Nearly £1 million related to running trains with too few carriages and thus increasing the misery of overcrowding.
 Andrew Haines blamed the delays on Railtrack staff being demoralised because their company was going into administration!
 Could the blame not reasonably be placed on SWT’s attitude to low morale (see 3.16).
4.19 At the beginning of 2002, SWT’s poor industrial relations were once more in evidence, with a devastating strike by guards given a lower percentage pay rise than the much better-paid drivers, and the demotion of driver Greg Tucker. Andrew Haines commented, “By rejecting this offer I believe the RMT has shown that its aim is not to secure a fair pay deal for all its rank and file members, but to cause the maximum disruption in an attempt to overturn the disciplining of two of its key activists”.
 It was unfortunate for Mr Haines that the Employment Tribunal’s findings in Greg Tucker’s (one of the ‘activists’) appeal condemned SWT in extraordinarily scathing terms (see 3.34).

4.20 Public reaction to the strikes was very mixed. One man reported, “Like many others, I have suffered the SWT experience for too long … SWT’s biggest problem is that too high a percentage of its staff are demoralised, disinterested … One weekend my 17-year-old son was left bleeding from an assault on an SWT train, from Reading to Wokingham. When he sought the aid of the driver, he was told to ‘F*** off, I bet you haven’t paid anyway’.”
 A Surbiton banker commented “It’s a diabolical service anyway. We get treated worse than animals in this system and it is very frustrating”. A Winchester commuter said, “It’s very irritating but I do have some sympathy for the staff, although it doesn’t help that the train service is really horrible at the moment”. A Surbiton recruitment agent noted that, “The trains are up to half an hour late on a daily basis anyway”.
  The strikes were estimated to cost London’s economy more than £10 million a day.
 By the end of May 2006, SWT’s long-suffering passengers were alone in facing yet more industrial action, this time owing to early morning transport arrangements for train crews.
4.21 A Southampton commuter highlighted the fact that official figures for delays on SWT (573.3 years in the first 9 months of 2001) would equate to more than 11 millennia under the proposed new 20-year franchise.

SWT censured by the Advertising Standards Authority

4.22 March 2002 saw SWT condemned by the Advertising Standards Authority following complaints by SHRUG. At issue was use of SWT’s ‘In Focus’ newsletter to misrepresent 785 new coaches as 785 new trains, and incorrectly stating their committed investment under the proposed new franchise to be “billions” when it was just £1.7 billion. With SWT apparently now unconcerned about the truth (see 3.31-3.33), Andrew Haines tried unsuccessfully to overturn the judgment: “Please convey in your report to the Council that we firmly believe that this leaflet which is not posted to customers, receives no paid media and is entirely a PR Department collation of PR releases, constitutes a PR item, not an advertisement and falls outside ASA jurisdiction”.
 
Stagecoach risks losing second franchise

4.23 No doubt aware that poor performance could jeopardise its new franchise, SWT stepped up its policy of speeding up delayed trains by omitting scheduled stops (see 3.17). On March 26 2002, London commuters waiting at Brockenhurst were furious when their train passed the station non-stop. A SWT manager told them it was SWT’s new operational policy. This looks like breathtaking arrogance, given that rail fares in Britain are about the dearest in Europe and that a recent Chamber of Commerce report had found that the average firm loses £21,000 a year because its employees are delayed on the railways.

4.24 May 2002 brought confirmation that SWT’s franchise was indeed at risk. Transport Secretary Stephen Byers said, “I agree that the SWT franchise is not being operated as well as anybody would like. I want the Strategic Rail Authority to use the franchise renewal as an opportunity to secure real improvements for the travelling public. The Strategic Rail Authority must use the time over the next few months to negotiate an agreement with SWT – with Stagecoach Group PLC. If the SRA cannot negotiate a franchise renewal that puts the interests of the travelling public first, it will be prepared to seek a new franchise operator which will put the interests of the travelling public first, drive up standards and improve reliability.”

SRA effectively gives Stagecoach additional reward for failure while fines increase and services get even worse
4.25 The SRA gave SWT an additional £29 million in subsidy, partly in return for introducing a few extra evening trains. One of these was a little-needed 19.43 Poole-Waterloo. This would be the return working of the Poole portion of the busy 17.15 from Waterloo, due into Poole at 19.37. The six-minute turn-round meant that, when the 17.15 ran late, all stops between Southampton and Bournemouth were axed and tired commuters left behind at Southampton Central. Axed evening services became a pronounced feature on SWT, inevitably suggesting that taxpayers weren’t getting a proper return for their additional investment.
4.26 In June 2002, SWT was alone among the 26 passenger train operating companies to have its performance fine increased compared with the previous year. The fine of £12.5 million was the largest ever levied under the performance regime.
 The Conservatives condemned the figures as a disgrace and called for remedial action by the Government.

4.27 Just a few examples of SWT service: 
27 May 06.03 Weymouth-Waterloo failed at Winchester with hundreds thrown off; 
24 June 06.19 Poole-Waterloo failed at Winchester with hundreds thrown off; 
10 July 18.05 Waterloo-Poole 35 minutes late while the 18.30 to Weymouth was reduced to 5 coaches and had its doors locked early due to overcrowding; 
15 July 18.30 reduced to 5 coaches and doors locked early, with the guard apologising for the “terrible conditions”; 
18 July Rear unit of the 05.34 Bournemouth-Waterloo caught fire at Southampton delaying the front unit by 31 minutes; passengers thrown off the 17.15 Waterloo-Weymouth before departure due to door failure; 17.45 Waterloo-Weymouth also suffered door failure which was rectified by fitters but with the train 20 minutes late from Southampton. 
Things were no better on SWT’s other main line, from Waterloo to Portsmouth. A Godalming commuter complained, “For the weeks starting 17 and 24 June, not one train in the early evening ran on time. There is never an explanation or an apology. How has SWT retained its franchise? Certainly not through customer service.”

4.28 In the three months from April 2002, SWT’s performance dropped compared with the previous year with one quarter of trains late.
 A London man wrote, “How can the SRA be serious about giving SWT yet more money? It is incapable of running the railway now. Its trains are a disgrace with smashed windows, missing internal doors and graffiti both inside and outside. Perhaps Richard Bowker should take to travelling on SWT daily and experience the disgraceful service that he is pumping millions of taxpayers’ pounds into”.

4.29 The beginning of the school summer holidays saw widespread travel misery after SWT gave away free tickets, apparently in an attempt mollify passengers. A morning Weymouth-Waterloo train became a “standing room only” fiasco, with passengers frightened by being crammed against disorderly prisoners released from Weymouth jail. One commuter commented, “It was ridiculous. They had obviously given away too many free tickets and everyone had chosen to travel on the same day. The guard looked very harassed. He was trying to do his best but there were some very angry people”. Later in the afternoon, a train broke down outside Waterloo, putting four platforms out of action. One commuter described the scene as “like a refugee camp” as thousands of passengers camped in the station concourse in stifling heat waiting for non-existent trains. At one point the arrivals board went blank in what he described as a day of “confusion and incompetence”. The 16.30 Waterloo-Weymouth left 45 minutes late. It was the first train to Southampton and beyond for over three hours. The crush at the barrier when the train was announced was frightening, with passengers desperately seeking standing room once aboard. 

Stagecoach reduced to ‘junk’ status as shares become almost worthless 

4.30 Meanwhile, Stagecoach was desperately trying to grant share options from which its directors might make a profit. Hundreds of thousands of options in the troubled company were worthless after its shares plunged from a high of 284p to just 30p.

4.31 Stagecoach was now in free fall. One paper commented that “The chances are that Stagecoach will survive in some shape or form. But the debt burden is likely to drag on the company’s fortunes and eclipse the opportunities to generate shareholder returns. The risk that the company will pass on its dividend is already high. Bonds trade at about 25% below par, but they look no more a bargain than the shares. Avoid both”.
 Another stated, “The shares have fallen more than 80% in six months and credit rating agency Moody’s recently downgraded the company to junk status”.

New franchise term slashed

4.32 Stagecoach, the “widely criticised operator of poorly performing SWT” had its new franchise slashed from 20 years to three.
  Richard Bowker, the SRA chairman, said the SWT agreement would mean the company focusing “on what matters to passengers – recovering performance to a level that passengers deserve and expect and the replacement of slam-door trains with the biggest new train order in the UK”.

