
Although the dense network 
of suburban rail lines in South 
London partly compensates for 
the lack of a tube network, the 
complicated pattern of routes 
and the fact that suburban 
trains have to compete with 
longer distance trains means 
that the service cannot match 
the tube service which provides 
a train every few minutes. 

However, rail services continue 
to improve and it is hoped that, 
with greater partnership 
working between Network 
Rail and the train operating 
companies, there will ultimately 
be even better rail services for 
all existing users (whether 
commuter or leisure traveller) 
and, at the same time, 
encourage more people to 
travel by public transport, 
walk or cycle for part, or all, 
of some of their day-to-day 
journeys. 

The step-change in capa-
city that the Thameslink pro-
gramme represents is a major 
example of the improvements 
being made. There is a con-
cern, however, that addition-
al capacity will primarily be 
used for cross-London travel 
rather than provide any sig-
nificant enhancements to  
existing services, specifically 
the relatively low-frequency, 
suburban routes. 

There are three over-lap-
ping measures that if addressed 
could result in a more suc-
cessful and dynamic railway 
for suburban London.  

These are:
u more frequent services at 

regular intervals
u better connectivity 
u removal of timetable 

anomalies.

More frequent services at 
regular intervals
The Mayor’s Transport 
Strategy (published in May 
2010) aspires to a minimum 
of four trains per hour on all 
‘metro’ services within Greater 
London throughout the day. 
We would go further, and say 
that this should equate to 
maximum service interval of 
15 minutes between trains 
(i.e. a regularised service not 
just a more frequent service) 
on any given route seven days 
a week from first to last train. 
Such a service model could 
have a range of beneficial 
outcomes including:
•encouraging greater use, 
particularly at off-peak times 
(as has been recently noted 
on those lines where the 
operation has transferred to 
the London Overground)
•promoting sustainable 
travel choices and lifestyles 
(ideas that are foremost in all 
London borough transport 
strategies)
•helping to remove conges-
tion from the road network
•helping to spread travel 
demand away from the peak 
hours, and thus relieving 
over-crowding at busy periods 
•encouraging journeys by rail 
that may currently appear 
too complex.

Better connectivity
The ability to make straight-
forward, easy and convenient 
connections, where interchange 
times are minimised, will give 
added efficiency to public trans- 
port by encouraging different 
types of journey to and from 
different destinations. Smart- 
ticketing, the growth in 
availability of information 
provision to mobile devices, 
and continuing improvements 
to station interiors have all 
helped to make cross-network 
interchange and multi-modal 
journeys easier. But these 
opportunities are, to an extent, 
being stifled by the many 
examples of poor timetabling 
that still exist across the 
network and which discour-
age interchange, or just 
simply frustrate travellers. 

Removal of timetable 
anomalies
Timetable anomalies, such  
as gaps in service provision, 
irregularity in stopping 
patterns, and journey times 
that vary considerably in 
length between any two 
stations, are all too common-
place on the South London 
rail network. On certain 
routes during peak times 
there can be fewer trains 
operating, or larger intervals 
between services, than there 
are at off-peak periods.

A striking example that  
illustrates that not enough  

is being delivered from the 
current suburban service  
provision is that although 
there are ten departures an 
hour from Sutton to London 
Victoria during the off-peak 
period (Monday to Friday), 
passengers at Sutton can still 
wait up to 23 minutes for a 
train to Victoria. This is due  
to a combination of timings, 
the options of three possible 
routes, and a variety of stop-
ping patterns. 

Those responsible for the 
growth and the development 
of the network need to give 
attention to detail at this scale, 
for those everyday journeys 
that many already make, and 
many more could take, in ad-
dition to the big picture. After 
all, for London to continue as 
a great driver of the economy, 
the links within it, as well as 
the links to it, matter as well. 
The question is perhaps 
whether our urban transport 
needs are best served by 
heavy rail or whether other 
traditional or perhaps new 
and emerging transport op-
tions would be better. But 
that is another part of the 
challenge…

Adapted from a submission by 
Charles Martin on behalf of the 
Sutton Rail Users’ Forum to the 
DfT in September 2012 in 
response to the combined 
Thameslink, Southern and Great 
Northern franchise consultation.

