
BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION    RADIO 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TRANSCRIPT OF “FILE ON 4” – “TRAINS” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CURRENT AFFAIRS GROUP 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TRANSMISSION: Tuesday 16th November 2010  2000 - 2040 
 
REPEAT:  Sunday 21st November 2010  1700 - 1740 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
REPORTER:  Allan Urry 
 
PRODUCER:  Ian Muir-Cochrane 
 
EDITOR:  David Ross 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROGRAMME NUMBER: 10VQ4862LHO 



 1 

 

 
THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED 

FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE 

DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC 

CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 16th November 2010 

Repeat:  Sunday 21st November 2010 

 

Producer:   

Reporter:  Allan Urry 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAINS 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT OVER LOUDSPEAKER 

 

WOMAN:     Please have your ticket ready for inspection. 

 

URRY: In Britain we pay more to travel on the train than any 

other country in Europe. So where does all the money go?  Overcrowding has got so bad 

some companies are now having to price passengers off their services.  

 

ACTUALITY ON TRAIN 

 

WILKINSON: If this was a cattle truck, it would be illegal.  It would 

be impossible to get anybody else on this train.   

 

URRY: Why can’t we have more carriages? We reveal the 

procurement blunders of a Government department which mean you can’t get a seat.  With 

overcrowding getting worse and fares going up, the Transport Secretary tells this programme 

the time has come for far reaching reform. 
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HAMMOND: I think that we need to look at the whole structure of 

the industry.  It’s our top priority - making the railway fit for the future, affordable for 

passengers and tax payers is the number one challenge facing my department. 

 

ACTUALITY OF WHISTLE 

 

URRY: All aboard the File on 4 Express, calling at waste, 

confusion and discomfort. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY ON STATION 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT OVER LOUDSPEAKER 

 

MAN: …. to Manchester Victoria, platform number three. 

 

URRY: In Bolton commuters wait anxiously for the morning 

train to take them to work in Manchester. 

 

WOMAN: I pay £90 a month for this and you never get a seat.  

There’s just not enough carriages, is there?  Not enough trains. 

 

MAN: It leads to a lot of stress on board. 

 

MAN 2: Also when you’re trying to get off at busy stations, it 

creates tension when they’re constantly apologising for the overcrowding, so they know the 

overcrowding exists, and yet it doesn’t seem that any steps are being taken to reduce that 

overcrowding on any kind of consistent basis.  

 

URRY: File on 4 has joined people on the platform planning 

to board the 8.08 service to Manchester Piccadilly.  With us is David Wilkinson, a local 

councillor and a member of the Greater Manchester Integrated Transport Authority…. 
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WILKINSON: People come in from throughout the north, Bolton and 

the Lancashire area.  The platform now must be three, three hundred and fifty people on this 

platform. 

 

URRY: Well shall we join this queue here and try to get on?  

We’ve made it as far as the vestibule anyway and that’s rammed. 

 

WILKINSON: If this was a cattle truck, it would be illegal. 

 

URRY: At busy times it can’t really take any more people, can 

it? 

 

WILKINSON: No, it would be impossible to get anybody else on this 

train.  It does happen, not just on this route but other routes across the Greater Manchester 

area, this is a common feature of every train. 

 

URRY: If you were claustrophobic it wouldn’t do you much 

good, would it? 

 

WILKINSON: No, it wouldn’t.  If there were an accident on this train 

… 

 

URRY: What do you think would happen? 

 

WILKINSON: You’d die.  Simple as that.  You’d be crushed to 

death, it’s as simple as that.  I have been on trains on this line where the guard has actually 

physically made people get off. 

 

URRY: The service is run by Northern Rail, the largest train 

company in the UK, operating under a franchise. The contract means the Department for 

Transport tells the company what trains to run and when. It gets paid to provide those 

services. The problem is Northern’s franchise, which began in 2004, allowed no provision 

for investment in trains or stations, even though it was boom time on the railways. 

 



 4 

 

WILKINSON: The franchise system for this particular network, 

Northern’s network, was based on no growth. 

 

URRY: How come? 

 

WILKINSON: The people who at the time did not understand 

railways, people have not got to grips with the actual daily requirement of a train commuter. 

 

URRY: Why did Northern Rail sign up to a contract that had a 

no growth clause in it?  It seems a daft thing for a company to do. 

