
Response to South Western Railway Consultation Document
from Merton Liberal Democrats

We have elected councillors in areas served by the following stations:
Wimbledon
Raynes Park
Motspur Park

We begin by answering your questions on page 42 of the document and then offer our comments
on the sections of the document that relate to our communities

1. Which category would best describe your organisation?

We are a political party with elected representatives on Merton Council

2. Do you have an interest in a particular station or route?

Wimbledon
Raynes Park
Motspur Park

3. Overall, what do you think of our proposed specification for the Main Suburban routes?

See detailed comments below

4. Overall, what do you think of our proposed specification for the Mainline routes?

We have not made detailed comments on the Mainline routes as these do not generally affect our
stations.
However we would like you to consider that leisure travel is likely to increase and at present it is
difficult to make anything other than local journeys from our stations.
We expect special arrangements to be maintained during the Wimbledon Tennis Championships.

5. Overall, what do you think of our proposed specification for the Windsor routes?

We have no comment to make on this

6. Overall, what do you think of our proposed specification for the West of England routes?

We have no comment to make on this other than
we expect special arrangements to be maintained during the Wimbledon Tennis Championships.

7. Do you agree with our strategic approach that seeks to balance future performance with cost
control?

We see this as a short term cost cutting exercise and not a strategic approach.
We see little evidence that you are “Putting Passenger’s First” (despite that being Network Rail’s
vision).

8. Do you agree that a return to capacity at 93% of pre-Covid levels is an appropriate target?

We think your stated preference methodology is unlikely to be robust as a basis for long term
planning.
As commented below it seems that your field work was done before vaccines became available.



It seems far too soon to be making irreversible changes based on assumptions about post-covid
travel.
It would be more sensible to wait a year and see what actually happens.

9. Do you agree with our approach of maximising capacity while running a slightly reduced
frequency of service, if that results in better reliability?

We will comment in more detail below but note (although you don’t point it out) that capacity will be
increased by reducing seating capacity and increasing standing capacity. That may be appropriate
but it reflects badly on you that you omitted to say so.

10. Do you have concerns at what we are proposing? If so, what are they?

We do. And the details are set out below.

In what follows we comment on the document page by page.

Page 3

“We are acutely aware that in the past we have responded to ever growing customer demand by
increasing the number of trains on the South Western Railway (SWR) network”

Having consulted some old timetables it seems there has been no change in service level on the
SWML suburban routes for many years. So what are you referring to?
In fact customer demand increases have been responded to by increasing the length of trains
(from 8 to 10 coaches) and lengthening platforms.

“This period has shown that our performance improves significantly when we are able to run fewer
trains while still meeting customer demand for our services”.

One of the main reasons for an improvement in reliability is the reduced number of passengers
resulting in shorter “dwell” times at stations.
It is strange that you do not mention this as a contributory factor.
Why not?

“Customer satisfaction has also increased in this period”.

Of course passengers prefer nearly empty trains to very crowded trains.

“Even though passengers are now returning to the railways, all the forecasts suggest they will not
return to pre-Covid levels for the foreseeable future”

We note that leisure journeys are already at 97% of pre-Covid levels (Guardian 28th August 2021
page 40)
Jacqueline Starr (Chief Executive of the Rail Delivery Group) says that “watching the corporate
organisations’ policies there’s a Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday pattern emerging”.
In other words we may not get back to the previous levels of commuting but demand may be
concentrated on three days.
You do not seem to have considered that.

We also note that car travel has recovered to pre-pandemic levels.
This is to be expected given that the government encouraged people during the pandemic to use
their cars where possible and not to use public transport.
However given the necessity to reduce car travel this policy has to be reversed.



Page 4

“We are considering a specification for services rather than specific trains or a timetable.
It is for that reason that we are consulting with a defined set of organisations, which have a
strategic or representative role rather than the wider community”.

We note that this consultation has been made available to stakeholder organisations only (and not
passengers) on the grounds that it is a high level specification and not a timetable.
But the timetable will not be released until September 2022 for implementation in December 2022
leaving no opportunity for anyone to influence it at that stage.

With timetables the devil is in the detail. For example you might operate 4 trains per hour from
Motspur Park to Waterloo but if they are not evenly spaced to give a 15 minute frequency then
from a passenger perspective it's not acceptable.

Page 5

It's not appropriate to go into detail here but SWR has a long way to go to be genuinely passenger
friendly.
One example is the fact that the maps on your trains still show Waterloo as the interchange for
Eurostar services (they moved to St Pancras in 2007).
Another is that as of my last journey on 17th September you were showing a screen at Vauxhall
saying “Is your journey necessary? Please only travel if it is essential”
Get in touch if you want to know other areas for improvement.

Page 8

We note that your priority is to deliver value for money to the taxpayer but you do not have
delivering value for money to the passenger as a priority

Page 10

“The service levels set out in this document leave us some capability to introduce additional new
train paths at a later date and SWR and Network Rail will work with the Department for Transport
to continually review our timetable in the future”.