Our Newsletter is  
sent out to our London 
members and other  
contacts. 

The group exists to to 
campaign for sustainable 
transport solutions in 
London and to support 
the work of the Campaign 
nationally. If you have not 
already done so we would 
be pleased if you would 
also join our group and 
take part in our London 
based activities.

To contact the group 
write to:  
Chris Barker, Campaign 
for Better Transport,  
46 Redston Road,  
London N8 7HJ. 
e-mail:  
c.barker@lineone.net 
phone:  
020 8347 7684.

Regular meetings of  
the group are held in 
central London. 

The Newsletter is  
edited by Chris Barker. 
Contributors are  
welcomed. Opinions  
expressed are those  
of the authors and not 
necessarily those of the 
Campaign for Better 
Transport.
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The quality of our air is under 
threat. The Department for Food, 
Environment and Rural Affairs 
(Defra) is currently proposing to 
scrap the duty for local authorities 
to monitor air quality and declare 
where it is at dangerous levels. 

This would lead to the loss of 
hundreds of monitoring sites across 
England and an inevitable deterio-
ration in air quality. 

We at ClientEarth are not alone 
in our concern. Since the Local Air 
Quality Management Consultation 
was launched in July there have 
been objections raised by a broad 
range of stakeholders including 
MPs, air quality professionals, and 
transport and environment groups. 
The London Assembly’s Environ-
ment Committee recently stated 
that ‘the loss of monitoring sta-
tions funded by local authorities 

would make it “impossible” to tar-
get pollution measures effectively’. 

Air pollution is already a serious 
public health issue causing 4,300 
premature deaths each year in Lon-
don, and is linked to heart attacks, 
strokes, respiratory disease and 
lung cancer.  Children living near 
busy roads have been shown to 
grow up with underdeveloped 
lungs. Pollution from road traffic, 
and particularly diesel, is the main 
source of the most harmful air pol-
lutants - nitrogen dioxide and par-
ticulate matter. 

In contrast to the London smogs 
of the 1950s, our modern day air 
pollution crisis is invisible, and so 
it’s particularly important to have 
robust data to understand the ex-
tent of the problem and guide our 
response to it. In London we are ex-
tremely lucky to have the London 
Air website, run by King’s College 
London, which makes a technical 

area pretty easy to understand. You 
can find out what the pollution is 
like where you live and work, and 
use it to make decisions to reduce 
your exposure. You can see how dif-
ferent areas are performing against 
the air quality objectives. This is 
only possible because of the net-
work of local monitors across Lon-
don.

Defra pretend that reducing the 
burden of monitoring and report-
ing will automatically free up re-
sources and result in more action. 
Yet unfortunately the reality is that 
without a legal obligation to assess 
air quality, cash-strapped local au-
thorities would only be forced to 
close monitoring sites and make air 
quality officers redundant. We’d 
know less about the air we breathe 
and so less would be done to im-
prove it. Not only this, but authori-
ties would no longer be required to 
declare air quality management ar-
eas, which would make it very diffi-
cult to use air quality as a basis for 
development control. 

The Healthy Air Campaign is a 
coalition of health, transport and 
environmental organisations which 
aim to raise awareness of the 
health impacts of air pollution, en-
courage behaviour that helps cut 
air pollution and exposure to it and 
persuade all levels of government 
to take stronger action so that the 
UK complies fully with air quality 
law. We are working to build public 
opposition to these proposals and 
persuade the government to in-
stead take steps to reduce pollu-
tion, not simply cover up the prob-
lem. Take a look at www.healthyair.
org.uk to find out how you can help.
Maria Arnold
Health and Environment Advisor
ClientEarth

Government plan to cover up air quality crisis

Air quality 
cover up 

Maria Arnold speaking at a ‘Toxic 
Tour’ event, highlighted the 
Government neglect of Londoners’ 
health from poor air quality, by 
presenting their own blue ‘Cancer 
prevention doesn’t live here’ 
plaque at Defra headquarters

In June this year, health activists in central London held a ‘Toxic Tour’ visiting different Government agencies 
who neglected their responsiblity to protect the public from pollution.
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David Martin’s remarks about 
buses in Oxford Street provoked  
a response from John Cartledge. 
Here is what he says.

