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The response of BAR UK to the consultation document

‘Implementation of the Brighton Main Line Route Utilisation Strategy’

(BML RUS 2006)

The Board of Airline Representatives in the UK (BAR UK) Limited represents 91 scheduled airline carriers in the United Kingdom. Members include large international airlines, from many parts of the world, many of whom operate flights at Gatwick Airport.

BAR UK is providing this response to the BML RUS 2006 on behalf of them all.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BAR UK: 

· strongly supports Option 2.

· suggests Option 3 as a much less preferred second choice.

· rejects Options 1 and 4.

· proposes that the current Gatwick Express service is reinstated in full on completion of the infrastructure changes for Gatwick Airport and Thameslink.

BAR UK:

· emphasises that passenger growth at Gatwick Airport, for period concerning this consultation, is forecast to increase from 32m passengers per annum to 40mppa, 

· contends that this passenger demand will naturally fill any spare capacity on the ‘Gatwick Express’ service,

· contends that the ‘airport’ and ‘commuter’ markets have distinctly separate needs,

· concludes that the retention of the current Gatwick Express TOC rolling stock must be retained in order to help preserve the stated aims of a ‘high quality’ London Victoria – Gatwick Airport service,

· contends that the ‘Gatwick Express’ train service must continue to operate in order to provide a ‘high quality’ non-stop service between London Victoria and Gatwick Airport,

· contends that Options 1 and 4 do not offer the required ‘high quality’ service.

· takes issue with some of the statements in Appendix 3,

· questions the Loading Data shown in Appendix 2,

· notes that many of the issues of overcrowding on Southern are probably caused by Southern’s deliberate pricing battle with Gatwick Express TOC.

BACKGROUND

BAR UK provided a written response to the original BML RUS in 2004, issued by the now-defunct Strategic Rail Authority (SRA). 

There then followed several months’ silence, and it was obvious that air carriers were not being engaged in the later consultation process. BAR UK made its concerns known to DFT Rail, who had taken over the RUS after the demise of the SRA. Since then, engagement on this matter has been much better.

However, upon publication of this current consultation, BAR UK felt very strongly about various aspects, and sent a formal letter to the DfT calling for the withdrawal of the consultation document. The concerns were twofold:

· the advice that no detailed timetabling work had been undertaken on Option 3 and Option 4, which could result in them being ultimately being recognised as infeasible

· two major infrastructure projects, concerning London Bridge and Gatwick Airport station had been ignored.

A formal response from the DfT was received some weeks later that stated it did not accept the reasons for withdrawing the document, but did offer to meet again. Without any further comment, (BAR UK observes that the DfT is the decision maker in appeals against themselves.)

The DfT’s offer to meet was accepted, and a meeting took place on 1st December.

BAR UK, in the course of its discussions with DfT, has expressed concerns over the data used when publishing load factors; those concerns have yet to be allayed.

Despite the concerns expressed over process, and data, BAR UK does have an obligation to engage with DfT, and to represent the interests of its members, so provides its response below.

DETAILED RESPONSES

1. The Options

· BAR UK strongly supports Option 2, and identifies Option 3 as a much less preferred second choice.

· BAR UK rejects Options 1 and 4

Why have we expressed these views? 

Quite simply, a great proportion of Gatwick Express customers are visitors to the UK. 

Their needs are:

· frequent, reliable, non-stop services between Gatwick Airport and central London,  

· the ability for families, and other collective travellers, to be seated as closely together as possible, 

· larger-than-normal baggage storage capacity,

· on-board ticket sales facility,

· dedicated, non-gated platforms,

· foreign language announcements,

· platforms that offer easy access at London Victoria and Gatwick Airport stations.

Mixing such a large mass of airport travellers, and their considerable amount of baggage, with commuters is unsuitable for both types of travellers. The issues that arise in doing so can be seen everyday on the Piccadilly Line service between London and Heathrow Airport. Carriages are crowded with passengers of all sorts, and their baggage, and the resultant travel conditions are distinctly sub-standard. 

Options 2 and 3 largely provide the needs of travellers on the Gatwick Express, whilst the other two do not. 

