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Chairmanôs Message. 

 

Finally the years of waiting are over, and the winner of the Wales and Borders 
franchise is announced and proves to be something a of a damp squib.  Thereôs 
far more to running a successful modern public transport system than self con-
gratulatory patting ones own back on Cardiff Central station, whilst hoping no 
one notices that real improvements are not part of the package.  I almost bust a 
gut laughing as the politicians tried to pretend that Wales was getting new trains 
announcing that the Valleys are to get seven 17 year old DMUs from the North of 
England as the major good news story!  Our political leaders seem to have be-
come even more clueless as time goes on. 

Fortunately there are some chinks of light, and surprisingly they have been 
coming from the Strategic Rail Authority: not a body Iôve had a great deal of good 
to say about in the past.  Avid followers of Chairman Richard Bowkerôs speeches 
and interviews will have noticed that he is putting some clear deep blue water be-
tween himself and the Department of Transport. 

ñEveryoneôs Railwayò the SRAôs case for rail certainly upset the machinery 

6.9.03.  The 11.35am ex-Shrewsbury arrives in Machynlleth. 



 

 

and even got the part time Transport Secretary Alaister Darling to comment - 
thereôs nothing more satisfying than seeing a politician chuck his dummy be-
cause others arenôt playing the game to his rules.  It may not be mine nor other 
peopleôs exact case for rail, but nonetheless that fact it spells out ABC, 1,2,3 like 
what rail does and what would happen if we did not have a viable railway is a 
clear indication that the SRA is prepared to stand up for rail and educate its politi-
cal masters and the faceless civil servants.  The fact that it has to be done is 
chilling though. 

More good news from SRA land was the creation of a Director & depart-
ment specifically to look at rural lines- Chris Austin- and the rejection of closures.  
The proposals for a two-tier maintenance regime are somewhat worrying though.  
However before I get carried away with my new found enthusiasm letôs consider 
a subject that shall define whether we have ñstrategicò leadership and a  ñcan doò 
attitude among the people that shape our railway.  Virgin Trains is replacing its 
entire Cross Country and West Coast Main Line fleet of trains as I write; literally 
hundreds of carriages are coming ñoff leaseò and being stored in Ministry of De-
fence depots across the country.  Once upon a time when we had a sensible uni-
fied and integrated railway, and these coaches would have been cascaded to 
other routes.  Not in the post privatisation UK railways though, there are no plans 
to introduce these carriages to areas that are crying out for more rolling stock.  
The benefit these carriages could produce which still have a good few years life 
in them is enormous.  Provincial railways across England and Wales could be 
transformed and really play their role in improving transport for all.  However 
nothing is done, we are told that itôs ñtoo expensiveò. 

How exactly ñtoo expensiveò running trains that has already been paid for 
before privatisation and would grow traffic and therefore farebox income has 
never been satisfactorily explained.  OK, there are a few issues that mean itôs not 
as simple as just hauling them out of the sidings and forming the next train with 
them. Itôs a prime example of the ñcanôt doò mentality.  Here we have an easy in 
your face solution to many of the problems on todayôs railways, yet we have a 
system that prevents passengers receiving the levels of service they deserve. 

All too often we hear Government representatives respond to any call for 

improved services with the caveat that the railway is too expensive.  But why is 
the railway too expensive?  The answer is with the politicians and civil servants 
who created the dysfunctional railway in the early 1990ôs and the same civil ser-
vants and different politicians who refuse to sort the issue out today.  Itôs a prob-
lem of their making and they have to sort it out, excuses and moaning are not 
acceptable. The public deserve far better. 

 
 Gareth Marston, Newtown 
 28th  November 2003 
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 The new all Wales franchise ñwould not bring many service enhancementsò Kim 
Howells MP, Junior Transport Minster in reply to a question from the Welsh Af-
fairs Committee at the House of Commons. 
 
