Shapps branded ‘clueless’
about rail <chaos after
overstating timetables

G

rant Shapps has been accused of being “clueless” about rail
disruption after overstating the number of trains running
between Manchester and London.

The Transport Secretary faced repeated questioning on BBC
Breakfast about why it is currently only possible to catch one
train an hour between the cities.

Mr Shapps insisted that is incorrect and there are four
services an hour, before later telling the programme there is
one an hour on “strike days” caused by “unofficial” industrial
action.

Shadow transport secretary Louise Haigh said Mr Shapps does
not “have the first idea how bad the disruption he signed-off
on is”, branding him “clueless”.

Read More

= Rail union fury at threat to impose changes

= John McDonnell calls on Keir Starmer to support strikes
‘when necessary’

= Bus services saved with new £130m funding
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Analysis of train timetables by the PA news agency shows one
train per hour 1is scheduled in each direction between
Manchester and London until September 10.
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As BBC Breakfast’s Charlie Stayt questioned Mr Shapps, he
mentioned the current frequency of services.

Mr Shapps replied: “You incorrectly told your viewers there is
only one train running from Manchester to London. That is not
the case even under the reduced timetable, it is four trains
an hour.”

Great Manchester Mayor Andy Burnham wrote on Twitter: “I can’t
believe I'm watching this.

“What hope do we have when the Transport Secretary doesn’t
know the details of the reduced timetable he signed off?”

The Department for Transport (DfT) later clarified that Mr
Shapps was referring to the total frequency of trains run by
Avanti West Coast, which since August 14 has been cut to four
per hour in each direction for all locations to and from
London, including Manchester.

The company previously ran up to seven per hour, relying on
drivers voluntarily working on their rest days for extra pay
to operate around 400 trains per week.

Avanti West Coast claims it has been forced to slash its
timetables and only release tickets a few days before travel
because “unofficial strike action” means the number of weekly
trains it can operate with drivers working on rest days
“dropped suddenly to fewer than 50”.

Drivers’ union Aslef insists this is “disingenuous” and it has
accused the company of failing to employ enough drivers.

On Thursday, Mr Burnham said he will urge the new prime
minister to remove Avanti West Coast’s contract to operate
services if it does not produce a “credible plan” to restore
its timetable.

Avanti West Coast had a cancellations score of 16.2% between
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June 26 and July 23.

That is the most in any recorded period for the West Coast
franchise in records dating back to 2014.

We are meeting with Avanti West Coast regularly to discuss its
performance and delivery for passengers. This 1includes
ensuring effective plans are developed to improve its
services, including mitigating issues outside of its control

DfT figures show Avanti West Coast received more than £17
million of taxpayer’s money in performance and management fees
in just 12 months.

The company, a joint venture between FirstGroup (70%) and
Italy’s state-owned operator Trenitalia (30%), was handed the
money after the Government took over the revenue risks of
franchises to keep services running at the start of the
coronavirus pandemic.

Avanti West Coast was paid £11.3 million between March and
September 2020, and £5.8 million during the following six
months.

A DfT spokeswoman said: “The department’s performance-related
pay to train operating companies is independently evaluated
through a scorecard criteria based on factors such as
operational performance, efficiency and customer satisfaction.

“We are meeting with Avanti West Coast regularly to discuss
its performance and delivery for passengers.

“This includes ensuring effective plans are developed to
improve its services, including mitigating issues outside of
its control.”