Suspicions linger that the franchise playing fields were not level

4.33 It seemed odd that the SRA considered Stagecoach good enough for even a 3-year franchise, and with an increase in subsidy to £170 million. It had failed to deliver an acceptable service for nearly 7 years and its financial status was “junk”.   However, the SRA chairman Richard Bowker was formerly a senior executive with Virgin Trains in which Stagecoach had a 49% interest; Mr Bowker’s father was a senior Stagecoach executive; Mr Bowker had visited Stagecoach chairman Brian Souter’s church in Scotland (a round journey of 1,000 miles from the SRA’s London base)
; and Mr Bowker once worked with Graham Eccles, head of Stagecoach Rail.
 In addition, Mr Bowker admitted to the House of Commons Transport Committee that a £106 million grant to Virgin Trains had been to stabilise Virgin and Stagecoach. Later, he was to help Stagecoach to have a second bite at bidding for the Integrated Kent Franchise (see 5.65). 
4.34 Perhaps significantly, despite SWT’s record, Mr Eccles felt secure enough to state that Stagecoach wouldn’t hesitate to walk away from the franchise if it didn’t get its own terms.
 This extraordinary confession of lack of commitment to SWT’s passengers, echoes the words of fellow Stagecoach director Brian Cox (see 3.13). The clear implication is that Stagecoach is in the business of rail franchises only through self-interest.
4.35 December 2002 saw SWT being fined more than £11 million for poor performance.
 Punctuality had slumped to 59.9% in the last three months of 2002.
 This abysmal performance seems to have provided SWT with a helpful base against which to record progress. Page 5 of the July/August 2005 issue of their e’motion magazine, and pages 4, 6, 14, 15 and 28 of the following September/October issue, all refer to the latest half-yearly National Passenger Survey which had confirmed a 14% increase in passenger satisfaction on SWT, from 64% to 78%, since 2002. Put otherwise, after 9 years of Stagecoach’s SWT franchises, almost one in four of their passengers were dissatisfied. Of the satisfied passengers, many would no doubt have been occasional users who had been lucky enough to choose the right time to travel. 
Aftermath of the re-franchising fiasco
4.36 With such under-achievement, almost two years after Stagecoach was chosen as preferred bidder for the new SWT franchise, the SRA extended the existing franchise for one year to February 2004. It was announced early in 2003 that, to help (SWT’s) punctuality, South Central’s hourly service between Bournemouth and London Victoria would be cut back to Southampton. This would deprive Bournemouth, hard hit by the Beeching cuts despite its importance to the UK economy as an international tourist centre, of direct services along the coast to Hove, and on to Gatwick Airport.
4.37 News also broke that taxpayers would have to meet a huge bill to upgrade the power supply for the trains which SWT had ordered; 120 of the 785 new coaches which it was supposed to hire then went to another operator.
 Although it had been reported that even the original order would not have provided a single extra seat (see 4.11), SWT was now saying they “ordered 30 additional Desiro trains to cater for the expected additional demand ….. but then the SRA diverted the extra trains”.
 At the same time, Stagecoach has been withdrawing 120 5-year-old class 458 coaches on the grounds that they are unreliable whilst a differently-styled version of the same train continues to give good performance on Gatwick Express services. An industry source has been quoted as saying, "Bad maintenance and bad reliability go hand in hand. Gatwick Express has a strong maintenance regime and it has one of the most reliable new trains anywhere on the Network. SWT doesn't."

 
4.38 It was also announced that most of the additional off-peak services which Stagecoach had introduced would be axed, notably the fourth hourly train between Waterloo and Southampton which had thwarted Anglia Trains’ aspiration to provide Southampton with direct cross-London services to East Anglia (see 3.21)
. SWT admitted that this would affect those, cruelly disappointed by its once fast and reliable Southampton-Waterloo services, who had changed their working hours to avoid cattle-truck conditions in the peaks.

4.39 The 2003 summer timetable saw the opening of the new Chandlers Ford station, previously described by Andrew Haines as one of the benefits of a new Stagecoach franchise (see 4.2), yet with the station funded by Hampshire County Council and the service subsidised by the SRA. SWT did however set a disproportionately high fare for the journey from Chandlers Ford to Southampton, causing a huge outcry.
 Three years later, the ticket machine at Totton was still selling single tickets at £3.15 to Eastleigh, £4.15 to Chandlers Ford (next station after Eastleigh) and £3.00 to Romsey (next station after Chandlers Ford).

Spectacularly continuing to fail passengers

4.40 During the heatwave of August 2003, around 100 passengers had a nightmare 9-hour journey over the 79 miles from Southampton to Waterloo in a temperature of 30C. They were delayed at Micheldever for an hour and a half after a fatality; told the train was being rerouted via Havant; ordered off at Eastleigh; told to disembark at Romsey and wait for a service to Salisbury; and stuck in a single-carriage service for 3 hours with no water or ventilation, being forced to smash windows.
 Micheldever is in a Stagecoach bus area. It should have been possible to get a couple of buses to take passengers the few miles on to Basingstoke, but presumably re-routing them round Hampshire and Wiltshire, partly on another operator’s trains, was a cheaper option. Richard Bowker opined on the same day that passengers were starting to see “real benefits” as the railways improved.

4.41 Also in August, a Southampton mother who had never been on a SWT service received a letter from the company threatening a £1,000 fine or imprisonment unless a £10 fine for fare-dodging on a Bournemouth to Southampton train were paid. Although her husband tried to be pleasant and reasonable with the company, even after media intervention SWT demanded a written statement.

Another triumph for “greed”

4.42 In September, Stagecoach survived a vote over its award of a £322,000 bonus to co-founder Brian Souter. Shareholders shunned a call by corporate governance group the Pensions Investment Research Consultants (PIRC) to reject the company’s remuneration report. PIRC claimed the group’s performance targets were insufficiently challenging to justify the levels of reward available.
 

4.43 Meanwhile, the South’s rail passengers were helping to boost Stagecoach’s annual profits to just under £77 million. Operating profits from the company’s rail division increased from £18.9 million to £21.5 million, in contrast with a fall of 11% in the company’s overall operating profits.

Two train fires in one day

4.44 October saw what was probably a first on the privatised railway network, with two SWT train fires on the same day
, both involving express services in the Winchester area, where there are successive deep tunnels. 

Commons Transport Committee raises concerns about the trauma of overcrowding
4.45 The House of Commons Transport Committee published a damning report on 15 October, saying that overcrowding on the railways was now so bad that commuters faced a daily “trauma”. Many journeys were not only uncomfortable but “positively frightening”. Overcrowding could affect the health and safety of passengers in two ways, through stress and injury from overcrowding itself, and through the possibility of increased risks in the event of an accident”

SWT rips out thousands of seats to cram in more passengers

4.46 Despite the dangers to passengers highlighted in the report, the latest disadvantage for SWT’s commuters was announced the following month. With the company’s promised fleet of new trains being cut by 120 carriages (see 4.38), 6,500 seats were to be ripped out of its 20-year old fleet of suburban trains to cram in more standing passengers.  Connex had recently scrapped its earlier proposals to do likewise
, because they had sparked outrage when first announced.
 Despite the fact that many more people were to be crammed in, air conditioning was not introduced and a passenger found that some windows would no longer open fully. The temperature in the carriages had been “obscene” during a spell of hot weather (e’motion magazine, September /October 2005 issue). 

Pivotal meeting inadvertently sets course for new round of disbenefits
4.47 At a meeting of the Rail Passengers’ Council in December 2003, Transport Secretary Alistair Darling said “The industry must treat people as valued customers”.
 After he left, Richard Bowker said 2004 would be a year of focus on ruthless delivery. This comment set the course for the next phase of passenger disbenefits on SWT. 'Rail'
 magazine reported that, "This ruthless attitude sees the SRA supporting the industry concept of service recovery, with late-running trains turned back short of their destination to bring them back on time". 
4.48 Interestingly, given the links between Stagecoach and Richard Bowker (see 4.33), the capable chairman of the Southern Rail Passengers Committee, Wendy Toms, unexpectedly did not have her contract renewed when it expired in 2003. Ms Toms had in the past called for SWT to work to make sure trains were not cancelled and did not stop short of their destination.
 She learned that she had lost her post only when she was told the news by the national media. After her four and a half years’ service, it had apparently been too much trouble for anyone in the SRA, which was responsible for the Committee, to call her on her mobile before making the news public.
 
5. SWT 2004-2006
Lower Standards / Fantasy and Self-Praise
Passenger discontent relentless

5.1 Customer dissatisfaction with SWT has been relentless. Early in 2004, a Woking commuter thanked them for  introducing new rolling stock with fewer seats so that he paid thousands to stand shoulder to shoulder with fellow commuters: “Thank you for confirming my belief that you really do see your passengers as cattle”.
 