 The starting point must be that this final winning bid is a pale shadow of what 
was anticipated and promised when the Wales and Borders franchise was ini-
tially announced a couple of years ago.  Why? I hear the reader ask.  Simply put, 
central government in London has got cold feet about improving the nationôs pub-
lic transport and therefore solving the nations transport crisis.  A depressing tale, 
which I will not go into here.  Instead letôs concentrate on how the rail network will 
shape up in Mid Wales over the next fifteen years starting from December 7th. 
 

 Money, money, moneyé 

 

First of all the money on the table from central government for Arriva Trains 
Cymru is about the same as now, £120 Million a year which is 3.2% of what gov-
ernment is putting into the industry.  Walesôs population is 5% of the UK total.  Of 
course other operators run into Wales but their influence is either marginal or 
they are a TOC thatôs moving toward premium payments to the SRA so a little 
can we added to that total.  What amount of their subsidy Network Rail ploughs 
into Wales is harder to quantify, but on the whole only maintenance is done in 
Wales, not major projects.  With Network Railôs Maintenance budget around the 
Ã1 Billion, thereôs probably about Ã50 to Ã80 Million spent in Wales, of which 
about half could be classified as being subsidy. 

 So where this leading us?  An educated guess would reckon that between  
£150 and £170 million a year in total is spent on the Welsh rail network from gov-
ernment funds, between 4% and 5% of the total.  So working from official SRA 
figures, we can see that Wales gets its fair share of the booty.  Claiming that 
commuters in the South East suffer because of support to Welsh lines just does-
nôt hold water. 

 Of course this is all very interesting, but lets consider the fact that 10% of 
what government was putting into BR just before privatisation was only £90 mil-
lion, and 5% just Ã45 million.  Even allowing for ten years inflation thereôs some-
thing drastically wrong, as despite what anyone says the rail services within 
Wales are little changed since BR days.  Any gains or improvements have to be 
weighed against deterioration in other areas.  The paradox of privatization: you 

The winning bid by Arriva analysed in detail 
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spend more and more just to stay still. 

 

Improvements in Mid Wales then?  

 So, with the same money using the same discredited structure we are to be 
givenéwell, according to the official press release there are no cuts in the level 
of services promised, but no increases either.  Thereôs no new or additional roll-
ing stock, the Class 158ôs will be pretty shabby in 2018.  The station car park at 
Shrewsbury will get a makeover.  There will be integrated bus/train tickets.  How-
ever for this to be any real use Arriva will have to learn how to co ordinate their 
bus times with the trains.  Take a look at their D75 Shrewsbury to Llanidloes 
timetable that parallels our line and serves many of the smaller villages that lost 
their stations in the 1960ôs, then try and plan an integrated journey!  Bilingual sta-
tion announcements will be available at every station (3 of the 7 in Wales on our 
line already have).  Passengers will automatically be compensated if their train is 
an hour late, though there is no detail on anything that will prevent this appalling 
state of affairs happening.  We are promised a simplified and more customer 
friendly timetable by December 2005.  One station a year across Wales will be 
upgraded ï yes one a year and finally regular travellers will be offered free travel 
if they ñadoptò their station and tend it! 

 The fine detail on the official press releases is absent,and as the reader will 
note the winning bid is more conspicuous by what it omits than what it actually 
says. 

 

How will Arriva address the maintenance issuesô surrounding the Class 158ôs at 
Machynlleth depot with availability becoming very poor recently? 
Whereôs the extra rolling stock we all know is desperately needed? 

What about a more frequent service on our line? 

Sunday morning services all year round? 

Will there be an arrival at Aberystwyth from east of Machynlleth before 1120? 

Are appalling connections with the coast line to be addressed? 

How are traincrew hired in from Central Trains to be made to do their job prop-
erly? 

Are station facilities to be upgraded? 

Is there to be a commuter train to Shrewsbury in the morning? 

Will the rolling stock used on our line be refurbished? 

