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SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 7
th

 July 2015 

Repeat:  Sunday 12
th

 July 2015 

 

Producer:  Rob Cave 

Reporter:  Allan Urry 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF BAND PLAYING 

 

URRY: They’ve been celebrating railway success stories - new 

stations opened ahead of time and under budget.  Government is spending more than  

£38 billion, to make it better for passengers.  

 

ACTUALITY OF CHEERING 

 

URRY: But, less than a fortnight ago, the Transport Secretary 

tore up the timetable for major improvement works.  The big hold up is because infrastructure 

operator, Network Rail, can’t keep pace with what they’ve been funded to do. So, what’s 

gone wrong? 

 

FORD:   One of the problems is that we have a lot of people in 

Network Rail who know nothing about railways.  It’s short on experienced engineers, 

experienced operators, people who know how to run a railway. 
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URRY: Tonight we investigate the mistakes by Network Rail 

on big projects mired in chaos - broken kit, poor planning, overspends, delays and now 

schemes have been put on hold. We reveal the consequences of that - something ministers 

have kept quiet about. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

ANNOUNCER: The 0915 service to Glasgow Central is delayed by 

approximately 27 minutes …. 

 

ACTUALITY ON STATION 

 

WOMAN: 12 – set of stairs in front of you. Up them, round to the 

right and you’re there.  So down one, up the other …. 

 

URRY: At one of Britain’s busiest stations there’s confusion.  

Staff at Birmingham New Street are having to advise passengers how to get down to the 

platforms, all of which are below ground level. 

 

MAN: What you do, see where the green line is? 

 

PASSENGER: Yeah. 

 

MAN: Drop them to the bottom and then it’s direct, when you 

get to the bottom, you’re only walking this distance.  Two minutes if that. 

 

URRY: 175,000 people a day pass through here and that 

number’s rising, so the station is being redeveloped at a cost of £650 million.  Keeping it 

open during improvement works is challenging. Network Rail bought 54 new escalators to 

keep people moving freely between the platforms below and the concourse above.  But 

they’ve been breaking down, over and over again. 
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ACTUALITY WITH ESCALATORS 

 

STANLEY: This is typical of a broken escalator, having to walk 

down the quite big steps, you know – bigger steps than you’d expect on a staircase. 

 

URRY: Lee Stanley’s been using the trains to get to work.  

He’s one of many thousands who’ve had to climb up and down stationary escalators. 

 

STANLEY: When you get to the escalator, if you’ve got 500 people 

trying to get off the train and go up an escalator and it’s not working, people get in the way of 

each other, people start pushing and then you’ve got people coming down the escalator to 

catch the trains and they’ve got nowhere to go.  I think there’s a safety problem there, 

because you’ve got a crowded platform, narrow platforms as well, because they’re being 

refurbished, so they’re narrower than they used to be.  It’s only a matter of time before 

someone falls onto a track. 

 

URRY: Lee Stanley got so fed up he put in a Freedom of 

Information request to Network Rail, who run New Street, to find out what was going on. 

 

STANLEY: What Network Rail told me that since the half time 

changeover of the works of the station in April 2013 and the end of March 2015, there had 

been 818 individual faults with escalators at the station, and that works out at about at least 

one per day. 

 

URRY: But these are new escalators, aren’t they? 

 

STANLEY: Yes.  The oldest of them have only been in since April 

2013.  Some of them are a lot newer than that.  Some of them have only re-installed in the 

last sort of six months. 

 

URRY: Not only that, he discovered it was costing extra 

money, because safety staff had to be brought in to manage crowds and to make sure people 

didn’t get hurt. 
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STANLEY: Network Rail told me in March 2015 they spent 

£70,817 on crowd control. 

 

URRY: And does that figure just apply to that one month - 

£70,000? 

 

STANLEY: Just that one month, yes. 

 

URRY: We wanted to ask Network Rail about the escalator 

failures, given how much passengers have to rely on them, but no-one would be interviewed.   

In a statement, we were told it was a manufacturing fault and it all would be corrected by the 

end of the month, at the manufacturer’s expense.  The New Street escalators are a relatively 

small hiccup in a bigger plan to transform the place for the better, but are they symptomatic 

of much more serious difficulties?  Network Rail own and operate Britain’s 20,000 miles of 

track and other key infrastructure. They’re spending billions upgrading some of that, and it 

hasn’t been going well. 

