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Rail Initial Industry Plan (IIP) -

Opportunities for Improvements on the West Anglia Routes

Dear Richard
I am writing to you on behalf of the West Anglia Routes Group (WARG), whose usual Chair, Cllr Clare Kober from LB Haringey, is currently on extended leave.  The Group is an association of public and private sector organisations from along the routes running from Liverpool Street through north London - including through Waltham Forest, the borough of which I am the Leader - into Essex, Hertfordshire and Cambridgeshire. These organisations are working together, with cross party political support, to promote economic growth through securing timely rail investment to enhance capacity and improve reliability.

In a previous letter to the then Secretary of State, Philip Hammond, the national importance of the West Anglia Routes was highlighted and the case made for ongoing investment to address existing crowding issues, close gaps in connectivity and reduce journey times.  It is therefore welcome that the recently published rail Initial Industry Plan (IIP) recommends ‘a new local service running between Stratford and Brimsdown on the West Anglia Lea Valley route’ as a core part of a package to relieve current crowding and provide capacity for anticipated growth in demand.

This urgent need for capacity has been further underscored by work undertaken on behalf of the Group which, via passenger counts at 15 of the 58 stations, indicates that actual levels of demand on the West Anglia network are well above previous rail industry estimates.

We now have a situation where there is a powerful case for improvement, summarised below and set out later in more detail:

· there is strong growth in demand

· available train paths into Liverpool Street have been used up with the timetable changes proposed for December 2011 (this has also caused service reductions at some inner stations) which means Stratford Regional is the only major destination station with capacity to accommodate extra trains

· there are profound gaps in connectivity between parts of the Lea Valley corridor and Stratford, which must be addressed

· the spatial developments starting to come on stream in the middle and lower Lea Valley will be dependent on a new ‘turn up and go’ local service with a reliable regular interval service, at least four trains per hour

· the same area was one of those most affected by disturbances; London partners are prioritising increased employment opportunities and improved social mobility.

However the IIP does not currently make adequate provision for the investment that will be required to deliver the key outputs required, if the objectives detailed above are to be achieved. Primary targets are:

· Four trains per hour from Brimsdown to Stratford running at even intervals and serving all stations

· Reduced journey times for longer distance services from Cambridge, Stansted and Hertford

· Improved service reliability and resilience.

The reason that the level of investment in the IIP will not deliver these outputs is that it is based on “a low cost infrastructure solution for the West Anglia line” (p136).  This proposed solution appears to be limited to installing a siding at Brimsdown station, identified in the Network Rail London and South East Route Utilisation Strategy (LSE RUS) as Option C2a with an estimated cost of £35m.

The Network Rail LSE RUS (p115) also makes it clear that by delivering Option C2a alone “some outputs (such as calling patterns) will not be ideal”, “stations would also have uneven intervals between trains” and that the timetable developed has not “been demonstrated to the satisfaction of industry stakeholders to be operationally robust”.  In reality this means that providing a 4tph even interval frequency at most stations, as well as a more robust timetable, will require infrastructure towards the level outlined in the LSE RUS as Option C2b.

The full Option C2b relies on separate local tracks from south of Tottenham Hale (where the Stratford line diverges from the Liverpool Street line), as far as Brimsdown in the north.  Platforms would be built on these lines for local trains and “Passengers from north of Cheshunt would benefit from faster journey times to London and reduced loadings, as these trains would call at fewer stations.” (LSE RUS p117).  This is an important additional benefit which further strengthens its business case.

There are also potential benefits for the Seven Sisters line where, from December 2011, the routeing of Hertford East services in peak will preclude the introduction of a shuttle to Cheshunt; something which the LSE RUS acknowledged might well be required in the future to address local  capacity issues.

With all of these benefits the business case for this option is strong and, even with a higher estimated cost of £247m, the BCR of 2.6:1 represents high value for money.  Therefore we consider that the IIP should acknowledge the overall funding scope for ‘a new local service running between Stratford and Brimsdown’ is between £35m and £247m – it is possible that an intermediate solution with limited three/four tracking may be adequate and cost less than Option C2b.

In order to narrow this scope ahead of HLOS2 and SOFA being finalised, thereby offering greater certainty when allocating resources, it is necessary to undertake work to determine the level of infrastructure required to provide a robust service which delivers the outputs identified by stakeholders: regular 4tph calling at all stations and allowing faster journeys for longer distance trains.  

It is therefore positive news that Network Rail have made a commitment to start this work immediately and complete it in time for an option, which has been discussed and agreed with stakeholders, to be included in HLOS2.

Wider investment case

Growth in demand

The rail industry generally is reporting high growth in demand despite the spending cuts and the recession. West Anglia Routes Group commissioned its own station user surveys in Autumn 2010 with permission from National Express. The results were moderated by TfL London Rail, and, compared to Office of Rail Regulation (ORR) station usage figures for 2009/10, show the actual usage in Greater London to be 104% more on average than ORR figures would suggest and 27% more at stations outside London. The results arise despite recent ORR inclusion of Oyster Pay-as-you-go usage. It is worth noting that this is all before the recent opening of Stratford City and the legacy of the forthcoming Olympics. New counts are under way currently for Autumn 2011.

