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Introduction 

1.    This paper summarises the aspirations of the Avocet Line Rail Users Group (ALRUG) for the next Greater Western Franchise. As there will be limited access to pre-qualifying bidders during the preparation of their bids, the paper is being circulated to all interested parties before the formal process of franchise renewal begins.  It has been prepared in consultation with First Great Western (FGW), Travelwatch South West, Devon County Council (DCC), the Devon and Cornwall Rail Partnership (DCRP), and other rail user groups.
2.   ALRUG was formed in 2007 to be a champion of the users of the Avocet line.  It has over 200 members and an active committee of volunteers.  It has a good record of getting improvements on the line including: timetable changes; station enhancements; better information at all stations; more effective replacement bus services during blockades, and so on.  It monitors: punctuality, cancellations, short formed trains and short workings; conducts passenger counts; provides detailed analysis of ticket sale and station footfall information; and maintains a comprehensive record of train timing data.  In addition it makes a significant contribution to the current discussions on long-term service and infrastructure enhancements.  ALRUG has close working relationships with FGW, Network Rail, DCC, Exeter City Council, DCRP, and our neighbouring user groups. It is respected for its professional approach, and as such is in a good position to offer detailed and accurate information and advice.    
The Avocet Line
3.    Avocet line services to Exmouth originate at Exeter St Davids or beyond, though the branch proper starts at Exmouth Junction.  It is 9.4 miles long; single track throughout with a passing loop at Topsham (the most intensively worked passing loop in the country).  At 34 trains per day in each direction, the branch is operated at line capacity.  Services are provided by a mix of Class 142, 143, 150 and 153 units with 2 trains per hour (t.p.h) providing an average 220 seats/hour (early/late) and 440 (daytime/peaks)  ; they are all well patronised and serious overcrowding is frequent.  The mix of commuters, schoolchildren, shoppers, Royal Marines and tourists means that overcrowding can occur, in either direction, at any time of day, day of the week or week of the year.  There is a clear requirement for trains of four full-length coaches (600 seats/hour) throughout most of the day with Sundays having a similar service to weekdays.  A programme of renewing life-expired track will be completed next year: otherwise the line has seen little significant investment since the rationalisation of the 1970s.  The line has seen phenomenal and well-documented growth over the last decade which need not be detailed here, and traffic continues to grow.  It is estimated that the line sees 1.5 million journeys annually; the gap between this figure and tickets sold reflects the difficulty of revenue collection on the line.
The Franchise: General Issues

4.   We believe that it is essential that the starting point for specifying the level of service in the new franchise should be the existing pattern, both in terms of frequency and first/last trains.  FGW has added many services not originally included in the current franchise to meet local demand, restoring many services run by their predecessors which were additional to their franchise requirements, but ignored when the present franchise was specified. It would be unacceptable to reduce services in this way with the new franchise.
5.   The franchise has to be long enough to encourage a high level of investment.  In our view this means in practice a minimum length of 15 years.  We believe that the principles adopted for the Chiltern franchise offer a good example to be followed where appropriate.

6.    While the franchise has to incorporate safeguards against poor performance or progressive failure of the TOC, it must not be so closely specified so as to stifle investment, or provide a shield behind which the TOC can hide to avoid investment.  It must also recognise that circumstances and travel patterns change, and the specification must be capable of being adapted to respond to such changes during the franchise period: it will be unacceptable to wait for the end of a long franchise for major adjustments.  We are also of the view that the franchise must assume an expanding railway at the outset.   
7.   We would wish to see a requirement for a much higher level of cooperation with Network Rail even if a degree of vertical integration cannot be achieved.  We would certainly wish to see a requirement for the franchise holder to invest in infrastructure projects as well as the provision of new rolling stock.
Specific Avocet Line Aspirations
8.   ALRUG’s longer term aspirations are included in the Devon Metro proposals now being progressed by DCC.  Devon Metro is an umbrella scheme for the integration and enhancement of local rail services in Devon, with specific emphasis on the Exeter travel-to-work area.  The Avocet Line, embracing most of the eight stations within Exeter’s city boundaries, forms the back-bone of Devon Metro.  We expect the successful bidder to have fully ‘bought-in’ to the concept, which for the Avocet Line will mean specifically:

· Early construction of new stations at Newcourt and Hill Barton in support of the Exeter and East Devon Growth Point.

· Introducing a  4 trains per hour (t.p.h) regular interval service to Exmouth with skip-stopping at intermediate stations, as operating constraints preclude 2 t.p.h service for all-stations when new stations are added.  if necessary this can be done in two phases (i.e. initially 4 t.p.h to Topsham).
9.  Even after the departure of Class 142 units and their replacement with Class 150s, the rolling stock position remains dire.  There are simply not enough units, and many of them are barely fit for purpose, particularly in respect of timely loading & unloading, and the carriage of pushchairs, luggage and bicycles which are a feature of local usage.  We need the new franchise to include specific requirements for adequate provision of stock, which should include consideration of new DMUs. By the end of a 15 year franchise even cascaded Class 165 units will be 38 years old, and all the Class 15x series will be well over 40.  
10. Two of the existing stations, Exmouth and Digby & Sowton are no longer fit for purpose.  In addition to improvements, we would wish the franchise to include specific requirements for adequate manning levels at these stations.  Other improvements required are:

· Ticket machines at all stations.  The short distances involved prevent adequate on-train fare collection, and make revenue protection measures difficult to enforce.

· Rolling CIS screens at Topsham and all new stations.

11.  The present arrangements for onward connections are somewhat haphazard.  We would hope to see a franchise commitment for a regular interval service allowing a predictable connection pattern.
Contact

12.
The ALRUG contact for all matters relating to the franchise is Noel Harrison, Vice Chairman, who can be contacted on 01392 877425 or r.n.c.harrison@gmail.com.
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