 

ACTUALITY AT LONDON BRIDGE 

 

URRY: This is London Bridge, Britain’s fourth busiest station, 

with 54 million passengers a year.   Here too there’s ongoing redevelopment.   

The station has become quite fragmented with all the work that’s happening.  I’m inside the 

old Victorian bit now.  It is one of the oldest stations in the world, but it is supposed to be 

being made bigger and better.  There are going to be new platforms for more trains and a big 

new concourse, which they say is going to be the size of the football pitch at Wembley.  But 

it all has to be done in phases because you’ve got to keep all these passengers coming 

through at the same time as doing all this development work. 

 

WOMAN: Delayed every morning when we come in, normally sit 

outside London Bridge for ten minutes.  And other people that come in have worse delays. 

 

MAN: Delays, cancellations, excuses which don’t really work.  

They change the excuses while you’re on the train, from cancellations to failure of the lines 

and defaults on the signals. 
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WOMAN: Mad, insane, not pleasurable at all.  No explanation, 

obviously. 

 

URRY: Serious problems began to emerge last summer, with 

passengers becoming unwell as arriving trains were forced to wait in the heat, for platforms 

to come free. By March this year, following cancelled trains, delays, incidents on the line and 

poor crowd management, there were serious safety concerns about crushing. 

 

EXTRACT FROM BBC NEWS REPORT 

 

NEWSREADER: Safety and security have been stepped up at London 

Bridge after the crisis talks in the last 24 hours.  These barriers were put up this afternoon to 

control the number of people going into the station, and there are extra security staff on duty 

inside the station. 

 

MAN: If they don’t sort things out here, there could be a 

fatality or at least a serious injury.  We’ve had people vaulting the barriers, we’ve had people, 

you know, big scrums of people trying to push through the barriers, going underneath the 

barriers, getting trampled.  It’s just a matter of time before something serious happens. 

 

URRY: The Greater London Authority became involved, partly 

because they didn’t think Network Rail were being straight with commuters.  The chair of the 

GLA’s transport committee, Valerie Shawcross, went to the station to see the problems for 

herself. 

 

SHAWCROSS: The next day I saw a press release that basically 

blamed the overcrowding crisis that had happened the night before, at the station, on a person 

on a track in Streatham Common I think it was, when I knew from having been at the station, 

listened to announcements, quizzed the staff, that there were a number of other incidents 

going on on the network generally and there was knock on effects, and some of them were 

infrastructure issues.  Some of them were about the assets, and Network Rail had airbrushed 

these things out of their press release. 
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URRY: Assembly members say they had been told for months 

by Network Rail that computer modelling to predict and manage the impact of the re-

development had been too optimistic and that a revised plan was being put in place to make 

things better.  But it didn’t. 

 

SHAWCROSS: It descended into hell, basically.  The service delays 

became much, much worse, and it wasn’t just the morning when we found there were delays 

and cancellations, but the whole of the day and in the evening.  And it wasn’t until we got 

them at the Committee and put it to them that this wasn’t just an issue of modelling that they 

admitted that there had been infrastructure problems, there had been technical engineering 

failures.  

 

ACTUALITY AT COMMITTEE 

 

MAN: There’s been two situations.  One is to do with some 

sets of points that were installed near New Cross Gate, where we had a series of 

infrastructure failures in the first four weeks after we reopened the railway in January.  The 

other issue that we’ve had is with some track circuit equipment.  That’s part of the signalling 

equipment that we installed at Christmas, and that certainly has caused a number of the 

reliability issues … 

 

SHAWCROSS: If you knew that this was happening, why weren’t we 

told when we kept asking?  Twelve weeks of misery and this is the first time we have had any 

kind of account. 

 

URRY: Valerie Shawcross says after she finally got some 

admission about technical failures in that Committee meeting, it became clear to her that 

London Bridge engineering hadn’t been properly planned. 