5.2 SWT did not have enough drivers to allow for training on the new Desiro trains; 64 services a day therefore had to be axed in the Guildford-Aldershot-Ascot area. A user referred to SWT’s “appalling mismanagement” with “no forewarning or consultation with passengers”
. An Ascot commuter had recently complained that his normal journey time to London was 56 minutes, compared with 38 minutes in 1991.
 Especial discontent with Stagecoach appears to persist in these parts, with a Camberley resident recently complaining that he lives in  “SWT’s poor service area”.

5.3 As for risk management, a passenger who found the booking office and waiting room at Hedge End station locked on a bitterly cold morning was told that the booking clerk had taken the keys with him on holiday, and there were no spares.

5.4 On 16 March the 23.45 Waterloo-Portsmouth train was terminated at Haslemere due to a points problem. After 20 minutes, 6 taxis were provided, one to take the guard home and 5 to take passengers to Guildford, in the opposite direction to which the train was travelling. The platform and station lights had been turned off, and 19 passengers were left outside in the cold. Eventually the taxis were sent away and a bus was ordered. This ran non-stop to Petersfield, despite the fact that some passengers wanted the intermediate stations of Liss or Liphook. Taxis then had to be ordered to take these passengers home from Petersfield. They had still not reached their destinations by 03.00, over two hours late. A Raynes Park commuter complained that his train had failed immediately after leaving Waterloo. Passengers sat for 45 minutes, cold, without information and in darkness before it was pushed back into the station.  

5.5 On 31 March, the 12.33 Waterloo-Shepperton arrived at Fulwell about an hour late. Passengers were told to complete their journey by bus. No replacement bus was provided and there was no normal service bus to Shepperton. The train went back to Waterloo empty and there was “something approaching a riot” on the station.”
 

5.6 On 7 April, early morning commuters arrived at the downside car park at Southampton Central to find parking charges had increased by 45% from £4.00 to £5.80. The ticket machine was taped out of use, the downside ticket office was closed, and the person at the ticket barrier was unwilling or unable to sell parking tickets. Passengers then had to drive to another car park and risk losing their train. The price had increased to £6.40 and then £6.90 by February 2006, over 70% in less than two years. Such increases are routinely presented as being in passengers’ best interests, as in the September/October 2005 of e’motion: “The lack of car parking space is due to the increase in the numbers of passengers and our inability to provide more spaces at stations. We have, however, reviewed our pricing to bring us in line with local car parks and to deter people not using our service from using station car parks”. 
5.7 Since SWT cannot properly manage its convoluted web of hype, page 16 of the September/October issue of e’motion tells us, in relation to the provision of additional car parking, that “It is often impossible to justify such expenditure with less than 18 months to go before our franchise ends”, whilst page 25 tells us that “Even though the current franchise has only a short period of time remaining, there has never been any resistance by the company to invest”. By page 27, retention of the franchise is assumed, with a reference to when the Department for Transport “renews the South West Trains franchise in 2007”.  

5.8 At Axminster station a disabled woman was refused permission to take her small scooter on board a London train even though she could take it apart into 5 small pieces and had been told three weeks earlier that there would be no problem. Despite phone calls to the operator she was left behind and missed an important appointment at St Thomas’ Hospital. SWT claimed they were simply applying their policy.
 

5.9 Notwithstanding the bad press SWT had gained from dumping passengers at Fulwell (see 5.5), they repeated the trick. The 19.17 Waterloo-Shepperton was 45 minutes late, and passengers were told to alight and await the next train which was 4 minutes behind. When they got off in the pouring rain, they saw the next train advertised as 30 minutes behind and the waiting shelter would hold only about 10 people. The furious passengers held a sit-in for 15 minutes until the train continued to Shepperton.
 

5.10 A Surbiton commuter complained that so overcrowded was the 07.08 Surbiton-Waterloo that passengers had nowhere to stand except in the narrow corridor outside the mostly-empty first class seats. Four ticket inspectors came through and started fining anyone who had sat down.
 

5.11 SWT was widely condemned, including by Southampton Test MP Dr Alan Whitehead, when a special train for a local football match between Southampton and Portsmouth was cancelled without notice, and no explanation given.
 Such failure to get supporters to a “local derby” on time could easily provoke public disorder among disappointed fans.
Performance versus profits again
5.12 In the first 3 months of 2004, SWT’s punctuality was 69.6%, the second-worst of the London commuter-train operators after Thameslink.
 

5.13 Later in the year, Eastleigh’s Conservative parliamentary candidate, Conor Burns, slammed SWT’s performance figures. SWT responded that its day-long performance had shown a “steady rise from 77% to 77.8%”!
 

5.14 The year 2004 also saw Stagecoach chairman Brian Souter and his sister Ann Gloag reduced to only the eleventh richest people in Scotland, with a combined fortune of £330 million. They had apparently lost almost half their wealth (See 3.30). Fortunately, Stagecoach’s promised payout to shareholders would add another £65 million.
 
Passengers want value for money

5.15 Research by the RMT union compared the cost of annual season tickets to London with “go anywhere” tickets in Germany and the Netherlands. By way of example, SWT’s Wokingham fare was £2,932, 143% more than it would have been in Germany and 212% more than in the Netherlands.
 Interestingly, the annual season ticket fare from Totton to London Terminals has increased by 100% in cash terms between 1987 and 2006, reflecting how prices soared to make rail operation attractive to the private sector. SWT admit that the Totton-London All Zones Travelcard increased by only 1.95% in cash terms between January 1996 and January 2006, reflecting how heavily Stagecoach has been capped for poor performance since taking over.

5.16 Two days after train operators across the country suggested peak fares might need to increase even further, Stagecoach announced that its profits at SWT had increased by 13% to £108.3 million. Hampshire rail users were unanimous in calling for SWT to provide a better rail service before considering any price increases.

Lack of adequate consultation prior to introducing the slowest timetable since steam days 
5.17 Companies who bid for rail franchises are expected to consult with stakeholders. As at May 2006, SHRUG had been approached about the third SWT franchise exercise by National Express, Govia, Arriva, First and GNER, but not by Stagecoach. Stagecoach’s failure to contact us is unremarkable, because the timetable changes from December 2004 exposed the farce of consultation on SWT. It was inadequate and ineffective, leading to widespread anger when the details of the revised services were belatedly announced in September 2004.  The changes involved significantly adverse effects on many commuters’ lives. Following 9 years of the worst rail performance levels in Britain, standards on SWT would be lowered with journeys by far the slowest since steam trains were withdrawn in 1967. 
5.18 The lower service standards can be traced back to January 2004 when Network Rail suggested that journey times should be extended by up to 5 minutes to increase punctuality before the next general election. There was  a hostile reaction among London rail commuters - who suffer the worst delays and had just had an inflation-busting fares increase – and the train operators  reportedly rejected the idea as unworkable.
 It appears, however, that Network Rail was simply promoting SWT’s existing policy. While not indicating whether he would introduce such a disbenefit for his long-suffering passengers, Stagecoach’s Graham Eccles oddly denied that the idea was an attempt to massage the performance figures. What he didn’t say, assuming that the words of his colleague Graham Aitken are correct, is that the slower SWT timetable had already been in existence in draft form for about 3 months (see 5.20). 
5.19 Stagecoach had prepared a spurious basis for the lower standards through its practice of masking failure by turning the blame on its passengers (eg, see 2.4 and 3.9). So it had run an “Every second counts” campaign which attributed delays to the time that increasing numbers of passengers took to alight and board. In reality, alighting and boarding was causing delay only where SWT’s trains were seriously inadequate, like the 5-coach 16.05 Waterloo-Poole which on Fridays loads like a peak-hour Underground train. The more general problems on SWT, apart from infrastructure difficulties, have always been rolling stock shortage and failures, and inadequate staff numbers. “Every second counts” meant that, at stations like Southampton Central, passengers became used to being bellowed at by hectoring station staff to use all the doors. Great for stress (see 4.45), especially just after getting up or at the end of a busy day at work. 
5.20 Despite SWT’s claim to be good on communications (see 5.50) they obscured the rationale for the new timetable. Andrew Haines’ foreword to the SWT timetable booklet claimed, "We decided that the only effective way forward is to start with a blank sheet of paper and design a train service that meets the needs of the greatest number of passengers.  It was no easy task. Two years in the making, this enormous project involved re-planning 1,683 daily services, re-diagramming over 300 trains and re-rostering nearly 2,000 members of train crew". Yet Graham Aitken, SWT’s head of train planning, stated that the new timetable for all SWT's services had been written 15 months previously by a team of four, locked in a hotel at a secret location, over a 12-day period.
 

