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WELCOME

... to this second edition of our online 
magazine. It’s designed to keep you up to 
date with developments in the transport 
market place and in our business.

In this issue:
 • WARNER’S WORDS: Alex reflects on 

events at FFC over the last two months
 • NELSON’S COLUMN: John reflects on 

Boris’s focus on transport spending
 • INSIGHT PROFILE: Dave Kaye on his 

return to frontline management
 • CHEEK’S COMMENT: Chris has been 

delving into DfT’s annual bus statistics
 • TURNER TALKS: CMAC’s CEO on how to 

do rail replacement services properly
 • TECH UPDATE: Peter Durkin from Blink 

on a revolution in staff communication
 • VIEWPOINT: a second chance to read 

Alex’s article about whether anybody 
else could have done better at Northern

Modal shift targets ramped up as   
concern grows about transport emissions
The prospects of a huge increase in demand for public transport services are growing as increasing 
emphasis is placed on modal shift as a means of reducing carbon emissions from transport. Both the 
Committee on Climate Change (CCC) and Friends of the Earth (FoE) have been urging the government 
for some time to do more to promote modal shift in addition to policies to encourage a shift from 
internal combustion engines to electric vehicles.

The government’s fifth carbon budget, drawn up by the CCC, was 
given statutory effect in 2016, and covers the years 2028 to 2032. 
The budget includes a four megaton reduction in CO2 (MtCO2) to 
be achieved by shifting 5 per cent of car km taken in trips of the 
shortest length (<4 miles for bus, <2 miles for cycling and <1 mile for 
walking) to bus, cycling and walking. In drawing up the budget, the 
committee further suggested that reducing car distance travelled 
by 10% could lower emissions by 6 MtCO2 by 2030.

There has been concern amongst CCC members and lobby 
groups for some time that DfT policies are not fully aligned with 
such a target, with little or no indication of any measures to deliver 
modal shift in their approach, which has been focused solely on 
decarbonisation of the vehicle fleet. In October 2018, CCC Chair 
Lord Debden wrote to then Transport Secretary Chris Grayling, 
expressing concern that DfT policies had not been adapted 
to contribute to the need to reduce car travel. Meanwhile, the 
Department continues to forecast road traffic increases of between 
17% and 51% between 2015 and 2050 - with consequential growth 
in traffic congestion.

Now, a new report, More than Electric Cars, published  this 
month by Friends of the Earth, suggests that reductions of at 
least 20% will be required in current road traffic if the UK’s carbon 
reduction targets are to be met. Some experts have suggested that 
the reduction needs to be up to 60% by 2045.

However, as FFC associate director Chris Cheek pointed out in 
a discussion at last month’s UK Bus Summit, these numbers have 
huge implications for the existing and future public transport 
networks, because of the scale of the switch. 

Total demand for travel in the UK in 2018 was 808 billion 
passenger km, of which 672 billion (83%) was car-based. The total 
for bus and coach was 35.3 billion, less than five per cent of the 
total, with another 80.5 billion by rail. Thus, every one per cent of 
demand shifted from car to bus would represent a 17.7% increase 
in bus demand. In other words, achieving even the CCC’s modest 
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The first graph on the left shows the percentage of passenger kilometres accounted for by each mode in 2018, with the car 
dominating, accounting for over 83% of distance travelled. By comparison, rail carried just 10% and bus/coach 4.4%. 
The second (right hand) chart shows what happens to demand for bus and rail services when a given percentage of car 
trips is switched to one or other of the public transport modes. The resulting change would totally transform the scale  and 
economics of public transport operation with huge increases in demand for both vehicles and labour, putting a premium on 
efficiency and vehicle capacity. Automation and high capacity tram-style vehicles would be essential in many urban areas. 

Transforming travel: the future challenge in numbers

5% target could result in up to 88% more demand on the buses (or 51% on the trains), whilst a 20% shift 
would imply increases of 354% and 206% respectively.

On the buses, the early stages of a major shift could be accommodated by increasing average loads 
on existing vehicles. Extensive use of priority measures and a reduction in traffic could free bus services 
from congestion, so boosting the capacity of the existing fleet through better utilisation. Some operators 
have suggested in the past that this could increase capacity in urban areas by 10 per cent or more. Once 
that resource had been exhausted, expansion of services and fleets would be required - with huge 
increases in the demand for labour. 

The railways are a different matter, and the massive growth in demand since the mid 1990s leaves 
little or no capacity for further expansion without massive investment in infrastructure and new rolling 
stock. Hence the need for infrastructure projects to make better use of the existing railway as well as 
megaprojects such as Crossrail, HS2, Northern Powerhouse Rail and Crossrail 2. 
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WARNER’S 
WORDS

We’re pleased to present...
the second issue of our online magazine. I hope 
you’ll find it an interesting and enjoyable read!
It’s been another busy couple of months, dominated by the 
Customer Experience work that we have been doing for leading 
inter-city and suburban commuter train operating companies, 
both with different challenges but real potential to be the “best 
in class”. 

We also undertook an interesting assignment for Chiltern and 
Network Rail using mystery shoppers with a range of impairments 
to survey the experience across the network. The findings were 
pretty positive and reflected well on both operators, but they 
were also illuminating in terms of the particular requirements 
faced by customers that those without the challenges they face 
take for granted when using the railway every 
day. If you’d like us to undertake a similar review 
for your transport company, drop me an email on 
alex.warner@flashforwardconsulting.co.uk

We’ve been busy on other fronts, recruiting for 
a number of roles across various sectors, as well 
as continuing with our “Delight the Customer” 
training programmes for frontline employees 
and support teams. Our film crew have also been 
active, producing videos for companies that have 
involved emotional and insightful interviews 
with their customers on the network as well as 
capturing the best practice end-to-end customer 
journey experience.