 

SHAWCROSS: I’m not an engineer, but it was very clear from the 

Committee that this kind of thing has happened elsewhere when there’s been major 

engineering works, and they had not done, I think, a proper risk assessment; they hadn’t 

worked out that this was a possibility and they might need to build some resilience into the 

system.  The problem with doing signalling and track laying and changing points is well 
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SHAWCROSS cont: known and understood, but something’s clearly amiss 

in terms of their forward planning for that kind of problem. 

 

URRY: Tracks, points, signalling.  This is supposed to be core 

business for Network Rail and its contractors.  But poor planning had let them down.  

 

ACTUALITY ON TUBE 

 

URRY: If all that weren’t bad enough, the GLA says it’s also 

become concerned about the knock-on effects to the wider London Transport system.  Some 

bus routes have become quite difficult as passengers seek alternative ways of getting in and 

out of work.  Other overland trains and stations have become quite congested and here on the 

underground they’re also reporting a lot of overcrowding at peak times as people choose to 

go home a different way. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TUBE ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

RECORDING: This is Gloucester Road.  Change here … 

 

SHAWCROSS: I think we are a transport system which is teetering on 

the brink the whole time and it would only take one other major incident for there to be 

another big meltdown. 

 

URRY: Are there still unanswered questions then about what 

really has gone wrong at London Bridge? 

 

SHAWCROSS: I don’t think we have the full story yet; I think there’s 

still more to come out.  I do think they have a culture of denial.  I don’t think they are great 

communicators.  I don’t think that they are responsive enough to the community at large. 

 

URRY: Once again, no one from Network Rail would be 

interviewed.  But we were told by them ‘teething problems’, as they put it, with newly 

installed kit, were quickly fixed and that an amended timetable has meant performance has 

improved in recent months.  There was an admission that they’d let passengers down.   They 
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URRY cont: didn’t address the question of why the GLA had so 

much difficulty in getting proper information out of them.  In fact, it’s not the GLA that has 

jurisdiction over Network Rail.  It’s under the control of the Department for Transport.  We 

asked the Department for an interview, but no minister was prepared to appear on this 

programme.  There is an industry regulator, the Office of Road and Rail, but no-one from 

there would be interviewed either.  We were told that although there’s a wider inquiry by the 

Office into Network Rail’s capabilities to deliver these sorts of projects, there’d be no 

specific investigation by them into the mess at London Bridge.  While all this has been 

rumbling on, the message from Government was, by and large, that it was all going jolly well 

on Britain’s railways and that works were on track to deliver a brighter future.  But all that 

changed at the end of last month, when Transport Secretary, Patrick McLoughlin, got to his 

feet in the Commons. 

 

EXTRACT FROM HOUSE OF COMMONS 

 

MCLOUGHLIN: I want to report to the House on Network Rail’s 

performance and the actions that I am taking to hold it to account. 

 

URRY: The Secretary of State announced the postponement of 

significant parts of the modernisation programme. 

 

MCLOUGHLIN: So I want to inform the House of the action that I am 

taking to reset this programme and get it back on track. 

 

URRY: Electrification of key routes on the railway would have 

to wait.  That’s supposed to deliver faster, greener, quieter and more reliable journeys for 

many thousands of passengers.   But it’s run into serious difficulties. 

 

ACTUALITY – TRAIN NOISE 

 

URRY: The first big test for Network Rail in delivering these 

upgrades has been on the Great Western Line between London Paddington and Bristol, but 

the project has been dogged by delays and overspends.  When it gets finished, and how much 
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URRY cont: the final bill will be, is anybody’s guess.  And there’s 

been little official explanation about exactly what’s been going wrong.  So File on 4 has been 

investigating.  

 

ACTUALITY OF BAND PLAYING 

 

URRY: It was all looking so much rosier last summer when the 

band struck up for the Queen, who opened the shiny new station at Reading.  At the time this 

was a Great Western success story, having been finished ahead of schedule and under budget.   

 

ACTUALITY OF OPENING OF STATION 

 

MAN: You’re Majesty; once again we are honoured by your 

gracious presence here today.  I am delighted to invite you to unveil a plaque to mark the 

occasion. 

 

URRY: During the royal visit, Her Majesty was shown an 

impressive new piece of kit - a ground-breaking factory train which Network Rail said would 

actually slash years off the electrification programme for the Great Western Mainline.   

