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Keeping the wheels turning

Crisis highlights vital role of rail
nAll franchises are ended  nServices are cut by half  nPolice discourage travel

TRAIN services were cut by about 50 per
cent on 23 March, as passenger travel
faded away in response to the warning
that everyone should stay at home if pos-
sible during the coronavirus emergency.

A special force of 500 British
Transport Police officers was deployed to
stations around the country to ask pas-
sengers if their journeys were really
essential.

In an open letter to several newspa-
pers, the Rail Delivery Group said: ‘These
are exceptional times. Covid-19 is chang-
ing how everyone in the UK lives, works
and travels. But we know that Britain’s
railway is a vital artery that keeps the
economic and social lifeblood of the
nation connected through this challeng-
ing period.’

The Government also ended franchis-
es abruptly on 23 March, replacing them
by management contracts until
September at least. 

The move echoed the effective state
takeover of the railways at the start of
World War 2 in September 1939.

The news came just over a week
before the existing Great Western
Railway and Southeastern franchises had
been due to expire on 31 March.

Under the new terms operators will
no longer take any commercial risk but
will receive fixed fees, which have been
capped at 2 per cent.

The Department for Transport said
the fees would be measured by ‘the cost
base of the franchise before the Covid-19
pandemic began, intended to incentivise

operators to meet reliability, punctuality
and other targets’.

The picture was different in London.
Transport for London closed 40 interme-
diate Underground stations without
interchanges on 20 March and also
reduced the number of trains, reducing
the frequencies on all lines. 

But this resulted in overcrowding dur-
ing the rush hours and criticism that it
was impossible to maintain social dis-
tances, in which everyone should keep
two metres between themselves and
other people.

Further measures were introduced by
Transport for London on 25 March, with
queuing introduced at ticket gates and
some escalators switched off.

But while passenger services dwin-
dled, freight trains have gained new
prominence and priority on the tracks,
because they are carrying vital supplies
around the country.

Transport secretary Grant Shapps told
the Commons Transport Committee on
25 March that the number of freight
trains has increased, and that their staff
are ‘key workers’.

He had praise for Network Rail, which
had done a ‘great job’ managing the

staffing of control rooms, but he was not
happy about Transport for London’s han-
dling of Underground overcrowding, say-
ing that services had been reduced too
much considering the remaining
demand from essential workers.

National Rail ticket sales were down by
98 per cent, and he predicted ‘skeleton
staffing’ at stations.

Coverage of the national 
emergency continues on 

pages 4, 5, 7 and 14.

This message from a previous 
emergency now applies today

One man and his dog
Early afternoon on 24 March, and the concourse at Milton Keynes Central
is almost empty. In normal times this station is used by more than 19,000
people a day. (Phil Marsh)

THE chief executive of Network Rail and the
chief constable of British Transport Police
have both written special messages to
Railnews readers.

Andrew Haines of Network Rail says: ‘All
of us – train crew, operators, signallers,
engineers, maintenance teams, planners,
project managers, customer service staff,

station cleaners and critical support teams
such as IT – have a role to play if we are to
keep Britain moving.

‘So, much like the NHS has done through
trying to attract retired doctors and nurses
back into work, we have been in touch with
retired colleagues as well as suppliers and
organisations such as the Heritage Railways

Association, to ensure we can call on
enough skilled and experienced frontline
workers in the months ahead.’

Chief constable Paul Crowther explains:
‘During this unprecedented time I want to
be very clear and reassure all those working
in the rail industry – BTP’s absolute top pri-
ority is to continue delivering policing to

you and the public across England, Scotland
and Wales. No matter how far the virus
spreads, our staff will be there to ensure the
safety and wellbeing of your staff and pas-
sengers during this challenging period.’

You can see their messages in full on
pages 5 and 14

 


