The Forest Hill and Sydenham Society’s Campaign against rail cuts

Our two Societies based in south-east London, border each other and share the same rail line, local authority and MP. It is therefore natural that we work closely together on rail services which are a vital link from this area to central London.

With a number of victories behind us on rail issues, local passengers now look to both Societies to lead the fight to improve and maintain our services. 

Following publication of the results of a Rail Utilisation Study (a regional review of future rail services) we became aware that our direct service to Charing Cross was to be axed and that off peak and evening services to London Bridge cut by a third. Although, we welcome a brand new line running from this area to East London in May 2010, downgrading of existing services into the heart of the West End is extremely concerning for local passengers.

We’ve run a hard-hitting campaign with articles in local newspapers including the Evening Standard, all-party motions from councillors at Lewisham Council, letters from the Lewisham mayor and our local MP to government ministers and the train companies. We’ve involved other groups further down the line from Honor Oak Park, Brockley and the Telegraph Hill Society and now have over 3,000 signatures on a “no-cuts” petition.  
We aim to widen the protest with further days of action and are pressing for a meeting with the government minister. 

I don’t believe that we could have done more.

To date, our protests have encountered a very strong and solid stone wall. With London Termini particularly London Bridge already close to bursting point, there is clearly a limited range of options for increasing rail services, particularly during rush hours. All over south-east London, groups like ours are fighting their corner – and frankly, we are all battling over the same limited rail space. Perhaps we are only just discovering that, until rail capacity in the capital is increased, then our full demands for a regular and efficient service cannot be met.    

How to organise a rail campaign

Find out what is going on

The structure of our railway is complex and the organisations who run the industry – both Network Rail and the Train Operating Companies – do not have a strong record of transparency. It is therefore essential that you keep up to date with your local railway company and try to influence its priorities at an early stage. Here are some suggestions of how you can do this: 
+ Set up a regular quarterly meeting with your local station manager and come armed with a list of station and timetable improvements you’d like to see.
+ Join your local train company’s Passenger Panel. These panels are a group of 1,000 or so local commuters who the company consults from time to time. You’ll find details of the Passenger Panel on the rail company’s website.  
+Attend meetings with your local council – most have regular Transport Liaison Groups which involve rail, bus and other transport managers. Get to know sympathetic local councillors and officers who you can turn to for help when things go wrong. 
+ Contact the national Passenger Focus or Travelwatch  a regionally organisation who both represent the interests of transport users and act as official watchdogs for the industry.These organisations can usually get quick access to rail companies and government officials – and they are familiar with the labyrinthine organisational structure of the rail industry which can often trip up the amateur.  
+ Influence your local franchise. Prepare a short document on the improvements you’d like to see when your franchise comes up for renewal. Ask your local MP to pass this formally to the Office of the Rail Regulator and Network Rail. If you don’t think that the existing franchise-holder is doing a good job, let Network Rail know. 
+ Rail Utilisation Surveys are carried out for each region every few years by Network Rail. This seeks the opinion of rail user groups, local councils, passenger groups and train companies so that the industry can lay down structures and timetables for your region for the coming years. Prepare a detailed, straightforward document laying out the timetable and structure you’d like to see in operation in your area. 

Running the  campaign

You’ve found out that there are going to be cuts on your line, or you are tired of putting up with the same poor station facilities and service. You’ve tried approaching the rail companies and they don’t want to know. The only way ahead seems to be to run a campaign. What should you do?

+ The number one priority is to let local passengers know what is going on. So leaflet local stations asking them to sign an on-line petition and write or email their local councillors and MP. Get other local Civic Society and residents groups involved. 

+ Contact the local press. Journalists are just as hard-pressed for time as the rest of us and will welcome you with open arms if you supply a ready-written article and arrange to have a few people stand in front of your local station with a banner for a photograph. 
+ Let the campaign develop for two or three weeks, then arrange to visit local councillors and your local MP. By this stage, politicians will have read about the campaign in local newspapers and begun to receive complaints from constituents. Get them to arrange meetings with train companies and officials. 

+ Stick to straightforward demands and make your leaflets simple. There is no need to explain the intricacies of the timetable or the structure of the rail industry to local passengers – all they want is a good reliable service. And try to keep railway “experts” amongst your supporters in the background. “Know-alls” hogging public meetings so they can show off their knowledge of timetables and the location of local engine sheds are a complete turnoff and a diversion.

+ Know your bottom line if it becomes clear that your campaign is not going to achieve its original goals.