 

WILKINSON: It was a daft thing for a company to do, but it was the 

franchise which was available at the time.  Passenger numbers have grown over 30%.  If you 

look at Network Rail’s rail utilisation strategy up to 2026, it grows by another 30-45%.   We 

need more trains and it’s up to Government to reschedule the funding arrangements. 

 

URRY: You are the transport authority, are you not telling 

Government? 

 

WILKINSON: Yes, lobbying takes place all the time. 

  

URRY: Are they not listening then? 

 

WILKINSON: No, because they are divorced from the reality of 

urban rail travel in the north, the Midlands etc and railways cost money. 

 

ACTUALITY ON TRAIN 

 

MAN: Come on, let’s move up the train. 

 

WILKINSON: This is a station where you do get left behind. 

 

URRY: We are at Salford Crescent and there are people left on 

the platform, they cannot physically get on the train. 

Is it like this every day? 
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WOMAN: Every day. 

 

URRY: Really? 

 

WOMAN: Yeah.  It’s awful. 

 

URRY: Do you sometimes get left behind?  I can see people 

out there. 

 

WOMAN: Yeah, because you have to get the one that’s after if 

you can’t get on this one, then you’re late for work. 

 

URRY: How often are you late for work? 

 

WOMAN: At least once a week with it. 

 

URRY: When was the last time you got a seat? 

 

WOMAN: Christmas probably, when everyone was off. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DOOR BEEPING AND CLOSING 

 

URRY: Well, we’re off.  That was mercifully short but very 

uncomfortable.  When I spoke to a passenger on the platform at Bolton who said it’s very 

very stressful every morning, I can see exactly what he means – that was not a pleasant 

experience. 

So why the delays?  Northern Rail wouldn’t speak up for themselves and declined to be 

interviewed for this programme. But the problem’s largely out of their hands. The 

Department for Transport has taken over responsibility for the provision of rolling stock. It’s 

promised extra capacity, but that hasn’t happened.  The previous Government pledged 182 

more carriages for the north of England.  So far Northern have got ten, with another eight 

promised for next year. At the moment, Northern’s having to wait for another operator’s cast 

off carriages, which will only come free when systems are updated further south.  It’s a way 

of recycling stock.  But it’s not meeting demand.  This shortage of capacity is now a major 
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URRY cont: issue on other parts of the rail network.  Labour 

promised thirteen hundred new carriages as a central part of a £9 billion investment 

programme. But it’s all gone badly wrong, according to Professor John Preston, who advises 

Parliament on rail policy. 

 

PRESTON: There’s been a particular problem with the 1,300 

carriages that previous government was promising in that after that initial announcement, 

they then announced plans for electrification.  And obviously you need different rolling 

stock to run on a line that’s electrified to one that isn’t, and that has delayed the process. 

 

URRY: Well shouldn’t they have thought about that the other 

way round? 

 

PRESTON: Yeah, and certainly the House of Commons Transport 

Select Committee was arguing for some time prior to the decision to electrify services that a 

greater commitment should have been made to the electrification of railways.  There was a 

lack of joined up government, one might say there.  There’s been a very long period since 

any rolling stock orders were placed and the procurement program for these extra carriages 

has been inordinately long. 

 

URRY: Do you know why that is? 

 

PRESTON: Partly uncertainty from the procuring body, which is 

the Department for Transport, and there are people who think that the Department for 

Transport have tried to over specify the rolling stock and then the manufacturers come back 

and say that what the Department for Transport is specifying is not really deliverable and 

there’s been an iteration in trying to get the specification right.  It’s clearly taken far too long 

and is unlikely to be an example of procurement best practice. 

 

URRY: MPs on the powerful Public Accounts Committee 

have been investigating. Last week they published their findings. Chairwoman Margaret 

Hodge says, based on the evidence they took, the Department for Transport won’t meet its 

own targets to reduce overcrowding. 
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HODGE: It is very depressing that in London we think there 

will be 15% fewer extra places that had been planned by 2014, and in the rest of the country 

– and that’s mainly the urban areas, because that’s where the congestion takes place - there 

will be a third fewer extra places than were originally planned by 2014 . So that’s a heck of 

lot less additional places that had been planned for this £9 billion of investment. 

 

URRY: Why is the Department for Transport not procuring 

enough carriages? 

