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A CITY ON THE RIGHT TRACK 
MARK HOPWOOD, MANAGING DIRECTOR, GWR 

I am very pleased to have been asked to contribute to this series of essays.  I believe rail 
transport is key to the economic wellbeing of a city and region.  It supports and sustains wealth 
creation and facilitates greater educational opportunities. It also brings communities closer 
together in combating social isolation. 

It is therefore vital that Plymouth’s ambition for its rail 
services should encompass faster and more regular 
services, locally and to London.  

Plymouth is the largest city on the South Coast of 
England, yet it has an irregular pattern of rail services to 
London, with varying journey times on rolling stock some 
40 years old.   

GWR has been determined to change that. We will bring 
brand new Intercity Express trains to Plymouth this year, 
with up to 24% more seating per train. We will follow with 
a new timetable to London coming in January 2019, 
which will close the irregular gaps and give the City a 
timetable in keeping with other major centres.   

With two trains per hour between Plymouth and Cornwall, this will double the existing 
frequency of such journeys, increasing capacity and making it easier than ever to use the train 
for school, college, work or leisure.   We will also be introducing Castle trains on routes such as 
Penzance to Cardiff, and replacing older two carriage trains with refreshed High-Speed Trains, 
which boast four carriages and fully automated doors. These trains will be maintained at Laira 
Depot in Plymouth, helping to secure its future and maintaining a tradition of railway 
engineering in our city. 

To reach this point we don’t only need brand new trains—the mainline must also be resignalled 
from Totnes down.  Thanks to great cooperation with local and national government and some 
European funding, Network Rail are now starting that work.  This combination of track and train 
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improvements means the new timetable is just over a year away. But not everything needs to 
wait until 2019.   

This January, we introduced a new 0637 service from London that arrives into Plymouth just over 
three hours later, meaning that it is possible to reach Plymouth from London before 10am, 
without using the Night Riviera Sleeper.   

While this is a big step forward, neither this timetable nor the one for January 2019 will bring 
the city a consistent three-hour journey time.   

I believe that this is where the ambition for further improvement should start.  Reducing the 
journey time to London will boost the economy, and the blueprint for doing so is in the 
Peninsula Rail Taskforce (PRTF) “Closing the Gap” report, published in November 2016. This 
report concludes that “£1.5bn investment generates £7.2bn in Gross Value Added (GVA) and 
£1.1bn in direct transport benefits by reducing journey times by 26 minutes between 
Paddington and the South West peninsula.” Plymouth is part of the Taskforce that proposes 
improvements for transport resilience and speed. 

GWR has also funded a Network Rail study called “Speed to West” and we have been working 
with our drivers and our local teams to analyse what more can be done to build on already-
planned maintenance spending. With relatively modest investment, the line speed between 
Totnes and Hemerdon could be increased to 75mph, making the railway faster than the A38 
between Plymouth and Exeter, for the first time.  

This is something Plymouth should be asking for at a minimum. Furthermore, I believe Plymouth 
should set down aspirations for the extension of electrification, which is better for the 
environment and offers greater opportunities for reducing journey times. 

The brand new Intercity Express Trains that GWR will 
bring to Plymouth this summer will transform 
services. These trains can run as diesel services or as 
electric trains, and can switch from one form of 
traction to the other at speed en route.  This means 
that cities like Plymouth no longer have to wait for 
funding to create an electric railway all the way from 
Penzance to Newbury, where the current upgrade 
stops.  

Instead, Plymouth has the opportunity to be a trail 
blazer and to call for discrete, or infill, electrification 
along short stretches of track where acceleration is 
most needed.  This will maximise the potential of the 
new trains, will reduce the journey time to and from 
London and will mean that Plymouth, Devon and 
Cornwall will lead the way for the UK.  
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In future years, infill electrification could be extended until the whole line is complete, with a 
phased improvement allowing for funding over time.  This will help to boost visitor numbers and 
inward investment, as well as support the cities’ educational establishments. 

Plymouth has twice the population of Exeter.  It has three Universities, leads the world in marine 
science, is the home of Western Europe’s largest Naval Dockyard, and has thriving 
manufacturing, retail, and science sectors as well as Devon’s largest teaching hospital. It drives 
the economy of much of Devon and Cornwall and sits between Plymouth Sound and Dartmoor.  
Plymouth has all the attributes needed to compete with cities across the world. In 2016-17, over 
2.5m passenger exits and entries were recorded at Plymouth station. (Office of Road and Rail 
Station Usage figures 2015/16).  

Plymouth Station needs to be on a par with a City of such importance.  It needs to match the 
improvements in the city centre since the adoption of the Mackay Plan. We are working now in 
partnership with Plymouth City Council, Network Rail, the University of Plymouth and both Heart 
of South West and Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Local Enterprise Partnerships to realise a plan that 
will bring more retail opportunities, a much better car park, smart offices and a “proper” 
entrance to the City - an entrance that lives up to Plymouth’s heritage and its bright future.   

All the moving parts are not in place yet, and it will need a phased development approach, but 
getting this right, along with the new trains will transform arrival and departure by rail in the City. 
A plan for Plymouth Station and the railway quarter is a must for any White Paper for rail in 
Plymouth, but should we stop at improvements for North Road station? 

There will no doubt be many Plymouthians who are unaware that the City has six stations. In 
Exeter and Bristol stations like Devonport, Keyham and St Budeaux should be seen as commuter 
opportunities.  This is not the case and does not happen in Plymouth.  I am the first to recognise 
that the stations themselves need some care and attention, but while we work with Devon and 
Cornwall Rail Partnership to see what can be done, Plymouth must decide what it wants from its 
local station network.  These stations connect the city to Cornwall and the rest of Devon, but also 
connect communities within the city.  It may be time for the City to look at how it uses and 
promotes its local rail services. 

There is a bright future ahead for rail services in Plymouth with more trains, a better timetable 
and faster journeys already on their way.  There are positive and proactive discussions on the 
redevelopment of the station, the complete refit of the Night Riviera sleeper, the retention of 
Laira Depot and security for the hundreds of people employed by GWR in Plymouth. We also 
have the opportunity to go further with journey time reductions and greener technology.   

GWR are committed to the City and will work with you to realise the ambition for further 
improvement.  Let’s work together to help commuters, students, and leisure travellers make the 
switch from road to rail. Plymouth and the South West are off to a great start with the PRTF 
report, now it needs to pinpoint its initial targets and set a trajectory to achieve them.  

Mark Hopwood is the Managing Director of Great Western Railway 
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PLYMOUTH  
White Papers
The Plymouth White Paper are an initiative by Luke Pollard MP. 
They are designed to provoke, inspire and challenge. The 
hope is that each set of white papers will contribute to the 
energy, direction and passion around Plymouth, our economy 
and campaigning.  

These white paper submissions have been written by people 
across Plymouth. They have been free to voice their own 
opinions and these are their own words. The white papers are 
designed to be political and challenge established thinking 
but they’re not designed to be party political.  

Want to get involved with a future white paper? Get in touch: 

Luke Pollard MP 
Labour and Co-operative Member of Parliament for Plymouth 
Sutton and Devonport 
luke.pollard.mp@parliament.uk 
01752 717255 
#LukeMP 
www.lukepollard.org 
facebook.com/LukePollard 
Twitter.com/LukePollard 

All contributors have given their work for free and no profit is 
made from this publication.  


