Rail Franchise Policy Team
Department for Transport 
5/27 Great Minster House 
76 Marsham Street
London
SW1P 4DR

franchisepolicy@dft.gsi.gov.uk

6th October 2010

Dear Sir/Madam

I am the Chairman of Chairman of Bexhill Rail Action Group (BRAG) and am grateful for your invitation to comment on proposed changes to the system of franchising.
Having considered the issue carefully, BRAG would like to make the following comments:
1. Longer Franchise Periods
There is some merit in longer franchise periods, subject to certain provisos.  A lot of time, money and energy is spent in rebranding each time a franchise changes hands, and longer franchises of 10 or 15 years could assist with long-term planning and investment.  
Nonetheless there needs to be some mechanism to protect both passengers and taxpayers.  10 years is a long time in the economic cycle.  Nobody could have predicted today’s economic circumstances in 2000, and it is equally impossible to predict market conditions in 2020.  Equally, travel patterns and demand can change over time with the need to adjust services and upgrade infrastructure.
This points towards regular review of arrangements within a franchise at least every 5 years.  
Moreover, just as some businesses have required additional financial support in difficult trading conditions, there should be a mechanism for the taxpayer to ‘profit-share’ when times are good
2. Regulation of Passenger Service Specifications

BRAG believes that there should remain a high level of regulation by the Department for Transport to protect passengers and services.  In the Sussex area competition for fare revenue between two operators, Southern and First Capital Connect, means there is over-provision on the main London – Brighton route even under existing arrangements.  This is to the detriment of other south coast towns such as Eastbourne, Bexhill, Worthing and Littlehampton where Southern has a monopoly and which receive a second-rate service that is simultaneously much less frequent, very slow and often overcrowded. 
BRAG would also wish to see regional services, for example the Brighton – Ashford through service, safeguarded, and believes that the public interest is best met through the DfT retaining oversight of service provision, and with the bar set high.
3. Fare Increases
BRAG wishes to see the DfT adopt the Consumer Prices Index (CPI) rather than the Retail Price Index (RPI) as the standard measure when considering fare levels.  This would bring rail fare adjustments into line with other public expenditure commitments, wages, pensions and benefits.

Yours sincerely
Hugh Sharp
Chairman
Bexhill Rail Action Group
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