If this was the aim you would simply remove a few services and leave breaks in the timetable so
the services can be easily slotted back in when demand requires. We are concerned that what you
are going to do on the suburban services is to space the trains out a bit more so it would not be
possible to restore the missing trains without a major re-write of the timetable.

“We are committed to working with our local communities and stakeholders to match capacity to
demand in the future, based on robust business cases that can demonstrate value for the
taxpayer.”

In other words we would increase capacity only if it can be shown to be profitable.

page 11

“We have invested £1 billion in our new trains, known as Arterio. This brand new fleet of 90 trains,
which is replacing some of the oldest rolling stock on the network, will transform travel on our
Reading, Windsor and West London suburban routes.”

It's probably an oversight but it doesn’t inspire confidence when you describe our area as West
London.



The replacement of class 455 and 456 trains that were introduced in the mid-1980s with modern
trains should give a big improvement in performance. This alone should enhance the robustness
of the SWML suburban timetable without the need to remove services.
Also you make no mention of journey times. Since you haven’t mentioned any change to journey
times we assume that you plan to leave them unchanged.
Any padding of schedules would not be acceptable.

page 12

“To inform decision making across our business, SWR commissioned multiple waves of detailed
research with our customers to understand their needs as we emerge from the pandemic,
referencing the different journeys they take – commuting, business and leisure”

As stated earlier this method of research doesn’t seem robust enough to be the basis for a
long-term revision of the timetable.
Nobody really knows what will happen in the next 12 months and it seems premature to make
future plans based on this type of research rather than wait and see what actually happens.

Page 13

We note that you have presented aggregate results for all of SWR.
It seems very likely that the situation will vary between mainline (many journeys of 150 miles or
more) and suburban networks.
Also what do you mean by post-vaccine?
This suggests the research was done a long time ago (before nearly everyone had two
vaccinations) - that calls into question the robustness of the forecasts even more.

Page 14

We note that the number of seats for the SWML suburban routes in the peak hour are 86% of May
2021 and the total capacity is 100%. Unfortunately you do not make explicit that capacity is the
same because seats have been replaced by standing room.

Therefore the numbers are:

May 2019 Proposed Change
Seats 14,016 12,054 -14%
Standing 11,521 13,483 +17%
Total 25,537 25,537 nil

Page 15

The SWML suburban services operate over various routes but where each diverges from the main
line there are non-conflicting junctions. This is a very benign operating environment.
With six suburban platforms and a maximum of 18 trains per hour the average platform has to
handle three trains per hour. This is not particularly intensive. Compare with Brixton station on the
Victoria Line where 2 platforms handle 30 trains per hour. We submit that the service does not
need to be reduced on track capacity grounds.

Page 16

The main reason for delays at Wimbledon is because of long dwell times.
The ideal solution would be to have two up slow platforms so the next train could enter before the
previous one has left.



The situation has been exacerbated by the exit at Wimbledon being at the rear end of the train so
the many passengers wishing to get off there tend to travel at the back.
Late arriving passengers wishing to join the train tend also to try to get on at the back.
This creates congestion and delay.
The solution is not to allow passengers to access the platform after a train has arrived.
This requires operating discipline which is harder work than just removing trains.

Off-peak. Off-peak traffic is recovering and is likely to continue to grow. There seems no reason to
reduce the service. There are things you could address in order to achieve better punctuality.
It's very striking for instance that there is often a long delay between a train stopping and the doors
being ready to open.
Also your new trains should have much better acceleration and braking characteristics than the
nearly 40 year old trains they will replace.
If, for reasons of cost saving, you wish to reduce train mileage I would suggest that instead of two
trains per hour to Dorking and two to Guildford via Leatherhead you terminate two trains per hour
at Epsom.

Page 18

As stated above we suggest that one Dorking and one Guildford via Leatherhead train per
(off-peak) hour could terminate at Epsom if it is essential that cost savings are made.
We would expect all stations within zones 1-6 to have 4 trains per hour (where they have never
had that many it should be an aspiration).

Page 19

Omitting the Earlsfield stop on Kingston trains is highly undesirable.
Train services should be simple and easy to understand.
Passengers are used to the metro service in which all suburban trains call at all stations
between Waterloo and Wimbledon.
It would be a mistake to complicate this pattern.

Conclusion

Our main concerns can be summarised as follows:

i) The data you have used for your demand forecasts is problematic
ii) The suburban service should perform very well given the lack of conflicting junctions
on the main line, a simple service pattern, ample terminal capacity at Waterloo and new
trains with improved operating performance -  providing you dedicate yourselves to
achieving high levels of punctuality and reliability. This requires management and staff focus
not slimming down the timetable.
iii) Any changes to the timetable should be done so trains can be slotted back in if and when
demand fully recovers. Any recast of the timetable that does not permit this is unacceptable.
iv) If short term mileage reductions are unavoidable then two of the trains per hour through
Motspur Park could terminate at Epsom but not be withdrawn altogether.