From 1 April, changes to employment law 
(IR35) kick-in and this changes the landscape 
for interim contractors. It would take several 
pages (and more) to document the full extent 
of the changes, suffice to say that the rules for 
engaging individuals through personal service 
companies are changing and the responsibility 
for determining whether the off-payroll working 
rules (known as IR35) apply will move to the client 
organisation receiving an individual’s service. 

At Flash Forward Consulting, we’ve worked 
hard to ensure that we can help both contractor’s 
and clients and we’re delighted to have created 
a subsidiary company, Flash Forward Consulting 
Interim Management Ltd, so that we can ensure 
that everyone is fully compliant. We support 
the new legislation and also through our new 
company we can help make it easier for transport 
companies and individuals that provide services 
for them to continue to work together compliantly, 

Banbury station on the Chiltern network, which FFC has been 
studying recently through the eyes of mystery shoppers with a 
range of impairments.

‘Delight the Customer” training sessions have been continuing over 
the last two months.
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flexibly and effectively. Once again, please drop me an email if we can 
help you.

We hope you enjoy this edition of our online magazine. There’s 
plenty to get your teeth into, from John Nelson’s usual pithy and 
insightful thoughts, through to Chris Cheek’s words of wisdom as well 
as the views from a couple of fresh innovators in the sector, Steve 
Turner, CEO of CMAC Group and Peter Durkin who runs employee 
engagement provider, Blink. We’re also delighted to present the first 
in an occasional series of profiles of leading managers in passenger 
transport. This month, it’s Dave Kaye, recently returned to the frontline 
at Abellio. Customer feedback captured on video.

New business development 
post to aid expansion
Andrea Higginbottom joins the team
We’re delighted that Andrea Higginbottom will be joining Flash 
Forward Consulting as our Head of Business Development. 

Andrea has enjoyed extensive experience in the rail industry, 
predominantly in customer service and commercial management 
roles, including at Virgin Trains and in a consultancy capacity. 
She spent 12 years at the Universal Improvement Company and 
also undertook key business development roles at customer 
contact company, Prolog and at Yorkshire Business Solutions. 
Andrea is a coach to accountants and a member of the Learning 
and Qualifications Advisory Group and is an experienced trainer 
and mentor across various sectors.

In her new role, Andrea will be focusing on growing Flash Forward’s services to organisations in the 
transport and logistics sectors as well as playing a leading role on our customer experience, training 
and quality management programmes as well as helping our customers and also undertaking ongoing 
business administration.

Commenting on her appointment, Alex Warner, Flash Forward Chief Executive remarked “As we 
complete what is our best ever 12 months since we were founded in 2012, I am delighted that Andrea 
is joining our team and helping us grow further in our renowned customer-obsessed manner, so that 
we can take our support of existing customers to a new dimension, further develop innovative products 
and reach-out to new customers in the fascinating sectors that we are privileged to serve”.

FFC      
NEWS
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NELSON’S 
COLUMN

Boris’s blistering start
A raft of transport spending commitments could 
transform our transport system, but value for money  
will still be crucial, argues FFC chairman John Nelson

The “new” Government has certainly got off to a blistering start 
in clearing the decks for what could be an invigorating ride 
in the field of transport. Hard on the heels of HS2 comes the 
promise of £5bn extra for buses and a commitment to HS3 
between Manchester and Leeds. We have also had a trailer for 
what would be one of the most ambitious road bridge projects 
ever conceived on the global stage – one between the Scottish 
and North Ireland main lands. How this would fit into a scenario 
in which neither Ireland nor Scotland remained within the UK 
is not too fanciful a proposition to dismiss entirely from one’s 
thoughts at this stage! Would the EU take it over? But I digress.

The total cost of these schemes is eye watering and clearly 
meant as a significant statement of intent. Given the clarity 
of the announcements, to walk away or dilute them any 
time soon (meaning within the Government’s term in office) 
would be pretty much unthinkable without substantial loss of 
credibility. So we must assume that they will happen and that 
the Government is prepared to be held to account for progress 
next time around. The “resignation/sacking” of Sajid Javid as 
Chancellor of the Exchequer meanwhile is being interpreted by 
political commentators as clearing the way for an infrastructure 
spending splurge, the like of which we have not seen before 
and which, had they been proposed by a Government of a 
different colour, would almost certainly have been denounced 
as profligacy of the worst kind. So a new brand of Conservative 
politics has arrived.

Such schemes conform totally to the Johnson style of politics. 
As Mayor of London he was the inventor of the Routemaster 
replacement; he promoted the cross river hire wire cable car 
act; famously proposed the re-siting of London’s Airport from 
Heathrow to the Thames Estuary; whilst proposing to lie down 
in front of the diggers sent to clear the way for Heathrow’s 
expansion (now approved of course); and supported the so-
called “garden bridge” over the Thames. So we should not 
be surprised (and as transport specialists should welcome) 
the recent announcements that have been made with the 
enthusiastic endorsement of the irrepressible Grant Shapps, 
who at present shows every sign of providing a similar sort of 
leadership to his Labour predecessor, Andrew Adonis. 