5.21 Unsurprisingly, therefore, the “consultation” was ineffective. A SWT leaflet claimed that "Over 80 local authorities and passenger user groups across our network have been consulted and where possible their feedback has been acted on". In fact, there are only a handful of user groups across the SWT area. The South Hampshire Rail Users' Group and the Kingston Area Travellers' Association were not consulted, although SWT is well aware of their existence. The Alton Line Users' Association was approached but one member stated, “SWT sent us a draft of the new timetable. We wrote back saying it was completely unacceptable for users. They wrote back saying they were going ahead with it anyway. I wouldn’t call that consultation”.

5.22  In a letter to Dr Julian Lewis MP, General Manager Andrew Haines gave the lie to his own leaflet (see 5.18) when he confessed that, "It would be impossible for us to carry out detailed consultation on something as radical as a completely new timetable and our established consultation processes are with County and District councils, the Rail Passengers Committees and elected representatives such as MPs”.  Interestingly, First Group’s consultation on their proposed timetable for the Greater Western franchise has resulted in huge numbers of responses from across the South West. So, it appears that Stagecoach’s failure to consult was a matter of “won’t” rather than “can’t”.
5.23 Another obfuscation by SWT was that “A timetable devised in 1967 no longer reflects the demands of 2004”.
 SHRUG has a copy of the 1967 timetable and it is not remotely like the timetable in operation up to December 2004. Presumably this defence was conceived without regard for the truth, because SWT had already stated towards the end of 2003,  in response to a question about the slowness of trains from Leatherhead and Epsom to Waterloo, that: “The present timetable has evolved over many years and is designed to optimise the available capacity into Waterloo during peak periods”
.  
5.24 The official watchdog, the Rail Passengers Committee, was scathing. Their press release stated, “On Monday 13 December, passengers will experience new timetables; and some will be shocked to find that there journey will take longer, or have a reduced service… Passengers want shorter journeys, not longer ones, but they are going to have to put up with them all the same. It will be completely wrong if targets are not made tougher and passengers do not get compensation for poor performance, even though their journey is slower than it was before and the performance figures show an entirely fictitious improvement”. The Daily Telegraph commented, “SWT has struck on one of the great philosophical truths of all time: the lower the standards that you set yourself, the easier they are to meet”.

5.25 SWT claimed of its new timetable that, “While there are winners in terms of busy stations that gain extra services there will be losers in the shape of other stations where frequencies have been reduced to reflect a lower demand”.
 In fact, the timetable was clearly designed to compensate for the big reduction in SWT’s train order from 785 new carriages to 665 (see 4.37). Outer suburban trains to Alton and Basingstoke would make more stops in Surrey, services to Southampton and Portsmouth would serve Fleet and Farnborough to compensate for the slowed Basingstoke services, Chertsey line trains would take the longer route via Hounslow, and some shoulder-peak services west of Southampton would be axed. Weekend direct services between the South Coast and West of England would be reduced. Connections would generally involve longer waits. Trains would be slowed with the fastest Southampton-Waterloo trains taking 79 minutes compared with 66 minutes in 1990, a staggering time increase for a prime service - once branded as ‘Inter-City’ - of 19.7%. This was in contrast to the broad picture across the South East’s non-SWT territory where times had remained static or improved over the same period. As with its buses, Stagecoach was showing preference to North Hampshire over more populous South Hampshire (see 3.7).
5.26 There was particular outrage on the Alton line where passengers had long suffered particularly bad service, with late trains frequently turned back at Farnham. One commuter considered that SWT’s downgrading of his services illustrated how “ill-served” the public had been since privatisation. Other Alton line users considered that they were being treated as “third class citizens”. One asked “Is there any organisation that is so out of touch with the needs of its customers as South West Trains?

5.27 The first day of the new timetable provoked widespread fury. A West Byfleet commuter who no longer had fast trains to London said she would waste one and a half hours a day. A Walton-on-Thames commuter reported one train cancelled and getting to work 40 minutes late on the following slow service. A Surbiton commuter spoke of a horrendous journey in packed conditions after two trains were cancelled. Haslemere passengers found that they had lost their only fast train to London, and the wider gap in their services left them without seats.
  
5.28 SWT‘s lowering of timetabling standards soon resulted in a 12% improvement in its performance results. The Rail Passengers Committee considered that this was predictable and the company should face tougher targets.
 Despite the downgraded service, however, performance has not been consistently better.  In March 2005 it was worse than in March 2004, and in June 2005 it was worse than in June 2003. The autumn-winter of 2005-06 saw main line peak performance fall to 78.8%, 82.2% and 81.2% in successive 4-weekly statistical periods. In addition, presumably owing in part to SWT’s shortage of drivers, 1.5% of peak main line trains failed to run in the November-December statistical period, the worst result since January 2004, and with all the misery for commuters which that implies. It was noticeable that some comparable franchises which had not lowered their standards were producing better results than SWT. 
Seats ripped out to cram in more standing passengers, as new train fleet reduced by over 15% 

5.29 The serious implications for passengers of SWT’s reduced fleet of new trains was revealed in a report by the Liberal Democrats, which found that overcrowding on SWT’s peak morning services had increased by 77% since 1997.
 The report noted that SWT had redesigned carriages to create more space and had added 13,000 extra peak time seats. 

5.30 The line about 13,000 extra seats is misleading and presumably based on advice from SWT’s press office (the line is also used in the September/October 2005 issue of SWT’s e’motion magazine). SWT had admitted that its replacement trains wouldn’t provide a single extra seat, so the extra seats must have been produced by re-programming rolling stock (for example, with some shorter itineraries or turnaround times). “Redesigning carriages to make more space” is a completely separate issue, a euphemism for ripping 6.500 seats out of SWT’s suburban fleet to cram in more standing passengers (see 4.46). Given that the suburban fleet might typically be employed on two services during a peak period, it is instructive to multiply 6,500 by two, which balances the 13,000 seats claimed to have been added. In truth, though, SWT’s statements are often so convoluted that the truth is not readily discernible. Whatever the facts, the increase in overcrowding on SWT since 1997 has now risen from 77% to 180%.

Rolling stock problems

5.31 The new Desiro trains are reportedly only 50% as reliable as those they replaced, despite Andrew Haines’ contention that they were specified to be 10 times as reliable (see 4.11). The hard seats, cold air blast, and shortage of tables for families with games, and commuters with laptops, are all unpopular. Even the long-distance units are described by Railway Gazette International
 as having an ambience “more commuter than inter-city”. Strangely, the Desiros lack the exterior moving banner displays of stations served which are a  feature of the new Electrostar trains in the non-SWT South East. This facility is invaluable to non-regular passengers, inspires confidence to board, and helps those with hearing disabilities who cannot benefit from tannoy announcements. We understand that the doors of the Desiros’ disabled toilets are prone to incarcerate those who use them, that staff then have to force the doors off their runners, and that on one occasion the fire brigade had to smash a door to rescue a passenger suffering a panic attack.
5.32 A Southampton resident complained that he had travelled to Portsmouth on one of the Desiros and found it “cold, noisy, draughty and uncomfortable” with cold air on his head and upright seating.
 The seating and air-conditioning on these units have attracted general criticism. A Bournemouth rail user set up a website specifically for people concerned with the uncomfortable seating. Passengers also dislike having to twist their feet when using the seats next to the windows on the Desiros, due to the location of the heaters and angled slope of the floor next to them. The position of the latch on the drop down tables of the aircraft style seats prevents the use of laptops, in contrast with the similar tables on the much older Wessex Electric trains.
5.33 Passengers who use Portchester station were threatened with loss of their London trains because SWT’s new class 444 units were too long for the platforms”.
 Passengers and the Rail Passengers Council were scathing. SWT’s Jane Lee helpfully declared that, “it was not a fault of the trains but a fault of the platform”. While such a response may be dismissed as disingenuous, the real question is why SWT didn’t order trains with selective door opening. At Charing Cross, passengers arriving on the longest trains cannot alight from the rear coach. Portchester is a somewhat less busy station than Charing Cross, and the system could obviously work there too.

5.34 Complaints about failed air conditioning on the Wessex Electric trains elicited the response that the trains were “designed in 1985 to cope with normal British summers” and that people generated heat when they got on.
  As ever, SWT was deflecting blame on to its passengers (eg, see 2.4, 3.9 and 5.19). The Rail Passengers Committee called for SWT to stop blaming its passengers and sort the problem out. However, one passenger who was interviewed reported being too cold.
 In fact, it is not unusual for an overheated coach to be adjacent to one that is freezing cold. Difficult to see how the weather or passengers, rather than poor maintenance, can be blamed for differential temperatures, often as between adjacent carriages. Another familiar feature of these units is the sharp spikes protruding beneath seat cushions owing to broken frames, and seats which collapse beneath passengers, wrenching their backs. 