 

 

 



 

 

Keep your ears to the ground and there are some chinks of light.  

 

Arriva Trains Group Managing Director Euan Cameron gave some illumination in 
evidence to the Welsh Affairs Committee at the House of Commons.  He ex-
plained that Arrivaôs bid is based around making better use of existing resources 
and creating clockface timetables: this will supposedly give better interchanges 
at key stations.  Getting a train to Aberystwyth from Birmingham by 0920 was 
specifically mentioned as a benefit of the timetable recast, generating extra in-

come at no extra cost!  The Dyfi Junction loop was mentioned along with the 
need for a new loop to be installed at Montgomery as well if an hourly service 
was to work on the Cambrian; however this was in the context of finding funding 
partners, and is not part of the bid.  Mr Cameron foundered on the question of 
how extra rolling stock was to be brought in.  He made it clear that the SRA had 
specified the competing bidders to bid against no service enhancements, no new 
rolling stock nor station upgrades.  More evidence that the hand of Westminster 
is at the tiller.  However it was intimated that once the New Trans Pennine fran-
chise receives its new rolling stock, the entire fleet of Class 175 Units built a cou-
ple of years ago will be transferred to the Wales and Border franchise and oper-
ate on the Marches line. 

 

What the Assembly was told.  

 

From a paper to be submitted by Arriva Trains Wales/Trenau Arriva Cymru Lim-
ited to the National Assembly for Wales, Economic Development and Transport 
Committee, 19 November 2003: 

ñThe Aberystwyth to Birmingham service will be made regular two-hourly, the 
maximum possible with existing infrastructure.  This will include a new Birming-
ham to Aberystwyth train arriving at Aberystwyth at about 09.20, two hours earlier 
than at present.  Connections will be available at Shrewsbury between this two-
hourly service and the Cardiff-Holyhead service described below, allowing con-
venient journeys between Mid-Wales and north or south Wales. 

Arriva will work with stakeholders to finalise a robust and deliverable plan to 
achieve an hourly service on the Aberystwyth-Shrewsbury route and assist in the 
evaluation of the economic benefits this would achieve. 

We are very pleased that the Cambrian Coastal Line has been selected by the 
SRA as a pilot in the United Kingdom for the new ERTMS signalling system.  We 
believe this is a prestigious project for the Welsh rail network and could also be 
an essential ingredient in achieving service improvements on this route. 
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Services on the Cambrian Coast and Heart of Wales lines are tailored very spe-
cifically to local travel needs and at this stage no changes are proposed other 
than any minor amendments caused by the new timetable on other lines.  Arriva 
will work with the established partnership and stakeholder groups to develop ad-
ditional business on these linesò. 

 

Conclusions.  

 

You have to read between the lines but you can see how Arriva ñwonò.  Theyôve 
played on their ability to integrate ïin theory anyway- their bus and train opera-
tions; reshuffled the pack on timetabling; given a promise of surplus trains from 
the North of England in a couple of years; all this for the same level of support. 

 So where does this leave us?  Two years down the line in December 2005- 
yes thatôs two years away we may see some recasting with the timetable that 
shakes out a few benefits.  However we will all still be playing sardines in the 
same mainly two coach trains that will be getting older but will be plastered in Ar-
rivaôs corporate livery.  A couple of the pressing issues on the Cambrian Main line 
seem to be answered by what we have discovered about Arrivaôs bid.  Weôll be 
able to get to Aberystwyth earlier, and have good connections to/from Cardiff and 
to/from North Wales destinations at Shrewsbury.  The lack of a commuter train 
into Shrewsbury and appalling connections to the coast line will be prolonged by 
the two hourly clockface timetable.  The main thing is that uncertainty is now at 
an end and we can work with Arrivaôs management team come December 7th. 
Local Management will be kept at Shrewsbury. Back to lobbying the politicians 
then! 

29th March: Llanbrynmair. 