At the political high level we can interpret what is going on as 
the new Government carrying out its loudly stated intentions to 
balance things out within the country as a whole. “Connectivity” 
is the buzzword and with the Tories having made gains at the 
general election in places that have not turned blue since 1931 

The HS2 scheme (above), with artist’s impression 
(below) has now got the go-ahead from the 
government after a review. But this is by no 
means the limit of the Johnson government’s 
ambitions for transport.
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(the big slump) there is a political impetus to 
shore up the vote so that the “lending of Labour 
votes to get Brexit done” can become a more 
permanent arrangement.

We see this too at the political low level. We 
see it in the proclamation of so-called “free ports” 
which are likely to be selected in some of the more 
economically disadvantaged parts of the country 
– from Cornwall to Northumberland. We see it 
too in the promotion of schemes that are being 
portrayed as a reversal of Beeching. Some of 
these make clear sense (Fleetwood into Blackpool; 
Blyth and Ashington into Newcastle) but would 
have been highly unlikely to be introduced by 
any previous Tory Government. However, now 
that they have won or come close to winning in 
such areas it makes political sense for them to 
go ahead. Elsewhere I notice that Government 
Ministers have been showing interest in a possible 
loop from the East Coast Main Line to provide a 
high speed connection to Doncaster Airport, slap 
bang in the middle of another one of the election 
night gains, Don Valley. There are rumblings of 
intent to improve links to Leeds-Bradford Airport as well.

All of this is hugely significant politically. It looks like infrastructure investment is seen as justifying 
Government borrowing but that “current spending” will be viewed as something that needs restraint. 
This could have other major consequences for public transport, not least for railways. I expect (and 
hope) that the Williams Report will focus the Government’s attention on the wastefulness of the current 
fragmentation of the parts and that Grant Shapps will come to realise that therein lies a possible route 
to better value for money.

Schematic of Transport for the North’s vision for Northern 
Powerhouse Rail. The government wants to see better integration 
between this and HS2.
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Dave’s back!
After a gap of eight years, former FirstGroup 
senior manager Dave Kaye has returned to the 
front line in passenger transport. We caught up 
with him.
It’s been over eight years since you left mainstream 
transport, how’s it feel to return to a line management role 
and be back in the sector? Are you really excited?
It’s fantastic to be back in a leadership role in the industry.  I am 
very excited about it and the challenges ahead of me.  I am with 
a great group, Abellio, which is owned by the Dutch railways, 
Nederlandse Spoorwegen. They have a real focus on customer 
service, performance improvement and doing things for the 
right reasons and for the long-term benefits that this brings. 

What have you been up to in the intervening period?
I have spent much of my time helping to raise our seven-year-
old son.  As parents we took a conscious decision that one of us 
would work and the other one would ensure that our son had 
all the support he needed to go through nursery and school.  We 
have really seen the benefits of this, so it was a great investment 
of my time.  I’ve also done some work as a non-executive director 
and my crown green bowling has improved!

You are known as a career busman but of course, you spent 
a few years heading up First rail subsidiaries North Western 
and Great Eastern - what changes have you noticed in the 
rail industry since those days?
I would argue that I am a transport professional and prefer not 
to be pigeon-holed.  The core concepts are the same whichever 
mode you chose, it’s the delivery method that differs. There 
have been lots of changes in the rail industry, especially around 
customer service and the customer experience.  The focus 
however remains on making sure that the trains run on time 
and if they don’t, you communicate well with customers. That’s 
why I chose Abellio as they have customer focus in their DNA.

You were running Great Eastern at the time when there was 
fierce competition with Anglia Railways - was that fun and 
how did it differ from the kind of “bus wars” you experienced 
in the bus sector?
I try to have fun whatever I do.  Those people that know me 
will always say that we work very hard but enjoy it and do it 
with a smile on our face.  The Great Eastern days were amongst 
the best of my career.  Brilliant company and most importantly, 
brilliant people.  That certainly hasn’t changed.  Bus competition 
is different because you are competing on the same road space 

INSIGHT 
PROFILE

DAVE     
KAYE

Recent additions to the Abellio portfolio have 
been the franchises for the East Midlands 
(above) and the West Midlands (below).
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for the same passengers. You could saturate 
the market as happened after de-regulation and 
then it matures and settles down.  On rail you are 
competing through timetables and fares.  The 
Anglia market was predominantly long distance 
whilst the Great Eastern market was much more 
Essex commuters and the Shenfield Metro 
services. Abellio has 10 per cent of the London 
bus market and has exciting ambitions to extend 
its expertise with operations elsewhere in the UK. 
Watch this space!

Didn’t First decorate a commemorative 
double-decker on your 30-year anniversary? 
Were you a bit embarrassed by that or did you 
feel immense pride?
It was slightly embarrassing to see my face 
plastered all over the side of a bus, but to achieve 
30 years with a company and work my way from 
the bottom to the top was an achievement that 
I’m immensely proud of.  I have become a real 
advocate of training and development so people 
achieve their potential.  

Is it true that back in the day you were a rugby 
league and rugby union professional - what 
did you prefer?
Yes, I was but it was back in the days when pro’s 
weren’t full time so I could do my day job and 
then train every evening and play at the weekend.  
It was hard but I was young then.  League was 
harder but it paid better!  I had a short career 
though, mainly due to the fact that I wasn’t that 
good, and I got some bad injuries that went 
against me at contract renewal time.  I’d do it all 
again though.

