13th March 2006

Nick Harvey MP

House of Commons

London

SW1A 0AA

Rail services between Barnstaple and Exeter

Dear Mr Harvey

Regrettably I had the wrong date for the consultation about the December timetables for our local line so received the unhelpful message “out of the office until 11/12/2006 (when the timetables begin).  The campaign to ensure that we have an adequate rail service in North Devon must continue.  In a rural area many people have to make a significant journey to get to a station.  If the local service is sketchy it is disincentive to using the railway at all.

What follows is the text of my response to the proposed timetables.

 Yours sincerely

Copies: Councillor Brian Greenslade


  First Great Western, Swindon

First Group: Rail services between Barnstaple and Exeter

Dear Sir

The desire to escape the city forever increases and the railways are well placed to cater for this demand.  Modern road travel is often associated with unpleasantness, significant costs and uncertainties.  Airlines will lose their lustre when forced to take account of their environmental imprint.  On the demand side, for example, faced with its major problem, and limitation, of saturation by cars, Georgeham Parish Council (Croyde is a major destination) is keen to promote sustainable tourism.  The railways can perform a vital function for both utility travel and the arrival of visitors.  So, with discussions of future rail services to the area, what are the prospects for proactive timetabling?

I suggest the following would represent quality of service.

1. An hourly service during the day.  This could be easy to follow and the regularity would promote use.  Missing hours can and could represent a long wait in Exeter.

2. A well-timed morning train leaving Barnstaple just before 8.00.  This enables users to have a full day in Exeter or to travel much further away.  It is all very well having an early train at 7.00 but this is a wide area: many people live more than half an hour away from Barnstaple station.

3. A late evening return train from Exeter.

4. Ample trains at weekends.

5. The continuation of the trains to Exeter Central and onwards is a big advantage.

6. A rational approach to the use of intermediate stops is essential.

7. The provision of suitable rolling stock to cater for the demand.  This needs to include the requirements of cyclists, who represent a significant source of revenue and meet the criteria of sustainable travel.

Studying the proposed December 2006 timetable the following observations are apparent.  There is a complete absence of an optimally timed morning train.  There is no train between 06.35 and 08.44, precisely the time when the greatest number of people would wish to travel.  It would seem to be a two hourly service with a few extra trains late afternoon – the mornings are surely a more popular time to travel.  The late night train back from Exeter is now 20 minutes earlier.  Clearly it makes sense to reduce the number of intermediate stops and opting for stopping ones early morning and late afternoon is logical.  There would be a case for all trains stopping at Umberleigh, Eggesford and Crediton – this would be simple and could be accommodated in a run time of under one hour.  About the other points, I do not have any information.

This line has a vital and potentially lucrative role to play in the economy of the area.  If the link is effective it encourages longer journeys by rail.  I hope that as operator you will produce a timetable in tune with potential users.

Yours faithfully

Mike Harrison

