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	please reply to:

Stephanie Clifford



	To: Abigail Grenfell

Office of Rail Regulation




18th January 2008

Dear Abigail

Re: ORR Inquiry into overrunning rail works at Rugby station 

– submission from Rugby Rail Users’ Group
Rugby Rail Users Group (RRUG) welcomes the decision by ORR to hold an inquiry into the causes and effects of the overrun of rail works at Rugby in the New Year.  We also welcome the intention of the ORR to investigate the impact on customers (both passenger and freight). 

RRUG was formed in 2004, and is the recognised voice of Rugby rail passengers. This submission, on behalf of RRUG members, highlights the impact on passengers who use the rail service at Rugby.

Context

Rugby passengers have grown accustomed to disruption over the long history of the West Coast modernisation, stretching back at least to 2003.  This has meant that passengers accept with resignation that the railway will be closed on bank holidays and at weekends, which would have been an extraordinary situation in the 1990s. Extended closures of the line at Christmas and in August have become the norm. 

This may explain the lack of passenger uproar over the original plan that there would be no trains at all from late on 24th December until the start of 31st December. It should be noted that this period included two working days.

There is also concern locally that the West Coast modernisation means that Rugby passengers suffer delays and disruption when the outcome of the program will be a poorer service for the town. The 2009 timetable shows peak morning train services from Rugby to London being reduced, and direct services to the Northwest and Scotland being virtually withdrawn.

The rebuilding of Rugby station is already behind schedule – the new station building was due to open in May 2007, but was still not fully in use at Christmas. Passengers had to use an awkward temporary ramp access to the new platform one for six months.

Christmas and New Year 2007

The line closure over the 2007 Christmas break was scheduled to last for six days (25th  to 30th December). Tickets for travel on 31st December had been purchased by passengers planning to travel away or to return home for New Year.  The extension of the outage into 31st December which was announced late in December was particularly inconsiderate.  We are aware that Virgin lodged an objection to this extension and we support this.

In the event, the railway was not returned to service for a further three days. We do not understand how it was necessary to take ten days when the work had been planned to complete in six.  Worse, we understand that not all the planned work was completed.  As a result, the impact on Rugby rail users is not confined to the outage over Christmas but our members will be further inconvenienced as future outages are taken in an attempt to catch up. 

The continued closure on 2nd and 3rd January directly impacted on those rail users who planned to returned to work after the New Year holiday.  Scenes of confusion prevailed at Rugby station on Wednesday 2nd January, as uninformed intending passengers turned up expecting a normal service. 

Communications regarding the re-opening of the line were patchy and contradictory. At 1500 on 1st January, RRUG received an email direct from London Midland (train operator) stating that trains would be able to start running at 1000 on Wednesday 2nd.  By 1700 the same day, both Virgin Trains and National Rail websites said that there would be no service on Wednesday. Ridiculously, on Thursday evening, the Virgin Trains website showed that the railway would be open at 0500 on Friday, but undermined passenger confidence by adding “as a precaution, our contingency plans remain in place”. Different advice and a “pass the blame” approach from train operators and Network Rail did nothing to help passengers during this period.

It seems inconceivable to RRUG that the need to extend the closure was not apparent to Network Rail much earlier than announced. The lack of consideration to passengers continued with periodic announcements on 2nd and 3rd January which implied imminent return to service. By Friday, the loss of credibility of these communications was so reduced that many people decided not to risk travelling, even though the line was open.

The adverse impact on rail users of the additional closure period was varied. The advice of Virgin Trains was that customers should not use its services. Some people were able to work from home, many more travelled at their own expense to alternative stations such as Kettering, Leamington or Leicester.  A significant number were obliged to drive to their destination – this applied particularly to those travelling to Coventry and Birmingham. In the official advice showing alternative train routes to use, Rugby had no alternative. The Virgin Trains website stated blithely “Rugby – drive to Kettering”! In many cases rail users remained at home – leisure trips were postponed and those that had intended to travel to work either took additional annual leave or simply lost a day’s pay.

Conclusion

Rugby is at the “eye of the storm” for 2008. Rugby passengers have endured farcical travelling conditions over the Christmas and New Year period, combined with an inflation-busting fares increase. Our faith in the ability of the industry to complete the work on time has been severely dented. Our prospect for 2008 is of continuing disruption to complete the modernisation, at the end of which our train service to London and the Northwest will be worsened. The planned closures for 2008 are extensive; can we be certain that we can rely on trains to be there when we need them?

Yours sincerely

Stephanie Clifford

Chairperson of Rugby Rail Users Group




















Website: www.rugbyrailusersgroup.org.uk