What does your new role entail?
My new role is a fantastic role. I am responsible 
for the oversight of performance of all operations 
and fleet management activities of Abellio UK 
Rail operating companies, as well as ensuring 
we learn lessons and put those improvements in 
place across the group.   As one of the UK’s largest 
transport groups, Abellio operates five TOCs – 
ScotRail, MerseyRail, East Midlands Railway, West 
Midlands Trains and Greater Anglia. Around one 
in five UK rail journeys are on an Abellio train 
which is impressive growth, and we are investing 
£3bn in new rolling stock.

FirstGroup celebrated Dave’s 30 years in the industry with this 
special bus back in 2009.

Dave’s transport management career was put on hold in 2011. His 
last job was as MD of National Express’s UK bus division.

Dave’s new role at Abellio is to oversee the operations and fleet 
management activities at Abellio’s UK rail business.
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Abellio is a very collaborative group and likes 
to devolve accountability and have people taking 
responsibility. Abellio’s three guiding principles 
are simplicity, reliability and sustainability – both 
environmentally and financially.  That suits my 
business approach perfectly.

In terms of punctuality and reliability, what 
disciplines could rail learn from bus and vice 
versa?
Both modes can learn to look after their 
customers. Transport has tended to blame 
others for its failings when all customers want is 
a reliable and punctual service with a timetable 
that customers can understand, and which works 
for them. Improvements are being made though, 
for example in how ScotRail and Network Rail 
work as an alliance north of the border, which 
also makes them better at communicating when 
things go wrong, as with the recent storms. 
Social media is being used in our TOCs to keep 
passengers informed.   

Railways run in the family don’t they - your 
wife, Jo, enjoyed a very distinguished career 
at Network Rail, didn’t she?
She did indeed.  She has just stepped out after 
24 years at Network Rail and its predecessors.  
I am immensely proud of her and what she has 
achieved in the industry so far.  That’s leaving 
the door open for a sequel ‘return of the Jo’.  We 
actually met through railways, Bethnal Green de-
wirement all those years ago.  I said I’d buy her 
a drink at the end of a frantic day and the rest is 
history.

You were once the boss of Flash Forward’s 
CEO, Alex Warner, what was he like to manage?
He was a nightmare! No I’m joking.  He was and still is a great guy. The most passionate customer 
advocate I have ever met.  Full of energy and very focused on delivery. I like to think that he developed 
other skills when he worked for me and he has gone on to build a very successful career on the back 
of his drive, commitment and knowledge. One word of warning about him is that he never carries any 
money, so if there is food or a drink to be bought, he was never there to do it. Now that we are in a more 
‘cashless’ society I will be looking for some payback.

If our recruitment team were to get our paws on your CV, what one bit on it would you have 
in shining lights as your career highlight?

All of it.  I’ve had a great time in transport and can use all the experience in my current role.  It sounds 
blasé but without each constituent part, I wouldn’t have learned enough to be able to deliver the CV that 
I have.  The biggest highlight would be the people that I have met and worked with.  There have been 
some amazing characters who I am proud to have known. 

Abellio is investing heavily in new trains, such as the Class 385 
electric trains in Scotland (above) and a new Stadler-built InterCity 
fleet for Greater Anglia (below). The heritage stock at Merseyrail 
(bottom) is due for replacement very shortly.
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CHEEK’S 
COMMENT

Looking behind the 
headline numbers
Chris has been looking at some of the numbers 
published in the DfT’s annual bus statistics and 
has made some surprising discoveries
The publication of the annual collection of statistics about the 
bus industry usually prompts headlines in the trade press, and 
this year even got some in the nationals, as the news of “yet 
another” decline in passenger numbers prompted a good deal of 
hand wringing from campaigners anxious to use the figures as 
a stick to beat the government with, and opposition politicians 
to cite “yet another” indication of the fact that bus deregulation 
had failed.

So far, so predictable. And that’s really where the analysis 
usually stops. In fact, of course, the statistics and the picture they 
present are much more comprehensive than that. The complete 
set comprises more than 50 individual spreadsheets covering 
virtually every aspect of the industry - including passenger miles, 
miles run, costs, employment, average wages, concessionary 
fares and so forth.

I have been monitoring all this information for over 25 years, 
back to the days when the figures were much less comprehensive 
and came in hard copy only. They needed to be purchased from 
Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, either by post or from an HMSO 
bookshop: there used to be one in Kingsway in London, I seem 
to remember. 

There is a huge amount to be gleaned from these tables, and 
they usually repay close scrutiny. I comment on the results in the 
Passenger Transport Insight blog, and quote them extensively in 
our Bus Industry Monitor reports.

Even in the headline analysis, there are some interesting 
things to be said. For a start, it is worth noting that though the 
decline in patronage did continue in 2018/19, the 1.2% fall was 
the smallest decrease since the current downward trend began 
in 2014.

Secondly, not all parts of the country saw a decline. in 
Scotland there was a virtual standstill, whilst in Wales, patronage 
grew by 5.7%. Delving even deeper into the figures, we find that 
increases also occurred in 38 of the 88 local transport authorities 
in England during the year. So 43% of authorities saw patronage 
growth. Interestingly, 20 of those authorities can point to a 
record of growth across a five year period,  and 23 of them can 
show that their patronage today is higher than it was in 2009/10.