For several years, the more atavistic 
elements in Mayfair and Maryle-
bone have been clamouring for 
buses to be evicted from Oxford 
Street, but they have yet  
to spell out where they expect the 
vehicles (and, more importantly, 
their passengers) to go instead. 

Surprisingly, an echo of this 
campaign could be detected in 
David Martin’s comments in the 
May 2013 issue of the London  
CBT newsletter. Here are some 
points that need to be made in 
response.

Nobody (including TfL) wants 
buses in Oxford Street if there are 
alternative routes allowing them 
to bring people into the area. But 
nobody has yet found any that are 
acceptable to the local occupiers 
and Westminster city council.

Buses carry tens of thousands of 
people to and from the area every 
day (including many of those people 
to whose presence on the pavements 
David also takes exception) and are 
vital to its commercial well-being. 
If Oxford Street was a bus station  
it would be easily the busiest in Eu-
rope.

In terms of passengers moved 
relative to road space occupied, 
buses are easily the most space-
efficient mode of road passenger 
transport – 50 times more so than 
taxis, whose presence in Oxford 
Street attracts no comment from 
David.

Unless one hangs from the top 
of a lamp-post as the buses go by, 
or climbs the stairs on each vehicle, 
it is impossible for one person to 
conduct an accurate occupancy 
survey of double-deck vehicles.

Even if this were not the case, a 
survey of 15 vehicles in one place at 
one time is representative of noth-
ing. The average load on a London 
bus is 17 passengers, roughly twice 
the national average.  

But this varies by time of day 
and week, direction of travel, and 
the demand pattern along each 
route. There has to be sufficient 
capacity to carry the maximum 
load at the busiest time, so the 
rest of the time the fleet is ine- 
vitably under utilized.

It does not make sense to leave 
buses in the garage once the cost 
of the vehicle and driver have been 
covered, because the marginal 
cost of fuel and wear-and-tear is 

low. Passengers’ willingness to use 
buses is a function of their fre-
quency, irrespective of how many 
other people are travelling. At 
times of lower demand, if buses 
did not leave till most seats were 
full, they’d never leave, because 
nobody would hang around that 
long.

Buses and people sharing road 
space is not ideal. But buses’ safety 
record is better than that of other 
road vehicles – particularly at  

the speed at which they move  
in Oxford Street.

There are 20 different bus  
routes in Oxford Street so it is  
possible to have a ‘convoy’ of 15 
vehicles which have come from 
and are going to entirely different 
places, and whose simultaneous 
presence in the street proves  
nothing other than it is London 
bus passengers’ most popular  
single destination.

Go Underground
Solving London’s Problems of Congestion

It has been suggested that congestion in London’s streets could be 
solved by building underground  roads – not just underpasses here 
and there causing problems for pedestrians trying to cross the road 
– but a whole system. These would not just be underpasses here and 
there which cause  problems for pedestrians trying to cross the road, 
but a whole system. These roads would come from outside the centre 
to underground car parks where motorists would leave their cars. The 
roads and car parks would be linked by a ring road and with 
motorways into London – an underground M25. In the course of 
time, all the cars would be electric.

This was a proposal put forward by Professor Douglas McWilliams, 
Professor of Commerce at Gresham College, at the Museum of Lon-
don on Wednesday 2nd May.

Surely a better solution to reduce congestion would be for London 
boroughs not to issue more than one parking permit to a household, 
or charge more for a second permit as Chelsea and Kensington and 
Westminster do. Boroughs might even decline to issue more permits 
than the main roads could accommodate.  More stations and under-
ground rail lines could usefully be developed in London; Paris has 
more stations in the inner area than London does. Hackney to Chel-
sea and the south west of London have been suggested; and why not 
a cut-and-cover line up the Edgware Road, Maida Vale and Kilburn 
High Road and beyond?