5.35 Early 2005 brought the news that the Lymington branch, with even worse connections at Brockenhurst under the new timetable, would retain slam-door stock as an economy. This needs to be seen against SWT’s inefficient use of rolling stock in its decelerated timetable. The Wareham-Brockenhurst and the Southampton-Portsmouth stopping services both now need three train units, against only two in the past.  Other inefficiencies include using the 10-coach former 05.34 Bournemouth-Waterloo train to carry thin air between Bournemouth and Southampton where it stands for an hour before splitting into Poole and Waterloo stopping services, often after commuters have stood from Winchester to Waterloo on earlier trains. This is extraordinary - ten coaches is equivalent to one twelfth of the Wessex Electric fleet. Interestingly, the new timetable had been in operation for less than a year before the Department for Transport and Network Rail decided that the Southampton-Salisbury-Weymouth route should have a better service, with more efficient use of rolling stock from December 2007, after re-franchising. 
5.36 On a trip from Brockenhurst to Lymington on Christmas Eve 2005, it was noted that some heaters on the old unit had failed, creating a similarly poor environment as on SWT’s fan-ventilated and air-conditioned units (see 4.46 and 5.34). Some door windows, set in filthy frames, were prone to stick, making it difficult to activate the external door handle to alight. The toilets were boarded off, complementing the extended closure of those on Brockenhurst station where there was a broken sewer. Amusingly, a poster on Lymington Town station described the units used on the branch as “especially refurbished to their former glory”.
Third re-franchising exercise approaches: SWT constructs a fantasy world centred on its e’motion magazine 
5.37 When Transport authorities in the big provincial cities set up a support unit to get tough with profiteering bus operators and lobby for re-regulation, Stagecoach responded, “Why is money being spent on expensive spin-doctoring and not on what passengers want?” Stagecoach had forgotten to make a similar comment in September when the SRA paid for posters at 106 SWT stations to boast that 4 out of 5 trains ran on time, when this was a national figure, and SWT’s peak-time performance was only 71% on time.

5.38 It was towards the end of 2003 that SWT had launched its e’motion magazine, linked to an interactive website. This is very obviously part of the massive spin-doctoring effort which now characterises SWT’s interface with its customers whilst in the real world the company practises Richard Bowker’s “ruthless delivery” but forgets to treat passengers – in the Secretary of State’s words - as “valued customers” (see 4.47). 
5.39 Annual season ticket holders received a copy of the launch issue with a covering letter which said the magazine was “more focused on the views of the passenger”. From the outset, however, passengers’ voices seemed oddly sanitised. How come that people whose letters are published in e’motion rarely express the levels of dissatisfaction of those who write to the press about SWT? How come that the reader of e’motion might well imagine that things like performance, service levels, connections, omitting stops  and curtailing trains short of destination are at most of only occasional or casual interest? How come that so many of the points said to be raised by passengers are presented anonymously?
5.40 E’motion brings together what we may reasonably deduce as being manifestations of Brian Souter’s greed-determined ethos, for example:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

· misrepresentation (eg, see 4.22 and 5.51)

· PR fantasy (eg, see 2.6 3.41, 5.45 and 5.47)
· arrogance (eg, see 1.5, 2.5, 3.8 and 5.49)

· seeking advantage from ignoring the truth (eg, see 3.34)

· lack of empathy (eg, see 2.4-2.5, 2.9 and 3.8-3.9)
· no focus on public interest (eg, see 1.2, 3.5 and 3.6)

· operations driven (eg, see 2.8. and 5.57-5.59) 

· word twisting (eg, see 3.40 and 4.15)

· attacking MPs (see 5.49)

5.41 The core of e’motion’s persuasive PR clout can be found in its Passengers’ Panel pages. The Panel is chaired by Sir Alan Greengross, now a non-executive Stagecoach director, in a kind of gamekeeper turned poacher change (see 3.35). It is described by SWT as its “unique independent forum”, but how it can be independent when its chairman is a director of, and appointed by, SWT’s parent company is anyone’s guess. The general approach of the Panel’s articles in e’motion is to pose brief questions and give multi-paragraph replies showing SWT in the best possible light. The Spring 2004 newsletter of the Kingston Area Travellers Association recorded that “A member of SWT’s so-called Passengers’ Panel has resigned because it does not serve the interests of passengers. Venessa Wilkins of Norbiton said that the passengers’ suggestions were rarely acted upon and were a waste of time. She was not even thanked for her 18 month contribution to the Panel”.
5.42 The questions posed to the Head of Customer Service on page 25 of the September/October 2005 issue of e’motion are purportedly from the Passengers' Panel. It is not clear whether the Panel discusses each of the questions at their meetings or whether someone else is tasked with wording them. The questions to the directors and managers of South West Trains on pages 26-27 of the same issue claim to represent "the most frequently asked questions" and are presented anonymously. It is obvious that the first question would not have been asked many times, as it concerns the ticketing requirements of a Waterloo-Guildford commuter who gets a lift on his return journey as far as Woking.  
5.43 Sir Alan himself is then interviewed on page 28, answering "some questions", but from whom? The tone of the whole section appears to be ingratiatingly supportive of SWT. Despite claims to the contrary (see 5.42) it would not be surprising if the questions were written or selected by someone in SWT's marketing department. It appears that one objective is to drive down passengers’ expectations, in stark contrast with Govia’s Southern which has adopted the slogan “Expect more”.  A few examples are "Everyone knows that things go wrong on the railway. We also acknowledge that much of it ... is not the fault of South West Trains"; "You make a convincing case. If you can turn your plans into reality, you will be receiving, and deserving of thanks from your passengers"; and "We at the Panel believe ... that South West Trains has come a long way". Even when Sir Alan is being asked about the role of the Passengers’ Panel, the anonymous questioner manages to say "It sounds impressive". Sir Alan’s comments that "--- members agreed to serve a relatively short term. Virtually all of the original members have now retired and new members have joined us", clearly don’t apply to his own role. 
5.44 Presumably himself aware that the article is lacking in credibility, Sir Alan asks some wider questions on behalf of the Panel, for example “But surely you’re just hearing your own voices? How do you try to ensure that you are speaking for passengers as a whole?” The answer starts “We’ve set up a wider focus group consisting of up to 80 passengers for a good representative sample in touch with the travelling public”. This wording is odd, because “passengers” are themselves members of the travelling public. However, a person who attended such a forum in Southampton in the summer of 2005 was told that the meeting was not intended for regular commuters. So presumably “passengers in touch with the travelling public” means something like “people who travel occasionally but not those who travel regularly and are likely to be much more aware of our failings”. It is difficult to see how that can honestly be represented as a “good representative sample” on a major commuter railway.
5.45 Perhaps the prize for one of the “most frequently asked questions” should go to the November/December issue of e’motion: “I think that South West Trains has done a pretty good job recently and deserves a new franchise, and I’m not alone in this. Before all of you at the Panel groan and consign my letter to the waste-paper basket as just a note from another sycophant, let me hasten to add that there are a number of my fellow passengers who would not agree, which is exactly why I am writing. What can the ordinary passenger do to make his or her views heard by whoever awards the new franchises?”

5.46 Detractors from the unrealistically rosy picture are apparently unwelcome, and Sir Alan is not the only once-critical voice to be brought within the Stagecoach fold. The company acquired the services of former arch-critic, Alan Williams (see 3.41), for example to describe the timetabling process which led to the widely condemned schedules introduced from December 2004.
 SWT has rewarded Mr Williams with a plaque on his home station, Effingham Junction, to mark his 30 years as a railway commentator.

5.47 Stagecoach similarly has on side Rail columnist Barry Doe who has in the past been a passionate advocate of good customer service on the railways. He revealingly declares “As a consultant, I am privileged to be able to update the bus/rail links table for SWT’s own superb timetable”.
 “Superb” seems a bit over the top for a format which relies on readers not being colour blind. However, the word appears to be Mr Doe’s favourite epithet for anything connected with SWT. He uses it again
 in a general defence of the company against serious criticisms raised by SHRUG to which he apparently lacks answers. Predictable therefore that, ignoring the fact that SWT has been fined more for poor performance than any other operator and is famed for the unreliability created by its failure to employ enough drivers, he should write, “There are a couple of dozen ex-BR operators, and if you really take into account overall service quality, timetables, on-board services, cleanliness, staff attitudes and so on, then a few match BR’s quality, a handful are better but most are immeasurably worse. Those that really shine are certainly GNER and South West Trains”.
 
