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AGM

ALUA’s AGM will be held on Tuesday 7 April, 7:15 for 7:30 pm, at Alton Station Café.  Representatives of SWT have been invited to speak.  Hot and cold drinks will be available.

Non-members are welcome to attend (but may not vote).  If you care about the Alton line, please join ALUA and help improve services on the line for just £3 a year.

S(no)w go

The widespread chaos caused to rail services by the heavy snowfall across the region on the night of Sunday 1 February has again prompted questions about whether in such circumstances SWT and Network Rail do enough to keep people moving and informed in sufficient detail about disruptions.

ALUA fully appreciates the difficulties SWT had in responding to the exceptional conditions.  The closure of the line was probably unavoidable on Monday 2 February with the Sandite machine snowed in at Alton and a number of frozen points, including some 28 in the Waterloo area alone, adding to the problems.  But Alton services were also suspended on Tuesday 3 February with no replacement transport provided.  According to local radio and TV, all the excellent Farnham train crews made it into work on the Tuesday.

Information was initially almost non-existent, with both the SWT and Network Rail websites unable to cope with the demand.  Station display screens warned of disruption, but did not mention specifics. A notice stuck to the station door at Farnham stated that a half-hourly service was operating from Farnborough, but no taxis or other means of getting to Farnborough were made available.

There are questions about the priority SWT gives to maintaining services on our line.  Even if trains could not run from Alton, it might have been possible to operate a limited service from Farnham to Guildford, especially as it would appear that Reading – Guildford – Gatwick trains were running.
Fortunately, snowfalls of this month’s severity are relatively infrequent and we hope that some lessons have been learned for future incidents of major disruption, weather related or otherwise.

Note: We understand that season-ticket holders may be given two days credit for car parking and train travel.

Recession bites at infrastructure plans
It is likely that long-awaited improvements to the Alton line, especially modernised signalling and double-tracking between Alton and Farnham, will be delayed as a result of the economic downturn.

Last year, an issue of SWT’s e-motion magazine stated that “signalling on the Alton line is to be modernised, with possible restoration of two tracks over all or part of the route between Farnham and Alton to facilitate improved frequency and reliability”.

Network Rail has now said that a business case cannot currently be made to meet ALUA’s aspirations.  While the company will be undertaking urgent ‘like for like’ renewal of signalling, any other work will have to be delayed until 2010/11.  It is possible that double track working could be extended a short distance at Farnham, to relieve congestion around the carriage sidings, but any additional reinstatement will have to wait.

ALUA is also pressing for an additional siding at Holybourne oil terminal.  This would create a passing loop and allow oil trains to turn without having to go into Alton station.  At present, Alton is deprived of one mid-morning service each way every weekday to accommodate the oil train.

Members of ALUA committee have been invited to attend meetings at Bordon relating to the proposed Eco-town where various options have been considered to improve public transport links. These range from a better bus service to guided buses, light rail and even heavy rail linking to the Alton line. Much more work will be needed before any of these options are put forward for serious consideration.

We feel that possibly the restoration of at least part of the former Bentley to Bordon line could be a solution which should ease traffic and parking problems in Farnham. We will continue to monitor and contribute to the debate whenever the opportunity occurs in the future.
Early bird special re-timed

ALUA has won a small victory in persuading SWT to re-time the first weekday train of the day, the 05:44 ex-Alton service, so that it leaves two minutes earlier as from May.  This is specifically to assist passengers changing at Clapham Junction, who, since the addition of West Byfleet to that service, are pushed for time to make their connections.

Meanwhile, those wishing to reduce overall journey times during the day might consider saving around seven to ten minutes by taking the Portsmouth ‘fast’ service, which departs on the hour and half-hour from Waterloo, and changing at Woking.  There should normally be no need to change platforms. 

Some timetable research will be necessary to establish the suitability of this manoeuvre and sleep should be avoided en route if you do not wish to end up in Guildford or further south! 
SWT cutbacks

SWT have announced a total of 660 job cuts since the beginning of the year.  Positions to be cut include revenue protection, and ticket office and station staff. Drivers, guards and frontline fleet maintenance staff are unlikely to be affected.  

One of the reasons given was “reduced passenger growth”.  So while passenger growth will continue (albeit at a reduced rate), the number of staff will decrease, meaning that more passengers will be served by fewer staff.

The announcement on 4 February of the second tranche of 180 cuts came when station staff were working flat out to clear snow from platforms and ensure that conditions were safe for passengers.  We wonder what will happen in future if insufficient staff is available to carry out such vital tasks.   