 

ACTUALITY OF CHEERING 

 

URRY: The High Output Plant System, or HOPS train as it’s 

known, is a factory on rails - 23 vehicles in a line which can carry their own supplies and 

work on track at night without having to disrupt services.  This was supposed to speed things 

up considerably.  And for a cool £40 million, you’d expect it to.  But according to railway 

commentator Tony Miles, it couldn’t do its job properly. 

 

MILES: Just getting the ironwork in the ground, that has been 

one of the big problems. They ordered a £40 million train that was supposed to go along, dig 

holes, put overhead wire supports in, concrete it in, hang the wires on and everything as a 

kind of smooth machine that would do two kilometres a night of railway from nothing to 

wires hanging there when people woke up in the morning.  
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URRY: This was a specially commissioned item of kit, wasn’t 

it? A one-off that was supposed to solve these many problems of how you keep trains running 

on a main line and at the same time do critical engineering work? 

 

MILES: Absolutely.  Designed specially, very tightly detailed 

design by Network Rail, built at this phenomenal cost because it was exactly to the brief that 

Network Rail had set, and it was only when it arrived and they started to use it that they 

found they had got the brief wrong again. They couldn’t dig into some types of ground, it 

couldn’t dig into rock that was too hard, it can’t make concrete at the right amounts to put 

into the holes round the metal work when they’re sitting in the holes and you want the 

concrete to drop in to create the foundations.  So two very … 

 

URRY: Why wasn’t it tested before it was put into action? 

 

MILES: I think it was probably tested in ideal conditions again, 

so the company that’s building it takes it to somewhere with nice soil that’s about right, digs 

holes, drop things in.  But in the meantime they’ve had to go back to the old way of digging 

holes with machines on the back of road rail vehicles and then another one comes along 

behind and puts the metal in and another one comes behind and puts the concrete in, which is 

the way it used to be done, so that progress has been slower, they hadn’t necessarily got the 

tools for some of the ground, so there are odd bits missing here and there that they’ve got to 

go back and fill in at some point, so there will be an overhead wire support missing 

somewhere that hasn’t been put in yet while they work out how to get that one in. 

 

URRY: We’ve been doing some more checking about why this 

vital equipment hasn’t performed to expectation.   

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN NOISE 

 

URRY: People in this industry are pretty tight-lipped and we 

couldn’t persuade anyone to come onto the programme.  But what we were told started to 

reveal more about why the HOPS train has been struggling.  One engineer said that Network 

Rail had decided to put in a new kind of overhead line system on the Great Western.  You 

don’t try a new design on a major project, he said.  This system specified that there should 
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URRY cont: not be more than a certain amount of movement in the 

overhead wires during fifty years.  To achieve that, the design contractor had to use massive 

piles, but they were too big for the HOPS equipment and couldn’t be drilled in properly.  We 

also learnt from another source that the original piles went in too deep in some places and 

that someone forgot to do a ground survey before letting everyone loose with the piling rigs - 

as he put it.  

According to Tony Miles, the problem with all this is that so much depended on this  

£40 million factory on rails delivering to plan, six nights a week, up to 1,500 metres a shift, 

sinking 17,000 piles all the way from Paddington to Swansea. 

 

MILES: The whole electrification project for the Great Western 

line was really based on the high output train, because of the amount of work it could do so 

much more quickly, so the two went hand in hand and the completion date was all really 

based on working out how many miles this high output train would do every day.  So they 

worked backwards from that and the moment it couldn’t do that work, it was obvious 

everything was going to fall apart. 

 

URRY: As if all this wasn’t enough, when the factory train was 

working, it was breaking other equipment. 

 

FORD: When you drive piles into soft ground, the vibration 

tended to cause the insulation on the very old signalling cables underground to disintegrate.  

 

URRY: Roger Ford, who writes for Modern Railways 

magazine, says HOPS work has damaged existing signal cables, causing further delays and 

expense. 

  

FORD: You have a big device which vibrates and hammers a 

pile down, so that obviously sends shocks out through the ground, and the signalling was put 

in in the 1970s and is being replaced too.  That’s got insulation round it and the shocks could 

cause the insulation to crumble and the wires touch and upset the signalling, and of course 

there’s also the opportunity to actually not know where the wires are and drive the piles down 

straight through them.  
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URRY: Well, shouldn’t they know where the wires are?  It’s 

their asset. 

