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A Northern train at Leeds station. The franchise will be renationalised in March © Danny Lawson/PA

The editorial board AN HOUR AGO

Fittingly for the country that invented the modern-day railway, Britain has an obsession with the way its
national train network is run. A big change came in the 1990s when it was privatised, but since then there
have been numerous reorganisations, all prompted by repeated crises. Another overhaul is imminent: the
Williams review, led by former British Airways chief executive Keith Williams, is to report in the coming
weeks, commissioned in reaction to abject failures on the part of several large rail franchises. Grant Shapps,
the transport secretary, promises a sweeping overhaul that will deliver a “model for the 21st century”.

A rejig is sorely needed. More than 25 years after privatisation, passengers continue to be poorly served by a
network structure that has encouraged short-termism and a lack of accountability among stakeholders.
Regulated fares have risen at twice the rate of wages over the past decade. Several large franchises are
struggling not only to operate a reliable service but also to make money. Northern Rail will be nationalised in
March. It will be the second to be taken into state hands.
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Frustrated passengers want radical change; polls show the majority of the public favour wholesale
nationalisation. This would have happened had Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour party come to power. What is often
forgotten is that most railway operations have already returned to public ownership: the track, signalling, and
major stations are all part of nationalised Network Rail. Adding the train operators would be a relatively
small step. It would not, however, be the answer.

For all the present difficulties, private ownership of train companies has brought some big benefits.
Passenger journeys have more than doubled from 735m in 1994-1995 to 1.7bn in 2018-2019, with significant
funds, both private and public, invested.

But the franchising model has run out of steam. It was meant to lead to cheaper fares and more efficient
railways. Instead, tightly controlled contract terms encouraged operators to make overambitious bids that
could never be delivered, especially when passenger growth did not materialise as expected. A parliamentary
committee described the system’s objectives as a “self-contradictory muddle” as far back as 2005. Another
problem has been the absence of joined-up thinking between stakeholders: Northern suffered when
infrastructure upgrades were delayed by Network Rail.

The government is expected to replace franchises with “management contracts”. It will receive fare income
directly and pay operators based on performance. A similar model has worked well on the London
Overground suburban network where Transport for London, which runs the capital’s transport, sets fares and
timetables and grants concessions to a single operator. Longer, more flexible contracts would better align
train operators’ investment horizons with those of Network Rail.

A mooted new body to oversee the network is also a good idea. Mr Shapps concedes the railways need an
independent “fat controller” — picking up a name from popular children’s stories. Structural reforms need to
run alongside modernisation and expansion.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson has put “levelling up” UK regions at the heart of his post-Brexit agenda and
promised to boost infrastructure spending. Approval of the High Speed 2 rail scheme, expected soon, will be
central to both pledges, and should be part of a broader commitment to regional transport. Mr Williams has
promised, meanwhile, that his review will “put passengers first”. It is about time.

http://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/copyright/copyright-policy/
https://news.sky.com/story/majority-of-brits-back-rail-nationalisation-sky-data-poll-shows-11193313
https://dataportal.orr.gov.uk/statistics/usage/passenger-rail-usage/