 

HODGE: I think you would have to ask them that.  I think we 

were quite clear that the whole of the rail industry - and maybe the Department of Transport 

comes into that equation too - always think the answer to every problem is more money, 

either from the tax payer or the fare payer, and we don’t think that enough attention is paid 

to looking at other ways of relieving congestion.  They could look at other measures.  I 

mean, if I tell you that at present they haven’t even got a clear knowledge of when the 

congestion takes place and where, they don’t have the statistics, they don’t have the 

information, they rely on an annual one day census of who is using the trains on a particular 

day, and that is simply not good enough … 

 

URRY: This is the point you are making, is they don’t know 

enough about overcrowding in order to come up with a proper policy about how to deal with 

it? 

 

HODGE: Absolutely.  They need to have the information so that 

they can then understand demand, and then they may start being able to have a better idea of 

how to tackle it. 

 

URRY: With strategic objectives in disarray, it’s left to the 

train companies to try to sort out the mess. 

 

COLLINS: For Virgin Trains itself, we’ve risen from 14 million 

passenger journeys six years ago to 28 million today, so we need to get more capacity into 

the system as quickly as possible.  We are starting to see overcrowding levels that are now 

becoming unacceptable. 
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URRY: Virgin’s Chief Executive, Tony Collins, says now they 

are forced to price people off some of their peak time services, because they just can’t carry 

them all. 

Why can’t you just go out and get some carriages? 

 

COLLINS: Because our franchise doesn’t allow us to do that.  The 

franchise we have, the timetable is set by Government, by the Department of Transport.  The 

rolling stock we use is prescribed again by the Department of Transport.  For us to go and 

invest in new rolling stock, it would be completely at our risk, but with only two years of the 

franchise to run, it’s an impossible business case to make. 

 

URRY: Is it the case then that at the moment passengers are 

paying very high fares, whereas if you got the rolling stock that you say you need, you 

would be able to smooth out some of those peaks and troughs? 

 

COLLINS: Absolutely, because we’ve seen that for real.  We 

introduced 30% more services two years ago and our value for money rating went up 

because we were able to do exactly what you’ve said.   But obviously as services get busier, 

one way of controlling the busy services is through pricing.  We’d much prefer to put more 

capacity in and attract even more people to travel rather than having to price people off the 

trains. 

 

URRY: There’s a reputational as well as a business cost to 

train companies which can’t carry customers in comfort. Virgin try to manage the demand 

by pushing up peak time fares. Further price hikes are under consideration. But they can’t 

solve the problem, which is simply displaced to later in the day. 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT VIA LOUDSPEAKER 

 

WOMAN: … Virgin Trains service to Manchester Piccadilly … 

 

URRY: At London’s Euston station, come 7 o’clock, the fares 

go off peak, and it’s back to square one for passengers - too many people, not enough train. 
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RUNDELL: We have a lot of people wanting to get on the trains. 

 

URRY: How many are not getting on? 

 

RUNDELL: It could be up to two hundred, especially the 1900 on 

a Friday night.  We are a bit tied, we’ve only got so many trains and so many seats. 

 

URRY: Earlier this month, Virgin had to introduce extra safety 

measures for boarding.  Staff like Rachael Rundell have to take control, to stop a stampede. 

Can you just take me down to where passengers prepare to board and show me exactly what 

you do when you’ve got these really busy periods? 

 

ACTUALITY OUTSIDE STATION 

 

URRY: Why are we coming outside? 

 

RUNDELL: So that we’ve got a roadway where we can have the 

two queues. 

 

URRY: So people have got to queue out in the road, have 

they? 

 

RUNDELL: No, they’re not queuing out in the road.  Once you get 

round this bit then we’ll go down under cover.  You have reservations, non reservations and 

they’re divided at the top by the revenue team. 

 

URRY: You become like sheepdogs in a way, don’t you, 

having to sort of corral people into certain routes down here and hold them in a particular 

position? 

 

RUNDELL: I think it’s well controlled and it looks professional 

and it may well look like that to some people, but at the end of the day we need to manage it. 

 

URRY: How long is this going to go on for, do you think? 
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RUNDELL: Until we get another train. 

 

URRY: According to Chief Executive Tony Collins, Virgin’s 

been trying to strike a deal with the Government to ease the situation.  They’ve offered to 

pay the DfT £200 million and lease some extra carriages themselves. But there’s a condition. 

They want their franchise extended by two years. It’s the sort of haggling which is 

commonplace between the Department and private operators.  Not only that, Virgin offered 

to bring forward tests on carriages already ordered by civil servants , to get them in service 

as soon as possible.  But, no deal.   