 

FORD: The problem there is that, with privatisation, a lot of 

the asset knowledge either disappeared in people’s heads or disappeared into the offices of 

the people who bought British Rail’s signalling departments.  Since then there has been a big 

lack of asset knowledge. 

 

URRY: And how much is the inefficiency of this device then 

hampered the progress on the Great Western Line? 

 

FORD: It’s very hard to judge how far behind it is, and I think 

that although there was the big announcement by Patrick McLoughlin about what they’re 

doing, it was very noticeable that he avoided, very carefully avoided any reference to the cost 

or the delay to the Great Western scheme.  So I think that bad news has yet to come out. 

 

URRY: There’s no evidence that anyone has been held to 

account over this fiasco.  Not only did Network Rail refuse to be interviewed for this 

programme, when asked directly, their statement said nothing at all about the HOPS train. 

Merely referring to hiccups, unique challenges and learning as they build on a complex and 

difficult project.  How come they’re learning on the job?  They’ve been around for thirteen 

years.  They’re a sizeable outfit, employing around 35,000 people.  They have a fancy new 

headquarters at Milton Keynes, £120 million worth.  Senior executives on the board enjoy 

pay of between £364,000 and £675,000 for the Chief Executive, plus benefits.  Last year they 

were taken back into public ownership.  Now a new chairman has been appointed by the 

Secretary of State to strengthen the organisation, but Roger Ford of Modern Railways 

magazine says he’s got his work cut out.  

 

FORD: It’s short on experienced engineers, experienced 

operators, people who know how to run a railway, and I would have thought perhaps we 

might see a stiffening of the board, we might see a reorganisation within Network Rail.  I 

would have thought they need to have an organisation where the best people actually are out 

there running the railway.  The centre is very weak at the moment.  One of the problems is 

that we have a lot of people, particularly in Network Rail, who know nothing about railways. 
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URRY: How has a situation arisen where people in Network 

Rail don’t know enough about railways? 

 

FORD: Some of the cream of Britain’s railway engineers are 

working as expats in the Far East, Middle East, Pacific Rim countries, and when you don’t 

grow your talent, plus the fact, of course, with, say, electrification nothing happened for 

twenty years, the talent just goes and if you don’t grow the new young engineers and 

operators to take over, you know, we’ve been doing this for twenty years - this is the result.  

And I think we have lost the focus on the operational railway, and running a railway is very, 

very difficult. 

 

URRY: The effects of some of this have been apparent during 

evidence taken by the Transport Select Committee. The MP who chairs the committee, 

Labour’s Louise Ellman, says it’s been clear for some time that Network Rail have been 

struggling. 

 

ELLMAN: Well, Network Rail haven’t been efficient enough, 

there has been poor planning,  poor budgeting and some of the problems that they’ve 

identified were problems that should have been anticipated.  They talk about skills shortages - 

knowledge about that has been around for a long time.  They talk about problems with 

securing planning permissions and getting authorisation to deal with the work they want to 

do.  They talk about the problems of work in removing bridges, but all of these are things that 

should be day to day issues for running a rail service. 

 

URRY: Don’t you think they have a fair point there?  I mean, 

it’s quite complicated, all this big programme of works, isn’t it? 

 

ELLMAN: Well it certainly is complicated, but Network Rail are 

there to have the expertise to deal with those complicated situations.  There are big question 

marks about their ability to manage complex operations at the same time as running a 

railway, and we shouldn’t get to a point like this where there’s a crisis, and we have to have a 

railway that works together properly. 
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URRY: Network Rail say the service is generally getting better.  

There are record numbers of passengers and a record amount of work to improve it.  But they 

admit it’s not going at the pace they anticipated and concede the plans were overly ambitious 

and that they can’t deliver everything.  Given all that, perhaps it’s no surprise there’s been 

serious problems with the Great Western upgrade.   We don’t know how long it will take to 

sort out, or at what cost.  And there could be more to come.  At the end of that line there’s 

another big challenge awaiting Network Rail.  