The number of carriages on some off-peak trains will be reduced to save money and ensure “good housekeeping”, according to the company.  We hope this does not mean that some Alton line passengers departing Waterloo will have to stand all the way to Surbiton or West Byfleet.

The cutbacks come in the wake of this year’s six per cent increase in fares.
Station opening hours

SWT’s announcement of job cuts came in the wake of earlier news of cuts in ticket office opening hours, first mooted last July.

The “public consultation” period on the proposed opening hours closed last August resulting in the matter being referred to the Dept. of Transport.  Subsequently Lord Adonis, Minister of State, announced that many of the cuts would not be allowed, but that the hours for the less well used ticket offices could be reduced, depending on the number of transactions recorded hour-by-hour. 

The current opening hours are shown on the SWT website at http://www.southwesttrains.co.uk/SWTrains/TravelInformation/Stationinformation/ (select a station and then click on the information tab).  The revised opening hours, as permitted by Lord Adonis, have been given to ALUA (contact the ALUA secretary for details).  It appears that Aldershot and Farnham have emerged unscathed with other stations having their hours reduced by varying amounts.  The implementation date has yet to be announced, but when the change is confirmed the revised hours will be shown on the ALUA website.

Whatever hours are finally decided on, ticket offices will be staffed only if SWT is able to find and train the right people.  They are finding this difficult, for it’s a demanding job and the way that this issue has been handled so far has not enhanced the confidence of staff members in their job prospects.

SWT’s statement defending the cuts was carefully worded.  They admitted that passenger numbers are up by 6% overall (at Bentley, apparently, by 11%); again, it is the rate of growth which has slowed, which is not surprising given the above-inflation fare increases we’ve had over the past few years and the slower rail service since 2004.

Admittedly ticket offices are more useful to some than to others.  Season ticket holders and those who purchase tickets on line may not be too bothered, but others will be, and it is these “others” whom SWT are trying to entice back on to the network.  At some stations closing the ticket office means closing everything else, such as toilets and waiting rooms (a serious matter in bad weather).  Such closures bear particularly heavily on tourists, one-off travellers and the elderly, who, by and large, are less likely to be familiar with ticket vending machines (TVMs) and who need a one-to-one response from station staff.  Surveys reveal that many would prefer to queue at ticket offices rather than use machines with no queues, especially since TVMs rarely sell the cheaper tickets. 

Apart from tourists, it is the elderly whom SWT should be encouraging to get out of their cars and on to the trains.  It is these who were hit most heavily by the fare ‘hike’ of May 2007, when unregulated fares suddenly went up by 20%, five times the rate of inflation, and it is these who most appreciate the advice which ticket office staff alone can offer.  Very often a closed ticket office means an unstaffed station, in itself an inducement to the kind of vandalism which is most “off-putting” to visitors.

‘Unfare’ prices

Once upon a time, before SWT committed itself to a franchise it could not afford, we had a fair and sensible pricing structure for tickets.  The choice was to travel in the ‘rush-hour’ or ‘off-peak’, as it was then known.  Then along came Stagecoach’s finance people in ‘Ryan-Rail’ mode to suggest that additional money could be made by charging more for weekday ‘off-peak’ tickets and restricting the old cheap-day tickets to ‘super off-peak’ trains leaving after 11 am or arriving in London after 12 noon. 

The disingenuous excuse for this fare hike was crowded trains, but instead of providing more carriages the company decided to inconvenience passengers, grab more money for its shareholders, and undermine attempts to encourage people out of their cars and into public transport.

Route options 

There has been much recent publicity about the new names for tickets but unfortunately little information about their actual validity. To some extent this is understandable as the validity of tickets can be extremely complex when considering the routes on which they can be used. 

Trying to get reliable information from local ticket offices or even the SWT train travel centre at Waterloo can be a very hit or miss affair. If you wish to travel on a direct train from an Alton line station to London you will usually be given the correct information as this journey is simple, but experience has shown that the accuracy of more complicated information can leave something to be desired. An enquiry to SWT customer relations produced the reply that the routes on which a Farnham - London Terminals season ticket is valid are via:
· Brookwood and Surbiton

· Guildford/Worplesdon/Surbiton

· Camberley/Richmond or Hounslow

· Guildford/Claygate/Surbiton

· Guildford/Effingham Jnc/ Epsom and/or Sutton and/or West Croydon

· Brookwood/Addlestone/Richmond or Hounslow

London Terminals means the following stations from Farnham: Waterloo, Vauxhall, Victoria, London Bridge, Waterloo East, Charing Cross, Cannon Street, Blackfriars & City Thameslink. 