Thus, to use headline figures for the whole country in order to 
try to discredit either bus operators or the regulatory regime is 
seriously misleading. The debate needs to be much more subtle 
than that - and in an ideal world we would study very carefully 

A Decade of Growth 
Eleven authorities with patronage 
increases >20% since 2009/10

Bristol 52.2%
Central Beds 38.5%
Wokingham 38.2%
West Berkshire 37.7%
Reading 36.1%
Bath & NE Somerset 29.9%
South Gloucs 28.2%
Poole 26.5%
Thurrock 26.3%
Nth Somerset 26.0%
Brighton & Hove 22.2%

One of the biogas-fuelled buses introduced 
by First in Bristol, the city topping the bus 
patronage growth league, according to the DfT.
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the authorities that are major success stories and try to apply 
the lessons from those areas to others. 

At the same time, we need to acknowledge that there have 
been a number of authorities where the fall in demand is verging 
on the catastrophic. Thus, eight authorities show declines of 
more than ten per cent in 2018/19 alone. Over the five year 
period, 15 authorities have recorded declines of more than 20 
per cent - whilst the years since 2009/10 have seen 13 authorities 
with declines of more than 30 per cent - with two authorities - 
Warrington and Stoke-on-Trent - showing falls in excess of 40 
per cent.

We need to be able to understand what has gone wrong in 
those places too and try to take action to put things right so far 
as we can.

We know from research that we at Passenger Transport Monitor 
and others have done, that the factors influencing demand for 
buses are many and complex. As well as internal matters such 
as price, frequency and vehicle quality, there are many external  
changes outside the control of operators or local authorities. 
These underlying shifts can be in demographic, economic and 
social circumstances (the decline in High Street retail being a prime example). Other matters, such as 
spending cuts or growing congestion, can affect service supply, whilst service quality is critically affected 
by traffic congestion.

Those who argue that a simple flick of a regulatory switch or a change of ownership can turn declining 
bus networks into flourishing ones are deluding themselves: these matters are far from simple, and 
the wide variation in outcomes all over the country provides ample evidence of this. We need to ask 
questions about our successes and our failures, which means diving into the detail of what’s been going 
on, learning the lessons and putting them into practice. It requires patience, open-mindedness and 
attention to detail. After all, if it had been simple, we’d all have done it years ago.  

Suitable Cases for 
Treatment?

Thirteen authorities with patronage 
falls >30% since 2009/10

Blackburn -30.0%
Darlington -30.4%
Blackpool -30.7%
Lancashire -31.7%
Cheshire East -32.4%
Worcestershire -34.3%
Herefordshire -34.7%
Somerset -35.2%
Telford & Wrekin -35.6%
Redcar & Cleveland -36.1%
Windsor & Maidenhead -38.2%
Stoke-on-Trent -40.6%
Warrington -48.5%
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Dedication is 
what you need
CMAC CEO Steve Turner argues that there is a 
need to make the customer experience during 
travel disruption much, much better
A couple of years ago, I stumbled upon Flash Forward’s microscopic 
Customer Experience Health Assessments. Fortunately, I wasn’t 
in the spotlight for their mystery shopping - I know Alex and the 
team focus intently on the way in which delays are managed 
and particularly the provision of information during disruption. 
At CMAC we’ve been working strenuously with many train 
companies to improve the overall end-to-end experience. It’s an 
area where the industry simply must get better!

CMAC provides emergency and planned rail replacement services for customers 
when there is disruption and also for engineering works. We have access to several 
thousand vetted and accredited transport and accommodation suppliers – we also put 
customers up in hotels (sometimes this is better for stranded customers than long taxi 
rides) and in normal service we provide taxis for train crew to get them to and from 
work at the extremities of the day! 

We provide similar services for the aviation industry, we repatriate stranded customers 
when events such as airlines or tour operators going into liquidation, or other situations, 
services are disrupted by floods, fires and other weather-related  events.  (remember the 
Ash Cloud episode in 2010? We’ll never forget it!). We also provide business continuity 
plans for businesses across a range of sectors. 

From a customer perspective, there’s nothing that sinks the heart lower than when 
they arrive at the station for a hugely anticipated day out and they see those fateful 
words “Rail Replacement Service”. Our job is to work with the industry to ensure that 
we leave those days behind, such that customers feel maybe slightly disappointed but 
confident that it is not even a minor blip in their travel experience. The aim is the same 
for those unforeseen delays that crop up.

We’ve a long way to go and whilst at CMAC we’ve access to the biggest fleet of 
accredited, fully-complaint and tracked taxis, 
buses and coaches in the UK, it’s the detail of the 
end-to-end experience that is more important 
than ever, particularly as customer expectations 
are going through the roof – and not unreasonably 
so. 

A few weekends ago, I did a mystery shop to 
see how rail replacement is handled. It was in a 
region in which we don’t currently operate, but I 
was staggered to see vehicles without destination 
boards, let alone calling points, scruffy drivers 
who did not know where they were going and 
could barely communicate with customers. 
What’s more, most of the bus stops and stations 

TURNER 
TALKS

As well as planned works, sudden disruptions, like the Beast from 
the East in 2018, can occur. They are particularly challenging



14

had few if any notices (at best, ham-fisted, handwritten scrawled messages). 
At a very few locations there were “co-ordinators”, but they were scruffy and not particularly 

knowledgeable. It was also noticeable how many services were poorly routed, stopping some distance 
from the stations. Disappointingly, information on social media from the train company was very 
superficial. The whole experience felt like it was in a time warp – customer service has moved forward 
in leaps and bounds over the past decade or so, but some aspects of rail replacement haven’t, albeit 
there are thankfully some pockets of good practice, such as the 
service provided by Abellio, for instance. 