 

ACTUALITY AT TEMPLE MEADS 

 

URRY: I’ve been to this place many times on my travels for 

File on 4.  It’s Bristol Temple Meads station.  Dating back to 1840, it was the first one 

designed by one of the greats of railway engineering, Brunel.  Much of Temple Meads is 

Grade 1 listed, so that in itself requires a lot of effective, sensitive planning and execution.  

Electrification and redevelopment will bring it right into the 21st century, but even if that 

goes smoothly, we’ve been told there’s a problem for the station because of the new electric 

trains ordered by the Government. 

 

MILES: It was decided by the Department for Transport that the 

new trains would be 26 metres long per vehicle and our railway is built for 23 metres long, so 

if they go around a tightly curved platform, the middle bit will scrape on the platform edge. 

It’s simple physics. 

 

URRY: Tony Miles from Modern Railways magazine says a 

plan will be needed to ensure those trains can actually fit into the station. 

What was the rationale for the extra three metres then? 

 

MILES: Apparently it would mean that there could be one 

coach less in the train, so it meant two less bogies to maintain.  That was basically the 

rationale.  It makes it slightly cheaper to look after, but for that the whole of the railway, 

wherever the new train is going to be used, has got to be made to cope with vehicles that are 

three metres longer, so the overhang on curves is different, the way they react with the 

platform is different.  And Bristol is built on a tight curve, so they can’t even say well, we’ll 

try and find a way to run the trains through the station while we think about finishing it,  
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MILES cont: because the trains would scrape on the platform edge 

and that’s them out of use.  The Government and the Department for Transport said, we will 

go for this new idea of longer coaches because it’s saving a little bit of money on the trains, 

but nobody then said, and how much of the network has got to be rebuilt to cope with these 

longer trains? 

 

URRY: Well, don’t they talk to each other, these people?  

 

MILES: [Laugh] There has certainly been a problem in recent 

years with the Department for Transport announcing and then talking, and we could sit here 

for an hour and talk about how many things have been announced and then they’ve said, is 

that okay? 

 

URRY: Fixing the problem will be down to Network Rail, but 

it was the Department for Transport that ordered the trains.  They told us it was always 

known work would be needed on the platforms at Bristol to provide the clearance for the new 

trains.  They said this had been factored into the plans from the start.  We would have liked to 

have asked a minister about that, and about why the Great Western project has been so 

fraught.  But no-one would appear on the programme.   The Transport Secretary has said 

other electrification schemes in the Midlands and the North have been paused.  But the chair 

of the Transport Select Committee, Louise Ellman, is worried that they may never happen. 

 

ELLMAN: The costs have escalated, particularly on the Great 

Western line, where the costs have now trebled, and it seems to be that other programmes 

might lose out as a result.  But what that means in practice is that the work that was planned 

across the North to electrify the line from Manchester to Leeds and to Hull appears to been 

paused indefinitely and major works have been stopped on the Midlands Mainline, so it’s 

now a big question mark on just what’s going to proceed and when. 

 

URRY: Are you reading this as the fact that it may not happen 

then, rather than there’s a delay until we sort out the financing and the exact plan for it? 
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ELLMAN: Well there has now to be a big question about whether 

this will happen, whether some of it will happen or whether it will be more spread out.  But it 

really is very ominous, after being told that things would be all right, now we’re told there is 

a pause, and when the Secretary of State was asked to explain what the pause meant, he 

simply couldn’t explain it and said there would be a review and a further statement later in 

the year. 

 

URRY: One of the challenges of running a national rail system 

is that almost everything is connected in some way to almost everything else.  So when major 

projects are delayed or put on hold, there are usually consequences.  File on 4 has been 

finding out what they are. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

ANNOUNCER: We will shortly be arriving at Stalybridge.  If you are 

leaving the train, please make sure you take all your personal belongings with you. 

 

URRY: East of Manchester, commuters are preparing to fight 

their daily battle to get to work in the city.  It’s not unknown for some to be left on platforms 

because there’s not enough room on the trains. 

 

MAN: There are times when, yes, you literally can’t get on 

the train and for safety reasons as well as everything else, you just hang back and wait for 

another.  But that shouldn’t be happening at peak times. 

