RELIEF FOR CONGESTION – BUT URGENT ACTION IS NEEDED TO PREVENT ECONOMIC DAMAGE
RAIL USER GROUPS IN HASTINGS AND ROTHER RESPOND TO GTR’S RADICAL 2018 TIMETABLE – AND PROPOSE A PRACTICAL ALTERNATIVE
GTR’s plans would tackle growing congestion on key parts of the network….. 
· By running an additional 4-car Electrostar train between Brighton and Hastings throughout the day.

· This would replace the present 2-car diesel service – which would in future only run between Hastings and Ashford.

· The extra capacity would meet long-standing concerns caused by growing passenger numbers and has been widely welcomed.

But “truncation” of the strategic Brighton-Ashford service would radically reduce the area’s east and west strategic routes ………

· The Brighton-Ashford service provides strategic connections to London St Pancras, Continental destinations, and westwards to Southampton.

· Although capacity is limited by lack of availability of longer diesel trains, we have consistently campaigned for its retention as a vital economic artery.

· But GTR’s recent Consultation showed that the travelling public appeared to put extra train capacity ahead of longer term economic objectives – voting to “truncate” the diesel service.

· “Truncation” at Hastings was favoured by only a very narrow margin over the alternative of Eastbourne - and GTR have chosen Hastings.

We have strongly argued to GTR that “truncation” at Hastings would cause major harm to the Hastings and Rother economy………   

· GTR’s own survey showed that approximately half the passengers using diesel services from Ashford and Marshlink stations pass through Hastings. “Truncation” at Hastings would require them all to change trains in both directions. 
· Hastings / St Leonards / Bexhill forms the area’s key economic agglomeration – and significant numbers also travel to Eastbourne for work or learning. “Truncation” would create longer journeys and a necessity to change trains for many commuters and pupils.

· Increasingly people now commute to London St Pancras by changing at Ashford – a journey up to 30 minutes quicker than on traditional GTR services to London Victoria. “Truncation” would require all these who board at stations west of Hastings to change additionally at Hastings. Given the history of unreliable connections we are sceptical that these “high end” commuters – whose presence makes a vital contribution to the local economy – would continue to see this area as “viable commuter territory”.

· A Hastings “truncation” decision could progressively reduce passenger usage of the remaining section of the route to Ashford – ultimately threatening its operational viability.

· But this loss of traffic would have potentially catastrophic consequences by undermining the business case for the project to bring High Speed services to this area. This critically important economic project is advancing well – but will inevitably come under close scrutiny in the current uncertain political climate.    

These economic threats would be avoided if GTR can be persuaded to adopt an alternative approach for “truncation” of the diesel service at Eastbourne rather than Hastings……..

· Running the diesel service from Ashford through to Eastbourne would avoid these negative economic consequences, and would also add further flexibility, i.e. 4 trains per hour on the Hastings to Eastbourne section, on which demand is growing as new economic initiatives come to fruition.
· Critically a diesel service from Eastbourne would preserve and develop the growing market for travel to London St Pancras by continuing to serve passengers from Eastbourne, Bexhill and St Leonards.

· Most importantly an Eastbourne to Ashford service would replicate the likely route for the High Speed Javelin service – thereby highlighting the opportunities High Speed trains can bring to the coastal towns.

· GTR have shown that – freed from the tight timetabling at Brighton – diesel services can be timed for better connections at Ashford, so further reducing journey times to London. “Truncation” at Eastbourne would extend this benefit to significantly more passengers than GTR’s present “truncation” plans.
· We have presented this proposal to GTR – and they have undertaken to give it serious consideration. Ideally we want to see GTR recommending this proposal to the Dept for Transport on grounds of both rail revenue and economic benefit. 

We have further meetings planned with GTR – but we urge other stakeholders to recognise the economic dangers of the 2018 Timetable and campaign for the changes we have proposed…….

· The 2018 Timetable contains some welcome improvements – more even spacing of trains, a standard daily pattern, earlier and later trains.

· But there are some serious downsides – notably the off peak services to London Victoria would take 12 minutes longer! Continued use of hitherto unreliable connections and uncertain platform allocations – sometimes in hazardous safety environments – are quite unacceptable. We will be pressing GTR hard on all these issues.
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