With planned engineering works it should be easier, of course 
– all parties have many months to get the right arrangements 
in place. Short notice disruption is much harder and we pride 
ourselves in managing to find vehicles even when they come at 
the worst time of day (during the dreaded school run). We have 
very long-standing relationships with our suppliers – they have 
to go to some lengths to become an accredited supplier with 
us, particularly concerning their customer service credentials. 
In return, we do the important stuff... like paying them quickly! 
That’s important to the industry, given that last year we provided 
260,000 journeys to help customers during unplanned, short 
notice disruption. We rely on our great team of drivers and paying 
them on time and hassle free is the vital cog that means that 
customers receive salvation when delays paralyse the railway. 
Taxis, in particular, play a key role – we operate 4,000 taxis a 
day and this enables us to mobilise in great numbers quickly 
and respond to emerging situations - that’s as many in a day 
as our biggest competitor does in a month. Also the ability to 
mobilise taxis in great numbers quickly allows us to respond fast 
to developing situations. Taxis can help alleviate large crowds 
building up plus be used on outlying stations. There, passenger 
numbers may be small but they are no less important.

However, getting a taxi, bus or coach to the right place at 
the right time isn’t a panacea for everything:  customers want 
to be reassured when they are on their disrupted rail journey 
that a reputable, customer-driven driver will whisk them to their 
destination and about where to find their vehicle when they 
disembark from the train. 

To do this, the size of the supplier base is important, but so 
too is the support of station-based taxis from the rank (see panel, 
right). Seamlessness of the customer experience is everything 
and be it disruption or planned engineering works, there’s no 
reason why the branded proposition should diminish during 
these times. 

Every station should have a plan for the provision of customer 
information during disruption, and it should be kept on the 
shelf in the manager’s office but be lived and breathed by all. 
The plan needs to be supported by visible, tailored signage 
capable of being deployed the moment disruption occurs. Rail 
Replacement Co-ordinators – which we also provide – should be 
polished, customer-driven experts in their field, ambassadors 
that also eschew the brand of the train company that they serve.

Managing taxis 
for seamless 
journeys
For some train companies we manage 
the taxi permit scheme at each of their 
stations. This service features:
 • oversight of the adherence to customer 

service standards by the drivers
 • provision of an App for drivers so 

that they have to take any customer 
arriving in disruption without charging 
them, knowing that they will get paid 
instantly. 

 • replaces the cumbersome “white 
docket” system.

That system means that a ticket has to be 
completed by a member of railway staff, 
then handed to a customer who  in turn 
passes it on to a taxi driver. Those drivers, 
wondering whether they will get paid 
quickly, can turn down the opportunity to 
take the customer (especially if they’ve 
been waiting in the rank for some time 
hoping for a lucrative long distance trip 
to make!). The CMAC system is much less 
clunky and looks slicker for customers. 
We’re also working with one of our 
partners Transport Compensation Services 
to provide automated Delay Repay 
compensation in real-time. Imagine, how 
relieved a customer will feel when they 
are taken off a train, immediately put in 
a taxi and the cost of their train fare has 
gone into their bank account, there and 
then! This may sound a bit crackers, but 
I strongly believe that sort of service will 
improve customers’ perceptions of a TOC 
to the extent that their opinion would be 
higher than if they hadn’t been disrupted 
in the first place!
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All of this may sound a bit theoretical; some kind of Elysian 
balm, maybe, or the Holy Grail that’s not yet been successfully 
navigated – but trust me, it is achievable!  

Life should be easier given that the transport owning groups 
look after bus and trains and therefore you’d think that everything 
would be more integrated. But it is not: part of the problem is that 
rail replacement is too often relegated in importance, particularly 
where a group has its own in-house division to manage these 
services. It’s quite often an ancillary function, receiving the least 
amount of investment and management attention. Too often, 
managers - whether from bus or rail - do not see rail replacement 
as “the place to be”  from the point of view of their own career 
development. This underplays the importance of those in charge 
of rail replacement services. Whilst it would be great to be viewed 
on a par with the emergency services - knights in shining armour 
ready to save the day - it has to be remembered the work done is 
often  a key determinant of overall NRPS scores for TOCs. Thus, 
it should not be under-estimated! 

For us at CMAC, rail replacement is our bread and butter, it’s 
why we exist and we absolutely love it (not that we love it when 
trains aren’t running, but we revel in the challenge of rescuing 
folk in disruption). Whilst for others the work isn’t sexy, we not 
only find it fascinating but we’re massively excited about the 
potential to help shape the rounded experience for customers. 

Independence is an important aspect of customer service. 
Too often in the industry, owning groups use their own rail 
replacement arm to provide a service, simply in order to keep 
work “in-house”. This is often despite the fact that result is not 
necessarily provide the best outcome for their customers in 
terms of the vehicle or service quality - or indeed the best value 

for money for the TOC.
Vehicles are the conduit to rescuing customers in adversity, but they are “hardware”. They can be the 

best around (and we work to ensure that they are) but the real excitement is in working with all parts of 
the industry to ensure the end-to-end experience is not diluted in disruption – that the train company’s 
brand shines through despite the circumstances, including in the way in which the bus, coach or cab 
driver behaves. 