 

WOMAN: The trains are always absolutely packed.  Standing 

room only, often late.  But the main issue, there’s just not enough seats, especially on hot 

days like this.  It’s unbearable on the train.  You’ll see it.  The train’s coming now.  It’ll be 

absolutely packed. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN ARRIVING 

 

WOMAN: There are about fifty people on this platform trying to 

get onto a train where there’s no seats, so we’re just going to squash on now. 
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URRY: Rail in parts of the North badly needs extra capacity.  

It’s one of the big challenges, and one which electrifying lines across the Pennines was going 

to sort out.  Electric trains are longer, with more seating.  Now that’s all on hold.  But more 

and more people want to go by train.  

 

LEWIS: Rail passenger numbers in the North are growing by 

over 5% a year – its well above the national average.  Clearly there is demand for people to 

travel around the north of England. 

 

URRY: James Lewis is chair of the West Yorkshire Combined 

Authority Transport Committee.  He also sits on Rail North, a consortium of 33 local 

authorities, which has devolved responsibilities to specify and manage passenger services.  

He says postponement of these upgrades is a big setback to growing the regional economy, 

something both the Prime Minister and the Chancellor have been pushing through the idea of 

a Northern Powerhouse. 

 

LEWIS: It’ll be longer and longer before we start to see the 

extra carriages and the extra seats we need to get people commuting on this line as well as 

already the heavily overcrowded trains between Leeds and Manchester, which are a key part 

of the Northern Powerhouse. It’s hugely frustrating we’re having to wait even longer for 

these improvements to happen. Yet the rail system, which often has overcrowded trains, and 

doesn’t provide the frequency and speed of services that can be seen on the London and the 

South East railway network is holding our economy back.  It’s quite clear that that’s the case. 

 

URRY: Well, when you say it’s quite clear, what’s the 

evidence for that? 

 

LEWIS: A mobile labour force gives you a much stronger 

economy, yet the Leeds and Manchester are thirty or forty miles apart.  The share of the 

Manchester workforce that commutes across the Pennines is less than half a percent.  When 

you compare that to similar length commuting journeys in London and the South East, 

actually the number of people making that journey is far higher. 
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URRY: It’s difficult to be part of a mobile workforce if you 

live in outlying areas to some of the big cities and you have to rely on ancient diesel trains 

with few carriages, called Pacers, to get you to the office. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH PACER 

 

URRY: Well, this looks like a Pacer train now.  For those 

unfamiliar with this form of rail transport, they’ve been known rather unkindly as buses on 

wheels.  This looks one of the better varieties, but it’s still a pretty basic piece of equipment.  

Three carriages pulled by an engine at the front and it doesn’t look to me like there’s much in 

the way of facilities on board, but this is how people commute in and out of work on different 

bits of line in the north of England and in Wales as well. 

The Government has plans to get rid of Pacers by 2020, because they won’t comply with EU 

disability access rules, and some of the fleet is also falling apart after more than thirty years 

of service.  The Department for Transport told us those plans remain unaffected by what it 

described as a temporary pause in electrification.  But what’s going to replace them now 

electric trains are much further away?  While Network Rail has responsibility for track and 

other infrastructure, it’s train operating companies which have to wrestle with that question.  

They operate under franchise agreements with the Government.  Bidding for two franchises 

in the North is already underway, so whoever wins the one currently occupied by Northern 

Rail looks like they could go short, according to rail expert, Tony Miles.  

 

MILES: The northern franchise has been told it’s got to buy 120 

new carriages, so that starts to solve some of the problem, but if you look particularly at 

replacing the Pacer trains, which the Prime Minister and in the run up to the election the other 

parties committed to as well, and surprised some people, if you look at getting rid of the 

Pacer trains, Northern Rail’s got 214 Pacer train vehicles. So even buying 120 new vehicles 

still leaves them about a hundred to replace, not including the extra trains they need because 

the northern franchise is supposed to operate more services come 2017.  So there’s a 

shortfall, there’s a shortfall of about a hundred vehicles just to keep it in a steady state. 
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URRY: There was a big plan by the Department for Transport 

to sort all this out.  In the industry it’s known as cascading - shuffling units around when they 

become free to plug gaps.  But that all depends on infrastructure work being completed on 

time, which isn’t happening. 