Although we appreciate that SWT staff cannot know everything about ticketing they should know the correct answers to a question such as “Can you use the gates at Waterloo if travelling to Charing Cross or London Bridge?”  Passengers could be paying more than they need because they are unaware that they already have a valid ticket for the route. Even worse, they could be made to pay a penalty fare because staff are unaware that their ticket is valid.

e.motion obituary

We are sad to report the demise of the SWT magazine, e.motion, which we feel is another nail in the coffin of SWT’s customer services.  The Jan/Feb 2009 issue will be the final one.  The magazine provided a useful insight into the way the company works and, most importantly, gave advance details of weekend engineering works.  It was a reliable source of information for those without the internet and unable to rely on radio travel broadcasts.

At a stakeholders’ meeting in November, SWT enthused about its excellent customer services, but we fail to see how cuts in staff, station hours, and sources of information represent a commitment to service excellence.

Disability discrimination Act - Access for All 

‘Access for All – Small Schemes Fund’ is a programme between the DfT and, in our case, SWT for funding projects aimed at providing step-free access to the railway and meeting the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Acts 1995 & 2005.  ALUA’s attention was drawn to this programme when it was announced that West Byfleet was to be provided with a new footbridge and lifts so that there would be step-free access to all three platforms.

Being aware of the use made of the Alton line by the young wheel-chair reliant students of Treloar College at Holybourne and Treloar School at Froyle  under the ‘Social Inclusion’ element of the curriculum, ALUA teamed up with the college to ask SWT, Network Rail and DfT why West Byfleet was deemed more worthy of DDA investment than Alton, or for that matter any other of the stations on our line, given that these young people also use Farnham and Aldershot as a railhead at times of operational difficulty and sometimes wish to go to Guildford for shopping or leisure purposes. We do not begrudge West Byfleet these facilities, but we were not convinced that the priorities were correct. 

In reply we got an somewhat embarrassed ‘don’t know’.

As a result of rattling a cage or two, and a string of meetings with officers of Passenger Focus, SWT and DfT, it transpired that ‘footfall’ (i.e. numbers of passengers using the station) and the number of disabled people in the station catchment area, as extracted from the National Census data, were two of the criteria used to prioritise this investment.

Nobody could tell us whether or not the passengers using the Mid Hants Railway were counted in the ‘footfall’ statistic for Alton. Also, as many of the young people at Treloar College are entered on the Census Return at their home address, that statistic seriously ‘under-counted’ the number of wheelchair users boarding and alighting at Alton.

Partly as a result of all this activity SWT submitted funding applications for modest DDA improvements at Alton, Farnham and Aldershot stations for 2009 -10 projects. Approval has been announced for works at Alton comprising the installation of a split height ticket counter window, accessible toilet and an accessible ‘drop off’ bay. The proposals for the other two stations can be resubmitted next year.
Network Rail has indicated that further works to provide better wheelchair facilities between platforms 1 & 2/3 at Alton might be included in the infrastructure upgrade for the line that has been promised but postponed more than once. However when this will actually come about is anyone’s guess.  Lobbying will continue.  Watch this space! We will keep you updated via the ALUA website. 

Request for help

ALUA has received the following request from Mr David Stewart-David. Anyone who feels they can assist should e-mail davidsd@blueyonder.co.uk.

'I'm a freelance writer on transport subjects. I'm writing a book about the punctual operation of railways. I have chosen to make a case study of the service between Alton and Waterloo for a variety of reasons, but the chief one is that Alton is a town I have always meant to visit but never have. It follows that I'm unprejudiced about its train service.

 

I would like to invite anyone who commutes from Alton to London to tell me about the quality of their return journey, and in particular give me any evidence they have of the punctuality in either direction or both. I can offer no reward other than an acknowledgement in the book when it is completed. I do plan to make a "field study" of London suburban services [the Alton line is in fact classified as mainline: ed] in March this year, (I live in Newcastle upon Tyne) and then I'd be pleased to talk to anyone individually, or any group, about suburban railway services. I am nominally retired, professionally qualified in transport (FCILT), and have served a six year stint as a Public Member of Network Rail. Many thanks for your attention.'

Website

Up-to-date news and information about the Alton line can be obtained from the upgraded ALUA website at: http://www.altonlineusers.com
Stop press: Alton station approach

We have been informed that initial consultations are taking place concerning the possible re-development of Alton station approach with new mixed-used developments to provide a new gateway to Alton.  For more information, contact Chris McCallum, Alton Town Partnership, on 01420 549684    
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We would be pleased to hear from any member with the inclination and energy to serve on the committee as a station representative. 
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