More underground lines would be more useful to London than 
more roads. Roads are good for buses, provided cars and lorries are 
not numerous, but useless for those without cars who are the major-
ity of the population.  For the occasions when a car is wanted or de-
sired, surely car clubs or hiring a car can provide a solution. Shared 
taxi systems and similar schemes could also provide better solutions 
in the outer areas of London where public transport is both less fre-
quent and more sparse. 
Margherita  Rendel       

Oxford Street 
- the case for 
the buses

No underground roads for London
Richard Hebditch, Campaigns Director, Campaign for Better Transport writes:

There’s a lot in the Roads Task Force we strongly support. Car-free 
developments, 20mph speed limits, new cycling facilities and pedestrian 
areas are great ideas. But the best way to make London more liveable and 
to reduce congestion is to cut traffic. Hiding the roads in tunnels is a 
colossally expensive attempt to avoid reducing car travel. Measures such 
as extending the congestion charge zone or bringing in wider road charging 
would cost very little and bring in a large income to help pay for some of the 
good ideas in this report.

We are disappointed to see the Roads Task Force support new road 
crossings of the Thames at Silvertown and Gallions Reach.
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Do we really need  
more airports?

A report from the Greater London 
Authority has thrown severe doubts 
over whether the south east of 
England needs more airport 
capacity. Luton, Stansted and Gatwick 
are underused and could attract 
more passengers if transport links 
with central London was improved. 
Heathrow could cope with an 
additional 20 million passengers 
a year if it used larger aircraft.

But demand for air travel 
seems to be expanding far slower 
than forecast. In 2007 the Depart-
ment for Transport predicted that, 
by 2030, the UK’s airports would 
cater for 495 million passengers. 
By 2013 this prediction had fallen 
to 320 million. 

The importance of Heathrow as a 
hub airport is also questioned. Only 
some 20 per cent of Heathrow’s 
passengers are transferring rather 
than starting or finishing their 
flights. It was also noted that 75 
per cent of flights from Heathrow 
are short-haul (to the UK or West-
ern Europe) and many of these 
journeys could be made by train.

Overground expansion

The Mayor’s plan for TfL to take 
over more of London’s suburban 
rail services has moved forward a 
step. TfL are poised to take over 
the lines out of Liverpool Street to 
Chingford, Enfield Town and 
Cheshunt via Sevens Sisters. The 
takeover is likely to take place in 
2015 at the same time as Crossrail 
takes over the Liverpool Street to 
Shenfield line. It is also hoped 
eventually to establish a new 

service from Stratford to Angel 
Road, calling at a reopened station 
at Lea Bridge and using a new third 
track between Coppermill Junction 
and Angel Road. Although Lea 
Bridge station is to open it seems 
that the third track, and therefore 
the frequent service to Angel Road, 
is not likely to take place any time 
soon.

Also announced at long last is 
the electrification of the Gospel 
Oak to Barking line although no 
date for its completion has yet 
been set. It seems likely that the 
two-car class 172 diesel units will 
be replaced by four-car class 378 
electrics to match those on the 
rest of the Overground system.

TfL also hoped to take over some 
south-east London lines to Dartford 
and Sevenoaks but this has been 
declined. The problem seems to 
be the potential clashes between 
an improved local service and  
longer distance trains from Kent.

No light rail for  
the Abbey Line

Hertfordshire County Council has 
wanted to increase the service 
frequency on the Abbey Line 
between Watford and St Albans 
for some time. One suggestion 
was to transfer the line to county 
council ownership and run it as a 
light rail concession.

The plan has run into a bureau-
cratic quagmire. Issues around the 
structure of the national rail indus-
try and national fare structures 
dating back to British Rail days 
have proved very complicated  
to unpick. The DfT has explored 
other options for improving ser-

vice frequency with the present 
operator, London Midland, but 
they have not been able to find a 
way of increasing the frequency 
using the existing infrastructure.