 

COLLINS: What we said we would do is that the DFT have 

procured four extra trains and extra carriages to lengthen our current fleet and their plan is to 

wait until they’ve re-let the franchise in April 2012, and the new franchisee, which might be 

us, would then start to integrate those vehicles and put the new trains into service and so 

forth, which is not without technical risk to do that.  We offered to start that straightaway, 

get those trains in earlier and the trains lengthened earlier and run new services, more 

services earlier and we would take the risk of doing that.  But they felt under procurement 

law it could give rise to a challenge that it was uncompetitive. 

 

URRY: They’ve got a responsibility to all in this, haven’t they, 

not just to yourselves, however good a job you say you’re doing.  Can you see their position 

on that? 

 

COLLINS: Um, no.  Clearly I respect their decision, although I 

don’t necessarily agree with it. 

 

URRY: So there are more trains out there somewhere waiting 

to go, is that right?  It’s just you can’t agree the terms. 

 

COLLINS: There are new trains coming.  The first new train 

actually arrives in the country this month, but it won’t be until July next year before it’s 

certified to start the process of putting it into passenger service.  So you obviously go 

through all the safety approval of that type of new system.  There’s lots of technical issues. 
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URRY: How long are people going to have to wait for these 

things now then? 

 

COLLINS: If it’s left until the new franchisee comes in in April 

2012, bearing in mind the Olympics happen shortly after that, probably we’re looking at this 

time in 2012 before the first sets go into service, so two years away. 

 

URRY: Miss the Olympics then, won’t they? 

 

COLLINS: Clearly what we don’t want to do as an operator or as 

a country is fail to deliver the transport solution for the Olympics.   

 

URRY: The Department for Transport told us the new 

Pendolino train will be available by next summer if it passes its technical tests. But at the 

moment it’s only Virgin which uses Pendolinos, so unless agreement can be reached on a 

short term lease, Virgin says it’s likely to stay in storage until the franchise is settled in 2012.  

The Government’s expected to make an announcement about rolling stock by the end of the 

month. Secretary of State Philip Hammond told File on 4 he’s got plans to help ease 

overcrowding. 

 

HAMMOND: We have some finance available from the settlement 

that we received in the spending review.  In the next couple of weeks I will be announcing 

how we intend to use our rail investment capital to deliver better services for passengers, to 

address the problems of overcrowding and to start to get our railway in shape for the future. 

 

URRY: But to be clear about this, that will include more 

rolling stock, will it? 

 

HAMMOND: It will include more rolling stock. 

 

URRY: I mean, more than is already planned? 

 

HAMMOND: Well, more than is already ordered.  Some additional 

rolling stock has already been contracted and that will be delivered as per the contracts, but 

we are now going to be able to finance a further tranche of rolling stock orders. 
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URRY: We’ve interviewed Virgin Trains and they told us that 

if they had new rolling stock now they could have been trialled and ready for the 2012 

Olympics, but that now won’t happen. They even offered to buy new trains, so why has all 

this broken down? 

 

HAMMOND: In the case of Virgin Trains, the West Coast Mainline, 

new Pendolino trains and new carriages for the existing Pendolino trains have been ordered 

they will be delivered on a schedule that accords with the manufacturer’s ability to make 

them and deliver them. But look, there’s a more complicated issue here because the Virgin 

franchise is coming to an end and what Virgin have asked is for us to extend that franchise 

and the Department has taken the view that that is not the best value for money for the tax 

payer, to extend that franchise at this time. 

 

URRY: It’s the timetable they have got a problem with 

though, isn’t it? They are telling us because of this failure to reach agreement they won’t be 

ready in time for the Olympics?  That’s what they tell us. 

 

HAMMOND: Well, they won’t be ready for the Olympics, but that is 

not because of the failure to reach agreement, that’s because of the delivery timetable of the 

vehicles and the processes that have to be gone through. 

 

ACTUALITY ON STATION 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT OVER LOUDSPEAKER 

 

WOMAN: Please have your ticket ready for inspection. 

 

MAN: Can I have a single to Piccadilly, please? 

 

TICKET SALESMAN: £3.20. 

 

MAN: Thanks very much. 
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URRY: The urgent need for new carriages is one of the 

reasons given by the Government for putting fares up. But passengers in Britain already pay 

the highest prices in Europe, according to the independent watchdog set up to get a better 

deal for those using our transport network.  Ashwen Kumar, rail director for Passenger 

Focus, says they’ve done detailed surveys which prove it. 