Paths into Liverpool Street used up – Stratford is the only option 

This growth in demand is set against a far from perfect West Anglia timetable, which all rail industry partners agree has been squeezed as much as possible, with no more capacity for extra trains into Liverpool Street until at least after Crossrail opens in 2019 (although even this is not certain due to the current platform arrangements).  This means the only option for running additional services is to use available capacity at Stratford Regional station.  Investing in new infrastructure to support this link should allow at least four trains per hour to operate from along the Lea Valley, thus doubling existing capacity.

In the longer term this initial phase of investment will allow further incremental improvements up to and including full four tracking southwards from Broxbourne.  Unlike other rail corridors in the south east this means there are long term, viable options for increasing capacity.  There will also be the opportunity to re-introduce a direct service from Chingford via a reinstated Hall Farm Curve to Stratford, thus closing one of the remaining gaps in connectivity.
Lea Valley connectivity gaps

Investment in a scheme which delivers a four trains an hour service from stations along the Lea Valley to Stratford offers far more than just much needed capacity enhancements.  There is currently a glaring gap in connectivity between the bulk of the Lea Valley corridor, both outside and inside the London boundary, and Stratford, Canary Wharf and east London directly to the south.
The Upper Lee Valley Opportunity Area is one place where improved connections would be of major benefit.  It has been identified in the London Plan as an area where significant housing and employment growth can be accommodated (20,000 people and 15,000 jobs by 2031).  Delivering a regular four trains an hour service from the Upper Lee to Stratford enables:

· Angel Road station to support a £1.5bn development at the adjacent Meridian Water site.

· Northumberland Park station to provide a regular service to the ward with the highest unemployment levels (29%) in the whole of London.

· A re-opened Lea Bridge station to provide direct access to 4,500 jobs.
· Excellent connections between Stratford and Tottenham Hale, connecting with the Stansted Express, and creating an umbilical between both major interchanges for local and cross-Lea Valley travel.

Overall better connections will open up nationally significant housing and employment opportunities along the Lea Valley Regeneration Line (see below for map).
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Wider benefits
The Lea Valley is an area of major contrasts, for example a regional park sits alongside the 2nd largest industrial area in London, while the City and Canary Wharf are on the doorstep of some of the 20% most deprived areas of London.  More recently the area was one of those most affected by disturbances and partners are working hard to deliver increased employment opportunities and improved social mobility.

As the Secretary of State for Transport has noted investment in transport infrastructure is vital to supporting the country’s economic recovery.  This is especially true in London where ongoing investment has direct benefits for the whole of the UK:

· London and the South East’s economies are growing at a faster rate than the rest of the country and are spearheading the recovery for the nation as a whole.

· London and the South East generate 43 per cent of the country’s tax revenues and are the only regions which make a net contribution to the Treasury.
· The wider economic benefits of investment in London have been shown to be four times higher in London than any other part of the country.

But the benefits of investing in the West Anglia Routes are not limited to the London end of the corridor.  Investing in infrastructure, which reduces the number of slower stopping services using the Lea Valley mainline, will allow shorter journey times from Hertford, Stansted and Cambridge, as well as the growth area around Harlow.  However, as the re-casting of the timetable for December 2011 has shown, this benefit is currently only achievable by reducing the number of services calling at inner suburban stations, and diverting Hertford East services in peak via Seven Sisters.
Franchising

The new longer term (15 year) Greater Anglia franchise is due to start in July 2014 and, given recent policy developments, it can be assumed there will be a greater emphasis on investment by the train operator.  In parallel there is an expectation that Network Rail will be operating in a more devolved manner.  Taken together these changes should mean stakeholders focus on driving interventions which directly benefit users' whole journey experience, raising the quality as well as quantity of rail services.
Level Crossings

In addition to issues with connectivity between rail and Underground networks, the West Anglia Routes are affected by a number of level crossings both outside and within London.

From a rail network point of view they have impacts on safety, security and reliability; for local transport networks they represent significant barriers to free movement.  With the rail network being pushed to its limits to deliver more services, these issues will only get worse.

Therefore it is positive that the Initial Industry Plan also proposes a separate £304m fund for level crossing initiatives.

Conclusion

Given the level of stakeholder support and the overwhelming case for investing in a ‘new local service running between Stratford and Brimsdown on the West Anglia Lea Valley route’, the West Anglia Routes Group is aiming for:

· The new service being presented as a standalone scheme in the IIP because it offers a wide range of benefits: Better Journey Opportunities; Better Journey Times; Increased Capacity.

· Recognition that the overall funding required will be from £35m up to £247m.

· The rail industry to complete development work so that a clear option, which meets stakeholders outputs, is identified for the High Level Output Specification.
Obviously the Group would welcome an opportunity to discuss these points at greater length and in more detail.  If you would find this useful please contact Dominic Millen – dominic.millen@haringey.gov.uk – who coordinates the work of the West Anglia Routes Group.

Regards

Cllr Chris Robbins

Leader, London Borough of Waltham Forest

Chair, North London Strategic Alliance
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