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SOUTHERN    -   DECEMBER 2010 TIMETABLE
EAST COASTWAY CONSULTATION

RESPONSE FROM BEXHILL RAIL ACTION GROUP

Bexhill Rail Action Group (BRAG) is committed to working with rail operators, other user groups and public authorities to achieve progressive improvements to the rail services at stations between Eastbourne and Hastings. Critically the future prosperity of the Eastbourne, Hastings and Rother Districts – an area of strong population growth - requires better strategic links to London and Ashford, and efficient access to Brighton and Lewes.
BRAG fully recognizes the significant improvements Southern have introduced in recent years – e.g. modern 377 and 171 units, and the restoration of Bexhill Station – and:

· Wants to work with Southern on a longer term strategy for high quality rail services capable of lifting economic performance and prosperity for East Sussex

But

· After careful study of the Consultation Paper BRAG wants Southern to answer three important questions before it can give support to a revised 2010 timetable. 

Proposals to improve capacity

Southern’s proposals to increase capacity between Brighton and Eastbourne and provide extra services at Ore, Winchelsea, and Three Oaks will be popular with passengers in those areas – but BRAG is concerned that the draft timetable would bring significant disbenefits to the East Coastway as a whole, notably:

· The introduction of out-dated 313 units – lacking toilets and air conditioning  - would be extremely unpopular. Southern’s well earned reputation for high quality trains would suffer significantly – BRAG therefore joins other stakeholders in urging Southern to explore other options for obtaining additional units.
· Services westwards from Hastings/Bexhill would become worse. The standard hours direct service to Brighton would be cut from two to one – and there would be no direct service to intermediate stations between Lewes and Brighton, cutting off easy access to the expanding University sites at Falmer. 

· Capacity on services stopping at stations between Bexhill and Eastbourne would be cut by 25%, because one of the two hourly trains would become a 2-car diesel. These are significant feeder stations and so the proposals would increase, rather than reduce, current peak hours overcrowding between Eastbourne and Hastings.  

QUESTION 1 – Will Southern consider adding additional stops to the Ore-Brighton service – ideally throughout the day, but as a minimum in peak hours – in order to improve capacity and direct services to Brighton from intermediate stations between Bexhill and Eastbourne? (BRAG pragmatically supports Southern’s proposals for the Eastbourne- Ashford service but would strongly oppose any further curtailment of the Ashford service – e.g. at Hastings.

Improved connections at Ashford International

BRAG greatly welcomes Southern’s objective for "better connections with Southeastern trains to and from London at Ashford International" – and also with Eurostar services, (it is welcome to see that the draft timetable would enable access to the re-timed 06.57 Ashford-Lille-Brussels train). Furthermore Eastbourne, Bexhill, and Hastings now have a valuable alternative route to London, so reducing pressures on the Brighton Mainline.  

But BRAG has serious concerns about 
· Significant peak hour gaps in the proposed Marshlink timetable which would deter potential users from Eastbourne and Bexhill. The proposed 07.12 Hastings-Ashford service is key for morning commuters – but this must be re-scheduled to start from Eastbourne. The evening timetable from both Ashford and Eastbourne proposes 90 minute service gaps at key times – this must change to offer a regular hourly service. Without these improvements Southern’s good initiative in re-timing trains from December 2009 risks a public relations backlash a year later.
· Proposed Sunday services (to/from Ashford) would start from Hastings – not Eastbourne. Users currently have the through Sunday service to Ashford from Brighton.  Making them wait in 2010 for a 13 minute connection at Hastings will much reduce the service’s attraction, especially for inter-changing Eurostar passengers – and seriously undermine the whole concept of an East Sussex-Ashford strategic route. If a Sunday service “break point” is unavoidable BRAG would argue for this to be at Eastbourne rather than Hastings, thereby retaining the shape of weekday services to Ashford. 
· The need for strong and systematic promotion to achieve a progressive rise in usage and revenue – and to build a powerful case for electrification and upgrading, so freeing the rail operator from having to mix diesel and electric units. The new service would provide intermediate stations between Eastbourne and Bexhill with direct access to Ashford for the first time. Javelin services are new – and can also provide access to a wider range of Eurostar services at Ebbsfleet -  as is the restored Brussels service, which offers wider Continental connections through Lille. Unless potential users are told what is now available there is a risk that under-usage will once again raise questions about the future of the Marshlink line.

QUESTION 2 -  Will Southern address the peak hour and Sunday issues above before finalising the 2010 timetable, and publicly demonstrate commitment to maximizing the success of the Eastbourne-Ashford service through promotion and concessions (mirroring the South Eastern offer of free travel to Ashford for Eurostar passengers)? 

Services to London via Brighton Mainline

BRAG is appalled to find that the proposed 2010 timetable would increase many journey times to London. Public authorities, user groups and elected representatives are currently campaigning vigorously to achieve significant timing reductions and improved capacity for East Coastway services to London. There is unanimous belief that such improvements are critical for economic regeneration – and are well justified by projected population growth. 

Specifically the proposed timetable would 

· Increase all standard hour journey times by several minutes in the London-bound direction from all stations east of Eastbourne . 
· Add 5 minutes journey time to the popular 06.50 from Hastings – apparently losing this time between East Croydon and Clapham Junction.
It is not for user groups to tell rail operators how to achieve desired service improvements – but in this case several potential ways forward have been widely discussed. These include track and signaling improvements Lewes-Hastings, alternating semi-fast and stopping services, reducing “idle time” at Keymer Junction and Haywards Heath, and achieving a more equitable balance of services to London between East Coastway and Brighton Mainline.
QUESTION 3  - Will Southern undertake that the final 2010 timetable will show all journey times to/from London from stations east of Eastbourne to be no longer than at present – and actively work for further reductions? 
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