We’re focused on gleaning customer insight around their thoughts and priorities when delays 
occur, working with Transport Focus and other key consumer bodies to do this, as well as be partners 
with transport companies and authorities to ensure information is high quality and that interface 
arrangements are fully integrated! 

In the Summer, we’ll be hosting what we believe to be the rail sector’s first ever conference solely 
focused on the provision of information in times of disruption. We’re hoping for a full house, as it’s an 
important subject that is a key driver of customer satisfaction.

There’s so much work to be done and as a dedicated provider of rail replacement services CMAC is 
in a great place to focus 100% on making the all-round experience better for the good of the industry. 
We are really  committed to making this happen, so leaving a real legacy. When Flash Forward no longer 
needs to do mystery shopping, then we’ll know the industry’s cracked it, once and for all! Trust me, we 
can make this happen!

Visit www.cmacgroup.co.uk for more information.

Shaping the 
customer 
experience
Key Features of the CMAC approach to rail 
replacement
 • Our call centres in Accrington, 

Manchester Airport and Nottingham are 
set-up to provide the service

 • Vehicles are mobilised en masse and 
tracked closely,

 • Close liaison with our railway company 
clients ensures that the interface with 
customers is as seamless as possible.

 • Investment in state-of-the art 
technology, resources and supplier 
accreditation is fundamental to us 
and we don’t need to prioritise this 
against other areas, because this is our 
business and our specialism. 

 • Our comprehensive supplier 
management system with its 
microscopic audit regime, is fixated 
on the quality of customer service 
delivered by all our suppliers and 
ensures total health and safety 
compliance.
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A quiet revolution in    
staff communication
Leading transit providers are investing in an 
award-winning digital workforce app called Blink. 
Peter Durkin explains why.
A recent survey of bus users showed the biggest contributor to a 
‘Great Journey’ was the individual bus driver, with 41% of people 
citing ‘the person at the wheel’ as the key to a great experience.

Everyone who works on the frontline of our industry is 
aware of the vital service they personally play in connecting 
communities and business. However, the irony is that all too 
often frontline workers feel disconnected from their colleagues 
and management, and too often they feel disconnected from the 
company they work for.

The result can be low employee satisfaction and high staff 
turnover.

A revolution of employee experience is here
Employee experience apps are the last - but crucial - missing 
pieces of digital transformation efforts. Up to now, many digital 
efforts have focused on improving customer experience and 
business operations. Few operators have as yet harnessed 
technologies that truly transform the employee experience.

The frontline in our industry still revolves around paper; notice 
boards, forms, payslips and compliance documents requiring 
signatures from every worker. It’s time for a better way that is 
more convenient and more efficient. A true win-win for workers 
and operators.

Stagecoach picks up the Award for Innovation 
at the National Transport Awards
Stagecoach have been leading the way on investing in their 
workforce and bringing digital innovation into their frontline 
operations. This was recognised at the National Transport 
Awards when Stagecoach won the award for most innovative 
project in UK transport for transforming their frontline employee 
experience.

Stagecoach introduced the Blink in late 2018, quickly 
deploying it to 24,000 bus drivers and engineers, and all their 
desk-based employees. Their frontline staff can use the app to 
communicate with colleagues, access scheduling information & 
wellbeing tools, submit holiday & shift swap requests, complete 
accident & near-miss reports - all from one app.

Stagecoach have now won three awards, being praised for 
“successfully driving efficiency and engagement for bus drivers 
and engineers” after being awarded the Gold Prize at the 2019 
Intranet and Digital Workplace Awards by Step Two in Sydney and 

TECH 
UPDATE

To find out more about Blink, please contact 
us:
 • (+44) 203 807 9220
 • peter@joinblink.com
 • website: https://joinblink.com
 • 71 Fanshaw Street, London, N1 6LA
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the Digital Workplace of the Year for Enabling the 
Frontline in the 2019 Digital Workplace Awards in 
Chicago.

Little things mean a lot!
Employee churn is incredibly expensive to 
operators, but the results of Blink are turning 
heads within the industry. Companies who 
have deployed Blink have reported up to a 27% 
reduction in employee turnover.

In the grand scheme of things, enabling drivers 
and engineers to access rotas, near-miss reports 
and holiday requests through a mobile app might 
not seem to be all that important. But Blink is 
the starting gun to a Digital Frontline Workforce; 
transforming frontline operations to deliver more 
benefits, enabling a more efficient, responsive 
and agile way of working.

Blink has now launched with Metroline and 
Go-Ahead in the UK, and the first US operator 
to adopt the technology was The Rapid in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan. Meanwhile in Australia, NSW 
State Transit, Transit Systems & Busways have all 
recently launched the app to their frontlines.

This might have been a quiet revolution so far, 
but it’s gaining momentum and is one that your 
company won’t want to miss.

Members of the Stagecoach technology and change team receive 
the award for Most Innovative Transport Project of the Year at the 
2019 National Transport Awards after successfully rolling out the 
Blink platform to around 24,000 employees. The result was an 
immediate 4% jump in staff ratings of how well the company kept 
employees informed.

[ABOVE] These from Stagecoach Yorkshire were amongst the 24,000 
members of staff who benefitted from the roll out of Blink by the 
group in 2018. [BELOW RIGHT] Go-Ahead Group is now a user of 
BLINK.