5.48 An early article in Sir Alan’s Passengers’ Panel pages in e’motion was devoted to the theme “While a huge amount still needs to be done to improve the railways, the majority of train passengers recognise the enormous efforts made by staff to make a bad situation more bearable”.
 [Like locking train doors in their faces prior to early departure, when they are trying to make a connection from another, late running, train?] The same issue of e’motion contained a major article claiming “overwhelming” public support for the “reconfiguration and refurbishment” of SWT’s suburban trains, while devoting only a single sentence to the fact that 40 seats were being ripped out of each 4-coach unit, The issue here is that passengers were asked whether they liked the existing comparatively narrow 2+3 aside seating, not whether they would prefer to stand. Had they been asked the relevant question they would probably have got the same answer as Connex who abandoned a similar change on South Central (now Southern) because of public hostility (see 4.47). With similarly skewed focus, it is claimed that independent research has “shown beyond doubt that our passengers welcome the increased reliability and that this outweighs concerns about longer journey times by more than two to one”.
 Of course, what passengers really want is refurbished trains with adequate seating, and services which can run reliably without greatly inflated schedules. Passengers who rely on SWT to get them to important engagements have long taken to travelling much earlier than would be necessary on a reliable railway. Such lack of ambition for passengers and other taxpayers who are paying such huge subsidies, along with some the highest fares in Europe, is surely extraordinary. Since 17% of Euston-Manchester passengers are dissatisfied with an average speed of 88mph
, it is likely that many are dissatisfied with the roughly 60mph average from Southampton to Waterloo, a journey no doubt undertaken by vastly more daily commuters.
5.49 One problem for Sir Alan was that many angry SWT commuters would have brought their dissatisfaction to the attention of their MP. So MPs attracted subtle denigration: “Counting the spoons:  As the voice of train passengers on SWT, it’s vital that we understand the issues that really matter to you so that we can protect your interests and ensure your views are strongly represented. The politician faced with a rail problem and little idea of how to deal with it cries, “We have to put our passengers first”. If they have no idea at all, “have” becomes “determined” [SWT grammar!] and they shout even more. Isn’t there a saying “the louder they shout their innocence, the faster we count the spoons.”?”
 With extraordinary arrogance, the words attributed to MPs appear to be derived from Stephen Byer’s criticism of SWT (see 4.25). Unsurprisingly, the message to MPs is rather different. For example in the May 22 2006 edition of the Parliamentary weekly ‘The House Magazine’, a full-page SWT advertisement refers to “building on our successes”.
5.50 Given Stagecoach’s evident lack of empathy, e’motion is unsurprisingly regarded by the company as a great exercise in communications. In this context it has been used to claim the moral high ground over the Government: “The Panel, from its first meeting, picked up on the problem of lack of information, and SWT, to its credit, has done much to address it… But what about the Government’s ability to share information? What does it intend? What can we reasonably expect over the coming years? Are the problems of our railways capable of being solved, and if they are, is anyone going to do anything serious to get there? …… The rail review White Paper announced in July is simply the latest in a litany of plans from successive governments. The lesson on communications that SWT has been learning applies as much to the Government as to the train operators.”
 Interestingly, journalist Christian Wolmar tells us that the generous franchise settlement which Richard Bowker awarded SWT, “angered the Treasury enormously and, indeed, helped to prompt the rail review”
. On the basis of this informed opinion, SWT seems to have no cause to gripe about the review.  
5.51 So how does Stagecoach communicate? With the benefits of the second SWT franchise limited almost exclusively to the hire of replacement trains, the big reduction in the new train fleet is hugely sensitive. This is especially the case because the 785 coaches promised were continually trumpeted as Britain’s biggest train order, whilst the 665 coaches actually  delivered are significantly fewer than the 742 coaches which neighbouring Southern both promised and delivered. Sir Alan rose to the need to mislead passengers in an “interview” with fellow Stagecoach director Allison Ingram. How many people would spot that 120 promised coaches have “disappeared”?                                                                                                    

- Sir Alan: “Could you give us some background to SWT’s new fleet of 155 Desiro trains?” 
- Ms Ingram: “The original order was for 785 vehicles,  

          costing £644m. Add to that the maintenance contract 

          and the total order value is over £1bn.”….

          - Sir Alan: “One billion pounds of new trains just for the

          SWT network is a huge sum of money.”
 

The truth is that value of the new trains actually delivered is, on a pro-rata basis, just over £540 million!
5.52 In September 2004, it was announced that SWT was to spend £750,000 on cinema, TV and newspaper advertisements telling the public how good it was when official statistics showed its performance from April to June had been the worst of the 10 operators serving London
.  The advertisements would promote its new trains but not refer to performance. Note this familiarly deceptive wording on posters displayed across the system, and the absence of any reference to taxpayers’ money:
“£1 BILLION INVESTMENT

155 NEW TRAINS

400,000 VERY GOOD REASONS

We’re responsible for over 400,000 passenger journeys every single weekday. That’s why we’ve introduced a brand new fleet of Desiro trains across the network. We believe that this £1 billion investment will make your journey smoother, safer, and generally more pleasant. And in our view that’s money well spent.” 
5.53 Against a background of embarrassing performance figures, SWT for a time shunned words as insensitive as “cancellation”. Examples on their website:
8 April 2004 “ALTERATION: 21.24 Reading to Southampton Central. This train will be started from Southampton Central. It will no longer call at Reading, Basingstoke, Winchester, Shawford, Eastleigh and Southampton Airport Parkway. 
21 April 2004 "ALTERATION: 07.03 Waterloo to Shepperton via Wimbledon. This train has been diverted to Surbiton. It will call additionally at Surbiton. It will no longer call at Vauxhall, Clapham Junction, Earlsfield, Wimbledon, Raynes Park, New Malden, Norbiton, Kingston, Hampton Wick, Teddington, Fulwell, Hampton, Sunbury, Upper Halliford, and Shepperton…".
The Stagecoach legacy: an ever more stressful railway

5.54 Stress has acquired an increasingly high profile in Government thinking. The dangers to the individual, the detrimental effects on the national economy, the pressures on the health services, and the rising costs of incapacity benefits are well recognised. It’s not only the Commons Transport Committee (see 4.45) which is concerned. The Health and Safety Executive designated 2 November 2005 as National Stress Awareness Day. 

5.55 Long-distance commuters are particularly prone to stress. Research has established that, as London commuters struggle to get to and from work, their heartbeat is more than double the normal rate for a healthy young person. This is faster than for a fighter pilot in combat or a police officer in a riot.
  Presumably because they are a captive market, Stagecoach demonstrates little interest in them (see 2.4 and 5.44).

5.56 Similarly, Graham Eccles invited passengers to participate in a live web chat with him from 15.00 to 17.00 on Monday 14 November 2005. Given Brian Souter’s onslaught about passengers complaining in office time (see 3.9), Mr Eccles clearly didn’t expect people who commute to work by SWT to participate.

5.57 SWT today is essentially an operations-driven railway disguised as customer-focused through e’motion and advertising initiatives. Sporadic small investments, usually in partnership with other funding sources, have produced shop-windows like the information help desk on the Waterloo concourse, the customer information screens on platforms and the sheltered waiting areas at Winchester and Southampton Central. At about 16.10 on 17 May 2006, three women asked the Waterloo help desk for the time of the next train to Totton. They were told “17.05” when they could have caught the 16.35 and then a connection from Southampton. When this was queried, the information officer said he had been asked the time of the next train to Totton, not whether there was a way of getting there sooner. If they had asked for the next train to Romsey, which has no direct trains from London, they would presumably have been told there was no service.
5.58 Ask about services at Waterloo when there is disruption, and information is most needed, and you will just be told to join thousands of others staring at the departures screens. The customer information screens on provincial station platforms are sometimes poorly programmed, increasing passenger uncertainty. Passengers at Southampton for the 17.56 to Bournemouth generally find it standing next to a screen displaying “1. 17.52 Terminates here. 2. 17.56 Bournemouth.” What this means is that the 15.17 from Victoria should terminate behind the Bournemouth train before the latter departs. What use is that to non-regular passengers who most need information? On occasions the 17.56 has departed with confused passengers left behind.
5.59 Because SWT is operations-driven, trains simply arrive and depart as if controlled by automatons, without regard for the fact that a significant proportion of journeys involve connections. Details of trains may disappear off screens one minute before departure and doors are closed 30 seconds early. Drivers frequently depart early. Checks of National Rail’s website during the last weekend of March 2006 revealed trains departing up to two minutes early, especially in the London suburban area. Some London-bound trains from stations between Surbiton and Vauxhall have only arrival times advertised in the National Timetable (table 155) although they call to pick up as well as set down passengers. Announcements are never made about the platforms from which connections will depart. ‘Connecting’ trains often leave while passengers are trying to find the departure platform on the summary screens. At Southampton Central, westbound stopping services leave as passengers off delayed trains from Waterloo race to catch them. The stopping trains are then held down the line for the train from London to overtake. This saves no time for passengers already on board, but those behind are stranded for half an hour upwards. This on a principal rail route already running the slowest service since the steam era,
5.60 SWT’s instinct to see passengers as blameworthy (eg see 2.4, 3.9 and 5.19) is strong.  So, although people are not provided with much-needed information about connections, they have been constantly irritated at stations like Southampton Central with announcements about skateboarding, cycling and keeping children away from the platform edge, when there is no skateboard, cycle or small child in sight. These announcements are often militaristic or superior in tone. This from a company that prides itself, although unreasonably, on communication (see 5.50). These announcements have recently been reduced, presumably following complaints. Announcements about the need for passengers to avoid security alerts have more justification, but staff are apparently not equipped to respond. On 8 December 2005, a passenger told the guard of the 17.35 Waterloo-Weymouth that he had inadvertently left a suitcase on a trolley at Southampton Airport station. The incident might conceivably have closed the station and the airport. However, the guard simply advised him to alight at Southampton Central and go back to collect the case, saying he couldn’t contact staff at the Airport station because he didn’t have a mobile phone!   
5.61 What all this means is that travel on SWT can be a stressful and unpleasant experience for many passengers. 
Second re-franchising round