 

MILES: The master plan, put simply, is that first of all the Great 

Western Line would be electrified first and 27 of its high speed trains would go to Scotland.   

Those 27 trains would enable Scotland to start letting go of some diesel trains which could be 

used in the north of England to replace some of the Pacer trains.  So that’s step one.  At the 

same time, electrifying across the Pennines would enable the diesel trains that run over the 

Pennines at the moment to be replaced by electric trains and those diesel trains, because 

they’re only a few years old, would then enable even more of the Pacer trains to be replaced.  

So that’s basically the cunning plan, so it involves three or four companies and trains moving 

from one to the next as they’re replaced by electric trains and the Pacers fall off the bottom of 

the pile. 

 

URRY: So where does that leave the plan to shuffle units 

around to plug these gaps? 

 

MILES: This is the problem, because there are now no firm 

dates for anything, how do you make a plan?   How do you say, ‘on this date these trains will 

be released by someone and go somewhere else,’ when Network Rail has now said, ‘we can’t 

actually tell you when any of the projects will be completed.’ 

 

URRY: Tony Miles says that means this interlocking cascade 

plan so carefully drawn up by the Department for Transport is now turning into an abstract 

canvas with red lines and rubbings out all over it.  There’s even a proposal to get diesel trains 

to pull carriages designed for electric locomotion. 

 

MILES: Amazingly, we will be finding some of the trains that 

are currently working on the Gatwick Express service south of London coming up to the 

north of England and being hauled by diesel locomotives and being used just as coaches 

really, as carriages, and that’s the interim solution that was proposed by the Government to 

help get through this particular crisis. 
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URRY: Really?  Electric units being pulled by diesel? 

 

MILES: That’s the way forward, it appears.  There are going to 

be considerable costs.  If you have to start using diesel locomotives to haul electric trains or 

spare coaches around, they’re much more expensive to use than the multiple units that are 

currently in use.  The companies using them have to pay more actually to use them on the 

tracks because they cause more damage to the tracks as they’re running.  They use more fuel 

and they’re more expensive actually just to lease from the companies that own them.  So 

there are costs starting to accrue into the next generation of franchises for five, six, seven 

years that will come back to the taxpayer eventually. 

 

URRY: The announcement that the Midland Main Line 

electrification has also been paused looks to have left the East Midlands operator with twelve 

high speed trains due out of service by 2020, but now in need of modification because of the 

delay.  File on 4’s been told that could cost as much as £800,000 a train for only a few years’ 

use.  All this because Network Rail couldn’t complete the Great Western Mainline on time 

and on budget.  Given what’s at stake, shouldn’t the Department for Transport have done 

more before it got to this stage?  We wanted to question a minister about that, but the DFT 

refused.  Instead they sent us a reassuring statement, pointing out what we already know. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We are still investing more than £38 billion in order to 

improve our railways and secure vital benefits for passengers and the economy.  Network 

Rail has already delivered major improvements as part of this ambitious programme, but in 

places their performance has not been good enough.  That’s why a small number of projects 

have been paused while Network Rail’s new chairman investigates how to get the programme 

back on track. 

 

URRY: Perhaps the most troubling question in this emerging 

crisis is whether Network Rail are actually up to the job that is being asked of them.  Only 

last month, the industry regulator announced an investigation into poor performance, 

including inadequate rigour about cost estimations, lack of progress on efficiency savings, 

late project delivery and the shortcomings of the modernisation programme.  In this current 

funding period, just one year in of five, the infrastructure operator missed more than a third of 
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URRY cont: their 84 planned milestones.  For the chair of the 

Transport Select Committee, Louise Ellman, they’ve got to do better. 

 

ELLMAN: This is a very serious situation.  This is about major 

projects which are very much needed, but promises are now not going to be delivered. More 

and more people want to travel by rail, people want to go on the trains, but there’s also 

growing dissatisfaction.  A lot of overcrowding, a lot of disruption, a lot of unreliability.  

There now must be a whole relook at the situation by both the Department and Network Rail 

themselves.  That’s what needs to happen so that the rail sector can learn from what’s gone 

wrong and make sure that in the future promises do materialise, and that where there are 

difficulties, there is good warning about what’s happening. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