 

KUMAR:  We worked very hard to try and compare like with 

like - flexible tickets with flexible tickets, restricted tickets with restricted tickets.  And what 

we found was, for example, for commuters a journey like somewhere like Warrington into 

Manchester was probably about 60% more expensive than the equivalent journey into Paris.  

And a longer distance commute like Liverpool or Preston into Manchester was about twice 

as much as the equivalent journey into Paris.  And France is amongst the most expensive of 

the other countries in Europe that we looked at, so we are definitely the most expensive in 

Europe. 

 

URRY: Now the Government’s recently altered the amount by 

which fares can go up, so what’s the consequence of that? 

 

KUMAR: Well, essentially it will be higher fares for commuters 

and for off peak travellers doing return journeys.  So if you have an annual season ticket, 

your weekly season ticket, you’ll pay more for your journey than you otherwise would have 

done. 

 

URRY: How much more? 

 

KUMAR: The current formula is that fares can go up by inflation 

plus 1%, but the Government has just said that for three years it will be inflation plus 3% 

that will be allowed.  But the formula means that train companies are actually allowed 

flexibility to put some fares up by more than that as long as other fares go up by less.  And 

so it is possible that you will have fares on some individual routes going up by as much as 

10.8% because that’s the flexibility the train companies are allowed. 
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URRY: Train operating companies dispute the assertion that 

Britain has the highest fares in Europe, pointing out there are cheap deals to be had by 

ordering advance tickets and using off peak services. The trouble is, that’s a minefield which 

can end up costing passengers more. 

 

ACTUALITY ON STATION 

 

URRY: It’s only a little station, this, isn’t it? 

 

RICHARDS: Exactly.  There are only six ticket windows. 

 

URRY: And you get a reasonably personal service, I would 

imagine, because of that. 

 

RICHARDS: Oh absolutely.  I’ve used Cambridge station so many 

times over the last ten years. 

 

URRY: Dave Richards is an engineer who lives in Cambridge. 

He considers himself a seasoned rail traveller, not someone who’d easily get confused by the 

sometimes complicated business of journey planning.  A friend’s wedding meant a long 

overnight trip to Edinburgh. Dave decided to ask for help from his local station with the leg 

between Cambridge and London’s Kings Cross. 

 

RICHARDS: I came down to the booking office.  Obviously I’d 

booked my ticket in advance for the sleeper service, because it’s very crowded.  So, armed 

with the booking confirmation for the sleeper service I asked for a train ticket to go to and 

from London, simply.  It seemed reasonable to me that a train leaving London very early in 

the morning – this service left at about 7am – this might be an off peak service.  In fact, the 

train was barely a third full. 

 

URRY: And that all went pretty well, didn’t it, until you got 

back here to Cambridge? 

 

RICHARDS: I was quite amazed that when I presented my ticket 

here to the automated barriers in Cambridge station, they were rejected. 
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URRY: When you got on at London, did it let you through 

there? 

 

RICHARDS: Yes, absolutely. 

 

URRY: The barriers wouldn’t let you out here.  What 

happened? 

 

RICHARDS: On speaking to the station staff here, I was told that I 

was indeed travelling on an invalid ticket and I was told that I would have to pay an excess 

in order to exit the station, around £20.  I was quite upset by this, because it was quite a 

shock to discover that despite my best intentions, my ticket wasn’t valid.  

 

URRY: Dave Richards felt he’d done his very best to ensure 

he was travelling on the right ticket, so he complained to the train company, First Capital 

Connect. He says in response they were polite, but dismissed his plea to refund the fine. 

Some months later he bought a ticket for the same route but was amazed to find, once again, 

he’d been sold an off peak fare. 

You’ve brought that booking confirmation with you, haven’t you?  Can we just have a look 

at what it says? 

 

RICHARDS: This is a 7.15 train departing Cambridge station, 

arriving into London Kings Cross at six minutes past eight, and the ticket type, you can 

clearly see marked, is an off peak ticket.  And these tickets are only valid on the specific 

trains referred to on the booking. 

 

URRY: Does it make any sense to you, that? 

 

RICHARDS: The quarter past seven train leaving Cambridge is 

always standing room only.  I had to rub my eyes, I was in so much disbelief that I could 

travel on this ticket. 
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URRY: This time Dave Richards made the journey okay.  No 

one stopped him at the barriers or tried to fine him. We asked the train company, First 

Capital Connect, what was going on. They said that second journey was also peak time and 

that he should never have been sold that ticket either. In a statement, they told us: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We understand any customer’s frustration in unclear 

situations like this. Any passenger who feels aggrieved about a penalty ticket can appeal to 

the Independent Penalty Fare Appeal Service.  