Connectivity at  
Old Oak Common

TfL is proposing a new station  
at Old Oak Common to link the 
North London Line with Crossrail 
and HS2. The station would be 
situated between Midland Terrace 
and Old Oak Common Lane, near 
Acton Wells Junction. A new link is 
also proposed to enable West London 
Line trains to either serve the new 
station, or another one next to 
Wormwood Scrubs, or both. This 
line would run alongside North 
Pole Depot and then swing across 
the Great Western main line to 
link with the North London Line 
near Acton Wells Junction.

 The Mayor is consulting on a 
plan for Old Oak Common, and 
this is out for public consultation 
until Friday 6 September. See 
www.london.gov.uk/oldoak. 

Good and bad news for 
those wheelchair bound

Transport for All, campaigning for 
accessible transport for all, reports 
that following temporary provision 
of ramps for the Olympics, London 
Underground has agreed to make 
them permanently available at a 
further 19 stations. It will mean that 
149 station platforms out of the 195 
which are step free from platform 
to street will now provide access 
onto the train as well – that’s 76%.

Less good is news from Crossrail 
that seven stations on the new 
line will not have step-free access, 
although all new stations will.

Lambeth launches  
its cycling strategy

The vision for the Lambeth Cycling 
Strategy is that Lambeth will be 
the most cycle-friendly borough in 
London. 

The aim is to promote modal 
shift to walking and cycling and 
encouraging and enabling a 
range of people to cycle so that 
Lambeth’s cycling population  
reflects the local population. It  
intends to create safe and attrac-
tive streets for cycling and walking 
through a mix of measures includ-
ing a borough-wide 20 mph speed 
limit and a high quality network 
of routes with a variety of routes 
for different ages and abilities. 
Provision of secure cycle parking 
at both ends of cycle trips is also 
highlighted.

In London as a whole there is 
worrying news that cycle deaths 
in 2012 rose by 10 per cent, more 
than the rise in the number of cy-
clists. It makes the current review 
of cycle lanes more urgent. There 
is also a worrying rise in the num-
ber of cyclists killed and injured by 
lorries which are built in such a 
way that cyclists on their nearside 
are invisible to their drivers. 5000 
cyclists encircled the Houses of 
Parliament on 2nd September on 
a ‘space for cycling’ ride organised 
by the London Cycling Campaign 
to protest against these deaths 
and to highlight the dangers.

Speed limiters on vans

A study is being conducted on 
devices that prevent motorists 
from exceeding 62 mph, 8mph 
less than the motorway speed 
limit. The European Commission 
is also exploring the use of 
‘intelligent’ speed limiters, which 
use satellite technology to detect 
the speed limit on a particular 
road and slow down any vehicles 
that exceed it.

Under EU law, speed limiters must 
be fitted in new heavy goods ve-
hicles (HGVs), buses and coaches. 
HGVs are prevented from exceeding 
56 mph and buses and coaches 
can travel no faster than 62 mph.

Despite the clear contribution to 
road safety that these regulations 
bring, Transport Secretary Patrick 
McLoughlin’s comment was: ‘to be 
forced to have automatic controls 
in your car amounts to Big Brother 
nannying by EU bureaucrats’.

Oxford Street again

Victoria Borwick, a member of the 
GLA Transport Committee, has 
commissioned a report on Oxford 
Street entitled ‘All Change Please’.  
She is sympathetic to the idea of 
a tram to replace the buses but is 
persuaded that this would cost 
too much, not least because of 
the need for a depot. Instead she 
favours a shuttle bus which could 
be driven to and from a depot 
situated in a cheaper area. She 
recognises that this would mean 
that passengers would have to 
change buses but quotes research 
for the New West End Company 
which suggests that passengers 
would not mind this providing 
they did not have to pay again. 
This leads her to suggest a flexible 
ticketing system which would enable 
passengers to change bus, or even 
change mode, within a given period 
without having to pay again.

Peak hour crowds at Seven Sisters where TfL will one day be providing 
the rail service