5.62 Apart from poor service and stress, commuters resent SWT’s word-twisting, muddled messages, and deceptions. They would at least like an operator which understands their aspirations and makes some effort to fulfil them, wherever they may live: an operator which looks after them when there are operational problems, and is focused on the ethical goal of giving best service in return for heavy public funding rather than in pursuance of a Stagecoach vision of capitalism based on greed. It’s time for a customer-focused operator on SWT. The casual reader of e’motion would never suspect such cynical customer service. Note in the September / October 2005 issue: “What our passengers said they wanted from us seemed simple enough – friendly staff, safer stations, comfortable, clean trains that ran on time, and to be kept informed. However, we soon realised that to do that consistently well, we had to change from an operations-driven railway to one that put the passenger at the heart of the business”.
5.63 A major problem for a fair re-franchising process is that SWT has twisted and distorted the truth to such an extent that the true facts can disappear over the horizon. Page 17 of the Department for Transport’s “South Western Franchise Consultation” document states that “SWT have recently completed the single largest order placed for new stock since privatisation (worth £1 billion)”. SWT clearly did not complete the order, because 785 coaches were ordered and 665 delivered. In addition, representing some £540 million as £1 billion is blatantly misleading. Capacity is at the heart of both this consultation and the linked Route Utilisation Strategy consultation by Network Rail. If SWT had completed the order for new trains, capacity would now be a much less prominent issue. Given Stagecoach’s apparently cosy relationship with Richard Bowker (see 4.33) it is not difficult to imagine that the mistake has been carried forward from a ‘lie to take’ on a SRA word processor. 
5.64 In October 2005, SHRUG’s organiser Denis Fryer had a letter published in ‘Rail’
 drawing attention to the fact that Barry Doe (see 5.47) was using his column in the magazine to paint a misleading picture of SWT. The letter highlighted the many cancellations at holiday times due to crew shortages, the fact that SWT’s services were now the slowest since steam, and the company’s lack of customer focus. In the next edition Mr Doe tried to trivialise these issues, referring to the author’s bark being worse than his bite. He followed this with e’mail correspondence which strongly suggested that Mr Doe was lobbying for SWT: “A manager asked me the other day “what do we do to get Denis Fryer back on side – we try our best but he seems so against us and we wonder why: is it that he has something against Stagecoach itself? We wish we knew and wish he’d contact us”.
 Why should any service users want to contact a provider who ignores them when making major changes to the service it provides and then spends money on glossy leaflets claiming that they have been consulted and their views taken into account wherever possible (see 5.21-5.22)? These contacts with Mr Doe in effect confirmed all the previous evidence that SWT was trying to manipulate public opinion (see 5.41 et seq). Mr Doe’s recent articles in ‘Rail’ have an element of predictability. So National Express and Govia, who have both withdrawn from the SWT bidding process, receive praise. Of Stagecoach’s remaining rivals, (i) First Group are criticised for being reluctant to run more than the required level of service on their extended Great Western franchise; Arriva – who have significantly increased their service levels in Wales – are criticised for introducing an unfocused timetable; and (iii) GNER have become arrogant [got more like Stagecoach?] and are not the company they were. 
Poor state of SWT stations condemned

5.65 Despite SWT’s well-documented and shameful history, Stagecoach spent £6.9 million of SWT’s soaring profits in trying to win the Greater Western, Thameslink and Integrated Kent franchises, with a view to becoming London’s major train operator. It failed in all three bids.
 In the case of the Kent franchise, it initially failed to qualify but then got a second chance, in partnership with Danish State Railways, after Brian Souter dined with Richard Bowker.
 This cosy relationship seems par for the course (see 4.33).
5.66 Expenditure on SWT itself was less generous. A passenger complained to the press about the disgusting state of the ladies toilets at Southampton Central.
 In response SWT said they had spent £230,000 on improvements at the station in July 2004 – about one third of the amount they allocated around the same time to self-congratulatory PR (see 5.52). The Echo then conducted a survey of local stations and found a very bleak picture: poor facilities generally; rusty and uncomfortable benches; peeling paint; broken customer information system at Millbrook and none at Redbridge; vandalism and graffiti, some of which appeared to be longstanding; no permit to travel machine at Redbridge; foul-smelling toilets where, exceptionally, provided; litter and lack of security for passengers.
 In SWT’s response the purported cost of the improvements at Southampton Central in July 2004 had shot up to £300,000.
5.67 SHRUG had always argued that SWT’s “safe station” awards were risible, because the relevant stations are gated in the daytime when there is most revenue to protect, but the gates are left open and the stations in some cases unstaffed in late evening when passengers are likely to be more vulnerable. Stations in the London area came under the spotlight in February 2006 following the murder of a passenger near Kensal Green station. A depressing picture emerged just as SWT was busy with its tenth anniversary hype. One of the stations singled out for criticism was Hampton Court, a major tourist venue which had only recently been awarded secure station status. 
5.68 A station which perceived particular attention was Isleworth, with users commenting as follows: “Isleworth station is neglected and so too are the passengers. It’s unsafe. I regularly see kids hanging around outside with their hoods up, making deals to sell crack and heroin. They own the station – not the operators.” “Isleworth is never manned. There is never anyone here and that worries me. The only port of call in an emergency is the information button, which is useless if you don’t have enough time to raise the alarm. I wouldn’t dream of standing on the platform alone at night. It’s about time the rail companies gave something back to passengers.” “There are one or two gangs who operate near Isleworth station. It’s frightening but it’s become a way of life for many people. You just have to keep your wits about you and make sure you take every sensible precaution. It’s no way to travel but what choice do you have? I am more terrified of walking through the tunnel to the other side of the station. It’s poorly lit and young thugs tend to use it as a hang-out. It’s like running the gauntlet but what can you do?” “A 28-year-old engineer who uses Isleworth, said, “The bottom line is, the companies in charge of train stations have a duty to protect passengers. But they are so busy lining their pockets that they think little of the consequences. It’s the fat-cat mentality – thoughtless and arrogant. As far as I am concerned they are making enough money to have these stations manned 24 hours a day. And that should be the case. They shouldn’t have to be provoked into action by the senseless murder of an innocent man or a campaign by those who use the service. It should come as a matter of course.””