 

URRY: The train company also suggested it was an 

unfortunate and unusual case.  But the confusion of customers, staff and companies 

themselves isn’t so unusual, according to Ashwen Kumar of the rail watchdog Passenger 

Focus. 

 

KUMAR: Well, the big problem is off peak fares.  There are 

time restrictions on them, and it used to be the case that those time restrictions were much 

more uniform across the country, but basically each of the train companies has flexibility to 

set their own time restrictions and they don’t have to have the same ones across their 

company, they can set time restrictions that are specific to every single journey.  But the 

problem is none of that is transparent to the passenger.  Most train companies, you go to a 

ticket machine and it’s simply unclear to you when the off peak tickets are valid.  There 

might be a little ‘I’ button next to the off peak ticket price and that will tell you ‘check 

restrictions’ or ‘see when restrictions apply’. 

 

URRY: But where do you go to check these restrictions? 

 

KUMAR: You have to go and talk to a member of staff, and then 

when you get your ticket printed out, it’s not written on the ticket.  So it’s pretty difficult to 

find out exactly when off peak tickets are valid.  So what we found was that some people are 

likely to buy a more expensive ticket than they need just to protect themselves against a 

penalty fare. 

 

URRY: It’s almost as though the system is booby trapped for 

the passenger. 
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KUMAR: It’s utterly confusing. 

 

URRY: What do the rail companies tell you when you 

complain about this? 

 

KUMAR: To be fair to rail companies, they have acknowledged 

that the lack of transparency on off peak ticket restrictions is a problem, but what they’re 

telling us at the moment is that that the industry’s computer systems are sufficiently 

antiquated that it will take them a few years to sort it out.   

 

URRY: A few years? 

 

KUMAR: Yes. 

 

URRY: More unnecessary costs for travellers. Even if they 

can’t get their computers sorted out, shouldn’t the industry being doing more?  Michael 

Roberts from the Association of Train Operating Companies argues the problem’s not as bad 

as the watchdog says. 

Why is it so confusing to find out what the restrictions are on train journeys? 

 

ROBERTS: The statistics don’t back up the claim that it’s all too 

confusing.  If it was all too confusing, we wouldn’t be having the success that we’ve been 

seeing in terms of passenger volumes and indeed the level of satisfaction that people say 

they have with their journey.  Having said that, we can always do better, and in fact two 

years ago we simplified the fares structure, three basic types of fare – advance, any time, off 

peak.  We know that there are still issues that passengers raise, such as around terms and 

conditions, and some of these restrictions are actually a legacy from the BR days, which 

were introduced for all sorts of good reasons many years ago and which haven’t been 

sufficiently addressed, but which we believe we now need to look at. 

 

URRY: Passenger Focus say you could and should have been 

doing more about that. 
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ROBERTS: We haven’t been complacent.  We’ve simplified the 

fare structure actually jointly with Passenger Focus’ approval.  I would challenge the view 

that we haven’t done anything.  On the contrary, if you go onto National Rail Enquiries, for 

example, you will be able to find the terms and conditions that apply. 

 

URRY: Yeah, if I can get through on the phone, but the point 

is, when I go to a railway station and I buy, I go to a ticket machine and it says ‘see 

restrictions’, nobody seems to know what those restrictions are.  Even station staff get 

confused about some of that. 

 

ROBERTS: National Rail Enquiries is actually a website as well as 

a call centre and 165 million people visit it every year.  What we’ve done is take a first step 

to respond to this particular area of concern by putting those terms and conditions up on the 

website.  We want to do more and that’s what we’re looking at at the moment in the 

industry. 

 

URRY: Again, it’s the franchises which the train companies 

say are constraining them. They argue the key to better practice is to allow them more 

freedom over a longer time span. They say there’s too much micromanagement within the 

current arrangements.  Nigel Harris, managing editor of the trade publication, Rail magazine, 

agrees the franchises need to be overhauled. 