Option 2 is the much-preferred option of the two. It is the much more robust of the two; Option 3 requires the operational weakness of splitting the train, a process which had previously been deemed undesirable in any event. It also requires Southern rolling stock to be used, something which BAR UK opposes.

2. Passenger demand at Gatwick Airport

The consultation document does not take into account the forecast growth in passenger numbers at Gatwick Airport during the timescale covered by this consultation.

Current passenger throughput is 32 million passengers per annum. This is forecast to increase to 40 million passers per annum by 2011. A growth of 8 million passengers per year will lead to an increased need the ‘Gatwick Express’ service, and also make a significant contribution in absorbing any spare capacity that currently exists.

It is also noted that Southern deliberately targets travellers on the Victoria/Gatwick route with a pricing differential. It is acknowledged that is within their right to do so, but then begs the question why is it desirable to do so when overcrowding exists?

3. Annex 3

Noting the above requirements, BAR UK takes issue with some of the entries in the table shown in Appendix 3.

From discussions with the DfT, it is understood that the current Gatwick Express TOC rolling stock is unlikely to be retained for the ‘Gatwick Express’ services, and that other rolling stock (377) from Southern would be deployed instead.

Whilst accepting that such rolling stock would be modern, no firm proposals have been offered that suggest that the baggage capacity required, and offered, on today’s services would be available. Therefore, it cannot be assumed that an ‘appropriate provision of space for luggage storage’ will actually be available. To do so, it is understood that a loss of seating capacity of 12-14 seats would be required.  Such a loss of capacity goes against the objective of reducing overcrowding.

Similarly, nothing in the discussions held to date have featured how, or why, a ‘high staff to passenger ratio’ would be deployed on the non-specialised services of Options 1 and 4. Option 2, especially with Gatwick Express rolling stock, is seen as a specialised service, whilst Option 3 would be a hybrid.

A similar situation exists in respect of the ability to buy tickets on board – this also requires clarification.

This RUS is operationally-driven, not market-driven. The ‘Gatwick Express’ service has its own market needs, for which firm and clear standards need to be place; those standards have yet to be fully defined. In respect of this consultation, which pre-supposes the use of Southern rolling stock, those firm and clear standards are simply hypothetical.

BAR UK advocates the retention of the current Gatwick Express TOC rolling stock, and the current product features, as the basis of any future high quality service.

4. The definition of a ‘High Quality’ service

The provision of a non-stop train service to central London is essential for this large market, and is a pre-requisite for a ‘high quality’ service. 

(Refer to the 3rd Objective of the RUS –page 8).

BAR UK contends that Option 1 falls outside of that description, as does Option 4 in the vital morning peak time, and that both should be discarded.

Option 3 is a hybrid, so is seen as a poor second choice.

5. Appendix 2

The matter of the data, and the comparison of like with like, has been raised with the DfT.

BAR UK is an airline association, so is not in a position to supply railway performance data. However, we do have concerns that not been fully allayed on what data is being compared, and the scope of the data itself.

The data provided for Gatwick Express average load, in the morning peak for example, looks well below what is experienced on a first hand basis.

Similarly, p.m. peak loads ex Victoria on Southern may well not take into account that 4-coach trains do operate at that time, thereby inflating performance data.

BAR UK’s concerns on this matter, and those of various members, still remain.

6. Planned reinstatement of the current Gatwick Express service

Recognition must be given to the planned major infrastructure changes for Thameslink and Gatwick Airport station. 

The DfT has decided to ignore them from the very short timescales that apply to this consultation; however, to completely ignore them would be a travesty of business reality.

BAR UK proposes that, as a matter of policy, the full, current, Gatwick Express service should be reinstated on completion of these projects. At that time, rail capacity will have been substantially increased, as will the passenger numbers at Gatwick Airport. 

CONCLUSIONS

It is essential that the shape and style of the current service, and rolling stock, provided by the Gatwick Express TOC is retained.

Option 2 meets those requirements, and has the support of BAR UK.

The current, full Gatwick Express service should be reinstated on completion of the planned infrastructure changes.
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