5.69 Similar objections were raised against Byfleet & New Haw, Barnes, North Sheen and Queenstown Road. When the Evening Standard started a campaign for safer stations, 55 MPs joined the campaign and a further 25 supported its objectives. Chiltern immediately responded, its managing director saying, “I think that as a railway service provider, we have a responsibility to our passengers. We want to respond to that concern responsibly and prudently. That is why we have decided to put security guards on the stations at night”.  The Standard highlighted that Stagecoach Chief Executive Brian Souter was receiving  pay of £840,000, Stagecoach had made a profit of £136.8 million in the previous year, and SWT had received a subsidy of £499 million since privatisation, yet 27 SWT stations in the London area alone were totally or partly unstaffed.
 Ministers told SWT to employ more staff at its stations or risk losing its franchise
. The company was once again seeking a new franchise whilst failing to meet acceptable standards (see 4.24).
Tenth anniversary of Stagecoach’s first SWT franchise

5.70 SHRUG’s organiser was interviewed by the Southern Daily Echo about SWT’s press release to mark the 10th anniversary of franchising to Stagecoach. SWT tried, just like Barry Doe (see 5.64), to trivialise his complaints, in this case by referring to him as “one of our more vociferous critics” and “not one of our typical travellers”.
 On the slowing of the Southampton-Waterloo service, they commented that “In 1990 there was a train which took 66 minutes from Southampton to London”. “A train” means an hourly service for most of the day. The press release itself contained the familiar pretence (see 5.51) that “A billion pound fleet of Desiro trains have been introduced across the network”. It also claimed that SWT had “reopened” Chandlers Ford station, which presumably meant they unlocked the door – Hampshire County Council paid for the building of the station from scratch, and the SRA funded the service. “Safety and security” is said to be SWT’s “number one priority”, though presumably not at Isleworth and a good number of other stations (see 5.68). SWT claims to be “the first operator to withdraw slam door trains” yet has bought “two Mark One” trains for the Lymington branch, slam door trains and Mark One trains being the same thing. The megatrain cheap fares are mentioned, but megatrain appears to be a mechanism by which Stagecoach makes a small profit from hijacking resources subsidised by taxpayers for the use of SWT passengers. Finally SWT claims to have picked up a “glittering array of awards” but does not mention getting the booby prize, the highest performance penalty of any rail franchise operator.
Customer dissatisfaction still rampant

5.71 In February 2006, some 50 passengers were stunned on a bitterly cold Saturday morning when the defective 08.00 Weymouth-Waterloo failed minutes after starting its journey, and returned to Weymouth empty after dumping them at Upwey. The train’s doors failed so they had to evacuate via the guard’s van. They then had no escape pending the arrival of Wessex Trains’ 08.18 Weymouth-Bristol service, which was delayed 42 minutes by the incident. When the next SWT service arrived, passengers found that no substitute reservations had been made for them. There were complaints of poor communications.

5.72 It appears that safety and security being SWT’s number one priority (see 5.70) doesn’t always extend to the safety and security of passengers. One passenger complained of suffering a minor assault on a SWT service, and commented, “South West Trains, whose staff appeared confused and impotent when approached about the matter, must be praised for being so determined to protect their employees that they have instructed them to stay away from any trouble or potential trouble, even to the extent of not pressing ticketless travellers for paying for their journey (their employees’ words, not mine). Many people travelling alone late at night will feel heartened by the knowledge that their safety is a concern to which only lip-service is paid. My assailant was no doubt delighted to have escaped scot-free owing to the bumbling indecision of the officials involved”.
 
5.73 Following the Southern Daily Echo article of 11th February 2006 (see 5.70), one reader wrote to say “the criticism is a little harsh”, whilst fully accepting that “there is still much to do and the state of the smaller stations needs addressing”.
 This drew the response from a Woodlands resident that “SWT has some fine qualities – the excellence of its PR department is one, its ability to generate large dividends is another – but running a customer-focused railway is one quality which eludes it. We are only just now managing to get back to the kind of performance levels that existed when SWT started its franchise almost 10 years ago, unfortunately only achieved with the assistance of a slowed-down timetable. SWT has not shown the level of customer service that passengers deserve. A company that lets connecting stopping services depart before delayed mainline trains have arrived, only for the stopping service to wait at signals for the mainline train to overtake (as happens at Southampton Central) cannot care about its customers. Similarly the practice of omitting stops to speed up delayed peak-time trains in order to run returning (far less loaded) services on time, compounds the misery of being on a delayed train by being chucked off at an intermediate station to await a later service. We can but hope that one of the other train operating companies will replace SWT during this year’s re-franchising exercise”.
   
Conclusion
5.74 The available evidence inevitably suggests that when Brian Souter said “Ethics are not irrelevant but some are incompatible with what we have to do because capitalism is based on greed”, he meant it. To long-distance commuters, SWT’s best customers, Stagecoach often appears unethical in its business, unprofessional in its conduct, lacking in customer focus and, in the words of the tribunal in driver Greg Tucker’s appeal, prone to act without regard for the truth and with an eye only for where the advantage lies. This takes us, full circle, to the High Court’s decision that it would not have been in the public interest to ban the World in Action programme, “Cowboy Country”. What seems particularly damning to members of Brian Cox’s Hindsight Club (see 2.5) is that Stagecoach became the first company to have had the advantage of running a franchise over a full decade, yet has still failed to provide the across-the-board standards of service which passengers and other taxpayers have the right to expect in return for their huge subsidies.
5.75 The dichotomous Brian Souter complained towards the end of 2005 that the premiums which the Treasury requires of future franchise operators are “toppy”, suggesting that he doesn’t want to give back much in return for all his company has taken. It would speak volumes about the franchising process if Stagecoach passes on the SWT franchise because of its greed rather than because of its long-demonstrated lack of ethics. 

APPENDIX:  EXAMPLE OF THE CURRENT  SWT EXPERIENCE

Early commuters who rely on the 06.07 Totton-Yeovil Junction to catch a London connection from Southampton Central were delayed two mornings out of four in the week following this year’s May Day bank holiday. 

From the December 2004 timetable, this train replaced the 06.05 departure from Totton to Waterloo. The 10-coach Wessex Electric train (one twelfth of SWT’s fleet of long-distance Wessex Electric trains) which formed the latter service now runs empty from Bournemouth to Southampton where it stands for an hour before splitting into two stopping services: surely a case of Stagecoach turning its back on long-distance commuters and wasting taxpayers’ mone? 

On Wednesday 3 May, the 06.07 was axed between Totton and Southampton Central owing to an overrun of engineering works (the carriages travel to Totton empty from Salisbury depot – further waste). The cancellation was not shown on the departures screen until 06.02. In past times, the Totton station manager would have arranged taxis to Southampton, or a Totton stop by the 05.45 Poole-Waterloo. However, for over three months from his retirement at the end of January, the station has never been staffed before 06.30 (the ticket office is still advertised on the platform as opening at 05.40) and has been left unstaffed for whole weeks.  A passenger pressed the button on the help point. The line rang for about 90 seconds and then disconnected. Another passenger noted that this is fairly usual early in the morning. Some London commuters therefore drove to Southampton Central for their London train and had to pay SWT’s ever-increasing parking charges. This didn’t do them much good as the London train was declared a failure on arrival, with scores of passengers thrown off. London passengers were then advised to board the 06.45 departure. This would have meant getting to London 53 minutes late instead of 30 minutes late by the much faster 07.00 departure.

Interestingly, the Saturday equivalent of the 05.45 from Poole arrives at Brockenhurst and departs from Southampton at precisely the same times as on commuting days, but stops intermediately at Totton, even though there are likely to be fewer potential passengers. The former watchdog, the Rail Passengers Committee, made a robust request for a Totton stop all week, but Stagecoach prefers to run the train with so much slack time that it is advertised into Waterloo at 07.46, whilst the National Rail live running website gives an expected arrival time of 07.41. The train therefore has to lose 10 minutes en route before it is recorded as 5 minutes behind time and officially ‘late’ for the purposes of the Government’s performance regime. This neatly exemplifies the process by which SWT has created the myth of improved performance.

On Friday 5 May, the unit to form the 06.07 suffered door failure on arrival at Totton (there have long been questions about the adequacy of SWT’s maintenance regime). The train crew struggled to resolve the problem but, at about 06.08, passengers were told to alight. The crew assured them that arrangements had been made for a compensatory stop by the 05.45 Poole-Waterloo. The 06.07 departed to the sidings. 

The passengers noted that the promised stop by the London train was not advertised on the information screen. They therefore used the help point. This time a woman with a foreign accent answered. She seemed to have difficulty in understanding the problem or, indeed, that Totton and Southampton Central were not the same place. She eventually stated that the London train would not stop at Totton, and conceded that the someone must have lied to the train crew.

The London train then sped through the station as furious passengers waved at the driver.  The station manager arrived at 06.30, for the 05.40 opening of the ticket office. At 06.35 the 06.07 returned to the platform with the doors now working. Passengers told the driver what had happened but he assured them that the signalmen had been informed and they were to have arranged the compensatory stop by the London train. They then spoke to the station manager who contacted SWT’s control. The controllers reportedly said they knew nothing of the problem and couldn’t say why the passengers had been thrown off the 06.07 in the first place. That is hard to believe. SWT frequently brags of its SWT / Network Rail integrated control, and Network Rail signals the trains. Obviously, someone knew there was a problem. The integrated control works well enough day after day for the purposes of terminating late trains short of destination or omitting booked stops, causing huge inconvenience to passengers, especially those who are disabled. So why can it not sometimes do something of advantage to passengers?
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