 

HARRIS: When I started editing Rail in 1995, we had a system 

where franchises were very simple, there was not a lot of control, it was all very new and 

exciting and there was immense energy amongst the operating companies.  And there was a 

lot of entrepreneurial vision, good deals on fares, but there was also total chaos because of 

the lack of control.  The operators took the mickey a bit and the private sector will, it will 

push its luck - that’s what private companies do.  We then had the pendulum swing to the 

other end of the extreme and the franchises became very prescriptive, very tight, very tightly 

controlled, and there wasn’t much room for your private operators to buckle their swash, so 

to speak.  Now when you constrain a private operator onto a seven year deal where he can 

only ever make 3%, again you’ve got a perverse incentive.  Why try any harder when the 

system boxes you in?  So taking the fifteen year view, as I can have, having done this, it 

seems to me that the pendulum needs to swing back.  We need to trust the private sector 
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HARRIS cont: more to do a good job, and the private operators need 

to really mature into that role and do it well and warrant that trust. 

 

URRY: But wasn’t the idea of bringing in private companies 

to shift the risk onto those companies? 

 

HARRIS: Well it was, but it’s never happened.  It was part of it.  

In fairness, what the private operators have done - and this is very important - behind all the 

problems on the railway, we have got a much better service than we have ever had.  I’ve 

written about railways since 1980 and the customer-facing front end of the railway is better 

than it ever was.  

 

URRY: The system of franchising has been under review. 

Transport Secretary, Philip Hammond, is preparing to make big changes. 

 

HAMMOND: We don’t think the existing franchise regime delivers 

the best value for money. It gives train operators very short franchises, it does not encourage 

them to invest, it doesn’t encourage them to tackle some of the deep rooted problems facing 

the railway, it treats them as short term tenants rather than people with real skin in the game, 

and I think we have got to change that equation so that the train operators have proper 

incentives to deal with the problems - including overcrowding - on the sections of railway 

that they’re operating. 

 

URRY: Because fares are going to go up now, aren’t they? 

 

HAMMOND: Fares are going to go up from 2012 and that will 

enable us to continue with some investments that otherwise would have frankly been 

unaffordable in the circumstances of the current public finances. 

 

URRY: What assurances can passengers have then that the 

money that they pay in extra fares is actually going to go for improvements such as 

overcrowding, such as better value? 
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HAMMOND: Well, within the next couple of weeks they will hear 

an announcement from me about how we are going to take forward investment in station 

improvements, platform lengthening, additional rail vehicles, additional capacity on the 

railway and we would not have been able to continue that programme if we had not been 

able to increase fares by a slightly higher amount over a three year period. 

 

ACTUALITY ON STATION 

 

ANNOUNCEMENT OVER LOUDSPEAKER 

 

WOMAN: Please do not leave your luggage unattended on the 

station …. 

 

URRY: Although the train companies get about a billion 

pounds of public subsidy to help with the running of services, the bulk of the taxpayers’ 

contribution to the rail industry - around £4 billion a year - goes to the organisation 

responsible for stations and the rest of the national infrastructure. Under Labour, Network 

Rail was created as a private company, following the disastrous collapse of its predecessor, 

Railtrack, which left behind huge debts and serious infrastructure problems.  Safety’s  

improved, and so has punctuality, but it’s come at the expense of rising costs. So now 

serious questions are being asked about this monolithic structure, which is accused of being 

a vast money pit. 

The Public Accounts Committee took a dim view about Network Rail’s inefficiency and lack 

of accountability.  Margaret Hodge, the Labour MP who chairs the committee, says it’s time 

the National Audit Office was brought in. 

 

HODGE: We think that the Government ought to consider 

looking again at the accountability structure for Network Rail and the train operators and we 

think that one way through is to have the National Audit Office audit the accounts.  I think 

Network Rail can be much more efficient, and until they become so, the people who suffer 

are the taxpayer and the fare payer, and of course you are paying more and you’re getting 

less. 
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URRY: Network Rail was set up by a Labour Government. 

How much blame for this mess then should fall on Labour ministers for the structures that 

have been created? 

 

HODGE: Well, yes, the current structure was established under 

a Labour Government, and if you remember it was established in the context of imminent 

bankruptcy on behalf of the predecessor organisation, but I don’t think it’s a satisfactory 

structure.  The attempt at the time, if one is honest, was to try and have an infrastructure 

which kept rail investment off public borrowing. That didn’t happen and the fact that all the 

borrowing by Network Rail is now indemnified by Government means that its borrowing is 

on the public accounts. And I think it’s time now to question whether a limited company 

dominated by industry members who are mainly train operators is an appropriate structure 

for holding the taxpayers’ money to account. 

 

URRY: It’s not only the Public Accounts Committee raising 

concerns. The Office of Rail Regulation, which oversees the industry, has found that 

Network Rail is 40% less efficient than the best of its European counterparts. But that’s a 

claim which Paul Plummer, the senior executive in charge of planning and development at 

Network Rail, takes issue with. 

