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Passenger group calls for new trains and more stations 
The busy Exeter to Exmouth rail line is booming, with an almost 11% growth in passengers in the past year.  With even more people set to use the line as Exeter expands, its user group is calling for new investment, in stations and trains, when the franchise is renewed next year.
The Avocet Line Rail Users Group (ALRUG), responding to Government consultation on what future services should look like, points out that passenger journeys on the line have increased by over 60% in the last 10 years and the number is still growing.
As a result Exmouth station no longer meets rail industry standards.  The 1976 built station has become cramped, with queues at the single ticket window and a lack of facilities for passengers.  It should be rebuilt, probably as part of town regeneration.

Digby & Sowton station, opened in 1995 to serve Sowton Business Park and Tesco at Digby, has since become the busiest unstaffed station in the South West.  ALRUG complains of a narrow station platform that gets badly crowded, inadequate shelter, queues at the single ticket machine and no toilet or other facilities.  

A national shortage of diesel units causes overcrowding on local services in the South West, including certain peak trains between Exeter and Exmouth.  Many of those in use on the Exmouth line are unsuitable for disabled people and will be outlawed by 2020.  Diesel units will become available when other lines are electrified, but these trains are already old, so ALRUG wants to see the next train operator allowed to invest in new diesel trains.
The group’s hopes for the longer term future are bound up with proposals for a Devon Metro system, which will enhance rail services for commuters across Exeter.   Some 25,000 new houses and 20,000 new jobs are planned for the eastern side of the City, in an area bisected by the Exmouth railway.  Two new stations are proposed for the line, with another at Marsh Barton – resulting in a massive increase in use of the line during the next 15 years. 

ALRUG also wants to see a train every half hour on Sundays and a longer platform at St James Park so that all train doors can be opened.
Information for editors:

1. The Exmouth to Exeter line, known as “the Avocet Line”, comprises the following stations: Exeter Central, St James Park, Polsloe Bridge, Digby & Sowton, Topsham, Exton, Lympstone Commando, Lympstone Village and Exmouth.

2. The line is currently operated by train operator First Great Western (FGW), but the company has declined to apply for an optional extension to their franchise, which will now terminate in 2013.  FGW have indicated that they will make a strong bid to retain the franchise, but will be in competition with other train operating companies.

3. The Department for Transport published its Great Western Franchise Replacement Consultation on 22nd December 2011. Consultation runs until the end of March.  The document can be found at www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/dft-2011-36
4. The Avocet Line Rail Users Group, formed in 2007, has over 200 members.  

5. In preparing its response, ALRUG has exchanged views with Devon County and Exeter City Council officials, MPs Hugo Swire (East Devon) and Ben Bradshaw (Exeter) and other stakeholders.  Local rail users have been consulted through the ALRUG website, newsletter and notice boards at stations on the line.  A draft response was discussed at a public meeting at Exmouth on 13th February.

6. A copy of the ALRUG response is available at www.avocetline.org.uk or from me by e-mail.
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