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Periodic review 2008: Draft determinations

Swindon-Kemble redoubling

I’m pleased to submit my response to this consultation and to add my voice, on behalf of my Cheltenham constituents, to those of other MPs, councillors, rail users, business people and other stakeholders of all parties and of none who are calling for the inclusion of the redoubling of the line between Swindon and Kemble in your list of funded schemes in the periodic review.  In particular I would like to add my voice to those of Cheltenham Borough Council, Gloucestershire County Council and Gloucestershire First in support of this scheme.

I believe that this scheme is good value for money, that it will significantly improve the passenger experience for my constituents and many others, be good for business and for the environment, allow for planned growth in population and deliver noticeable benefits to a large part of the rail network from South Wales to London

I am also copying this letter to the minister Tom Harris MP to reinforce the ministerial questions I have already asked and the comments I have already made in Parliament in support of the doubling of the Swindon to Kemble line.

1. Value for money

In absolute cost terms, the Swindon-Kemble doubling was assessed at £32 million by Network Rail in their Strategic Business Plan (SBP).  This makes it more affordable than many accepted projects including the Cotswold line redoubling at £48 million, and the highly unspecific ‘projects to support move towards a seven day railway’ at £160 million.  Of course, as a key diversionary route, the improved Swindon-Kemble line will itself make a significant contribution to a seven day railway. 

DfT’s threshold for listed schemes’ Business Cost Ratio is 2:1, though you have accepted schemes with slightly lower ratios (such as Crossrail at 1.9:1). The BCR for Swindon-Kemble did not just match this threshold but very significantly exceeded it, having been calculated by Network Rail as an outstanding 9:1.  It was therefore natural and widely expected to be included in their proposals and a real shock to many observers and stakeholders that it just missed out on your list of projects to be funded.  

It should also be added that the returns will be seen relatively quickly as it is estimated that this project could be achieved within 18 months to two years. This makes it, I think, the quickest of the schemes that are not currently listed for funding.

2. Improving Cheltenham rail users’ experience

Liked many of my constituents I am a regular user of services from Cheltenham Spa station and just as regularly experience the delays and cancellations that have given services from Cheltenham such a terrible reputation locally.  The desire to avoid missed meetings or the dreaded ‘bus replacement services’ have driven many potential Cheltenham rail users to use the car instead or take the car to stations like Swindon in search of the more reliable service there.

The major investment being considered in the Severn Tunnel route will add to the demand on this diversionary route and could easily make these problems worse in future.

The doubling of the Swindon-Kemble line would provide a reliable diversionary route that can operate over long periods without the need to disrupt local services, sharply improving service reliability for rail users from Cheltenham and elsewhere and avoiding many bus replacement services.  It would also make possible a higher proportion of direct services to London from Cheltenham Spa.

3. Good for business

As a former business user of this line for many years myself, I know how critical it is for business in Cheltenham, Gloucestershire and beyond, for whom a large proportion of key client, customer and supplier contacts are in London and Swindon.  Gloucestershire is at the edge of manageable commuting to and from London with journeys there and back taking some six hours out of the day door-to-door.  The first train has to be on time, for instance, to safely make a 9am business meeting in central London.  The reliability of this service and the proportion of direct trains are therefore critical to local business.

Speaking for the business community, Gloucestershire First have highlighted the current single track as ‘a particular point of weakness in the Gloucestershire transport infrastructure’ and an important issue for the Gloucestershire economy as a whole.

The South West Regional Assembly has also highlighted the issue of connectivity and the role of the Swindon-Kemble line within the wider transport infrastructure and its strategic economic importance.  The line helps to link Gloucestershire and neighbouring counties with London and the South East, and Wiltshire and Swindon with Gloucestershire and the West Midlands. The considerable sums being spent on regeneration in areas like the City of Gloucester could easily be undermined by continued poor transport links.  The beneficial economic impact of this project on a much wider region including many areas of deprivation should not be underestimated.
4. Good for the environment

The reality is that many rail travellers from Cheltenham and nearby areas avoid the Swindon-Kemble line altogether, getting into their cars and driving to Swindon in search of a more reliable service.  Reliable data on this is are hard to come by but in the Cheltenham business for which worked I would estimate that some 75% of rail journeys to London started in Swindon not Cheltenham and were preceded by a car journey (there is an incidental safety implication here as the driving route includes the notorious stretch of the A417 at Nettleton Bottom and congestion on this route was highlighted by the Eddington report).

The increased carbon emissions and pollution that results from these journeys and the need for modal shift is clear.  In this respect, I am not even talking about taking those using cars for their whole journey onto the railways but about increasing the proportion of peoples’ journeys taken by rail and therefore optimising efficient use of the network.   As capacity improves, however, I would hope that a more reliable service offering more direct services would obviously attract significant numbers of new users to the railway and further improve the environmental impact.

5. Planning for growth

Both passenger and freight demand is likely to rise very dramatically in Gloucestershire over the next 20 years.

The Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government is now proposing 56,400 new homes in Gloucestershire over the next 18 years under the South-West Regional Spatial Strategy.  13,800 of these are intended to go in and around Cheltenham potentially increasing the population of the town by 25%.  These numbers are very high and controversial locally but the government seems determined to push them through.  But even if all local objections were listened to, at least 8,100 new homes will still be built with the support of all parties.  1,300 of the new houses are planned to go south of Cheltenham on the side of town nearest to Swindon and the dangerous A417 road route.

The Secretary of State is also proposing 34,200 new homes for Swindon itself and a further 19,700 for the rest of the Swindon housing market area and another 30,800 in neighbouring South Gloucestershire.  

Were these enormous numbers to be realised, we would obviously want all these new residents to use public transport and to have the attractive option of a reliable train service offering regular direct services to key destinations like Swindon and London.  If they did not, the added congestion on local roads and quite specifically on the already dangerous A417 would be intolerable and the increases in pollution generally and carbon emissions specifically very significant.

6. Wider benefits to the rail network
My job is to make the case on behalf of my Cheltenham constituents.  I believe this is very strong.  But there are wider benefits for the network as a whole which shouldn’t be neglected. The Swindon-Kemble line is a key diversionary route for the London-South Wales main line in the event of problems at the Severn Tunnel junction which is particularly vulnerable to flooding.

The improvements in reliability would be felt by rail users from Gloucestershire, Cardiff and South Wales, South Gloucestershire, Swindon and the West Midlands and of course by London and Reading rail users travelling west.  

It seems inconceivable to me that such an important and widely supported scheme could be excluded from your priority list.  

Yours sincerely 

[image: image2.png]



Martin Horwood MP

Member of Parliament for Cheltenham

cc: Tom Harris MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Transport