 

PLUMMER: I don’t think it’s quite as simple as that.  We work 

with all the other railways constantly to try and learn from them, but actually they’re 

learning from us all the time as well and that’s a two way process.  Many areas, we’re as 

good as anybody in terms of the reliability of the network, particularly given the constraints 

of the very scarce capacity that we have.  I think the railway performs extremely well and 

we’ve been driving those costs down.  

 

URRY: Do you accept then these headline figures of between 

30% and 40% less efficient than the best in Europe?  Do you accept that as a finding? 

 

PLUMMER: I, we have, no I don’t.  I think that the key point is that 

we don’t, we don’t regard that as a limit on what we can achieve anyway.  We, we would 

look to … 
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URRY: Well, no, nobody’s suggesting about limits for a 

moment, I’m just simply asking you whether you think that’s correct or not. 

 

PLUMMER: I don’t think anybody yet fully understands those 

numbers in a way that they can make a precise comparison.  What we’re doing is to work 

with the regulator and work with other customers and work with our suppliers to really get to 

the bottom of that, not such that you can just simply make high level comparisons, but so 

that we can actually then go away and say, ‘What differently are we going to do in order to 

reduce costs?’ whether or not that is the right comparison. 

 

URRY: Do you think your executive board earned its bonuses 

this year? 

 

PLUMMER: That’s obviously very sensitive, and we’re conscious 

how sensitive that is, which is precisely why our remuneration committee established a 

review of whether the appropriateness of the bonus system going forward. 

 

URRY: I mean, you weren’t that sensitive to it, were you, 

because the Secretary of State asked you not to award big bonuses, and your remuneration 

committee went straight ahead and did it. 

 

PLUMMER: The wider context was obviously something the 

committee thought about very carefully and as well as the board thinking about that very 

carefully. 

 

URRY: At a time when passengers are being told their fares 

are going to rise. 

 

PLUMMER: Indeed and that’s precisely why we’ve now initiated a 

further review of it. 

 

URRY: What MPs on the Public Accounts Committee want to 

know is why it’s taking Network Rail and the Regulator so long to sort out business costs.  

Transport Secretary, Philip Hammond, insists he’s beginning to tackle the inefficiencies. 



 23 

 

HAMMOND: We are already forcing Network Rail to make some 

substantial efficiency savings during the current five year period in which rail investment is 

agreed with them. They have offered us, as part of the spending review settlement, some 

further efficiency savings during that period.  We have got Sir Roy McNulty conducting a 

review of rail value for money, looking specifically at the question of how we can improve 

the efficiency and the value for money of what Network Rail does, so that we drive 

efficiencies, reduce costs and deliver value for money, not only for passengers but also for 

taxpayers, who are spending £5.5 billion a year subsidising the railway. 

 

URRY: Are you really going to get stuck into this then? 

 

HAMMOND: I have made it very clear that we will intervene and 

make our views known to Network Rail when we believe it’s necessary to do so.  So we 

have a, I think, a much more frank and robust dialogue with Network Rail. 

 

URRY: They didn’t listen to you, though, when you asked 

them not to pay big bonuses to their executives, did they?  Just ignored that. 

 

HAMMOND: Well, the directors of Network Rail took the view that 

they were contractually bound to pay the bonuses for last year and they went ahead and paid 

them. They did, however, suspend the bonus scheme, so they will no longer have to pay 

bonuses under that scheme for this year and future years. 

 

URRY: But Network Rail is only part of the problem. In some 

ways, the railways have been victims of their own success - better safety and better 

timekeeping have encouraged more people onto our trains. Policymakers know there are 

good environmental and economic reasons to continue that trend. But there are a lot of 

players in this complex industry. Based on the evidence in this programme, they haven’t 

been pulling together effectively or working efficiently.  The Secretary of State has a much 

bigger job on his hands to deliver an agenda of reform. 

 

HAMMOND: It’s our top priority - making the railway fit for the 

future, affordable for passengers and taxpayers is the number one challenge facing my 

Department.  We need to look at the whole structure of the industry, we need to look at how 
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HAMMOND cont: the franchises are let, we need to look at how the train 

operators work, we need to look at the way Network Rail and the train operators interact 

with each other, we need to look at the role of the Department for Transport.  At the moment 

I have got civil servants here specifying which trains and which carriages have to be used at 

which times on which franchise.  That does not seem to me to be the most obviously sensible 

way to run a railway. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE   

 