Transport Insight is published by 
Flash Forward Consulting Limited
20-22 Wenlock Road, London, N1 7GU.
Telephone: +44 (0)7483 107 667
Email: enquiries@flashforwardconsulting.co.uk
Web: www.flashforwardconsulting.co.uk
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All rights reserved.
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HAVE YOUR SAY!
Comment and Contributions
We welcome comment on our articles and also 
contributions to the magazine.
Please send any comment or contributions by 3 April to: 

chris.cheek@passtrans.co.uk
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A second chance to read Alex Warner’s article 
about where the blame lies for the Northern Rail 
debacle, first published in Passenger Transport 
magazine

Could you have done a 
better job at Northern? 
Grant Shapps has stripped Arriva of the Northern 
franchise, blaming the management. But I think  
that responsibility for its problems lies elsewhere 
Grant Shapps got what he wanted, so too did Andy Burnham, the 
trade unions and the media - because Arriva being stripped of the 
Northern franchise and suffering ignominy made good headlines. 
Those in the industry probably also enjoyed it - there’s nothing like 
tittle-tattling about the demise of someone or other. 

Spare a thought, then for Chris Burchell and David Brown, 
CEOs at Arriva’s Rail Division and Northern respectively. I’ve only 
really known Burchell in the past two years, but he is someone 
I’ve admired from a distance for much longer. Chris has long been 
the blue-eyed boy of rail, scouted by former Go-Ahead boss Keith 
Ludeman - an ace spotter and developer of bright young talent; 
Alex Hynes and Charles Horton were also snaffled and fast-tracked 
by Ludo to the top. 

At 32, Burchell was the UK’s youngest ever TOC MD when he 
took charge of Southern - a network that has perennially struggled 
for years both before and since his departure. He presided over 
its most successful period before getting the top job in Arriva Rail. 
He then secured the Northern and London Overground franchises 
as well as uplifts in NRPS and performance across all of Arriva’s 
companies. In 2017 he became chairman of the Rail Delivery 
Group. 

However, it was not the decent KPIs, franchise wins, big jobs or 
accolades from his direct reports that defined Burchell’s career. 
In an industry that is often cliquey and riven with professional 
jealousy and back-biting, he was a grounded person who cared only 
for the good of the railway, its customers and people. He always 
acted with the utmost integrity, decency and upheld, at all times, 
the virtue of collaboration, calm headedness and responsiveness, 
when dealing with stakeholders, at every level. 

David Brown is another fine man of decent principles, 
someone who before being tainted by the challenges in Northern, 

VIEWPOINT

Chris Burchell (top) and David Brown, CEOs of Arriva’s rail division and of Northern 
respectively.  Alex suggests that it’s worth reflecting on the pedigrees of the likes of 
these two - because if they couldn’t solve Northern’s problems, then could anyone 
else?

The Northern Franchise   
in figures

 • 2,800 route kilometres
 • 476 stations managed
 • 48.5 million train kilometres
 • 2,585 million passenger kilometres
 • 101 million passenger journeys
 • 861,000 departures a year
 • 5,168 employees
 • £407 million in subsidy (15.8 pence 

per passenger kilometre)
 • £298m passenger revenue (17/18)
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was probably the most revered manager of 
stakeholders in the North of England and most 
knowledgeable of anyone as to the issues 
affecting the communities served in the region by 
rail. A polished, measured, calm communicator 
and deep thinker who always did the best for 
customers and his people - he was a much-
respected leader amongst his team and always 
very focused on their personal development. 
Brown never sought the headlines for personal 
exposure - but I suspect he was worn down by the 
imperfect, impossible structure that he inherited. 
When he was appointed Northern CEO, it was 
seen as a massive coup. 

It’s worth reflecting on the fact that when 
industry professionals chide Northern or make 
throwaway comments about how useless we 
might believe them to be, actually, there is a case 
of “there but for the grace of God”. It’s also worth 
reflecting on the pedigrees of the likes of Burchell 
and Brown - because if they couldn’t solve 
Northern’s problems, then could anyone else? 
Think about that before slagging off the Arriva 
Rail North leadership on social media or sniping 
from the sidelines in pubs or at rail industry 
forums and consider instead the complexity of 
what Arriva had to grapple with. 

This is far more about politics than it is about 
railways. The alignment of stars that got us to 
the point at which Arriva lost the franchise is 
really incredible - everything from Labour policy, 
the elections - general, mayoral, RMT general 
secretary - and union positioning behind Labour 
policy to a strong new government in debt to the 
North and seeing a ‘quick win’. The personalities in 
both Arriva and Northern are bright, workaholics 
rooted in the community. People like people 
and strategy director Richard Allan and the 
commercial brain that is wily old fox Mark Powles 
and the most solid, hardcore operator in the 
form of Alan Chaplin, no one would have worked 
harder. 

As Burchell very publicly admitted, their plan 
became undeliverable and he needed to work 
in partnership to deliver a new one. It doesn’t 
seem obvious whether or not anyone was 
willing to do that. Imagine him trying to explain 
to Arriva’s German owners what was going on 
in the dysfunctional environment that is UK rail. 
I suspect Burchell’s was the loneliest of jobs, 
however supportive his paymasters might have 

Busy trains and busy stations: since its creation in 2004, the 
Northern franchise has seen patronage grow by almost 60%, from 
67m passenger journeys to a peak of 108 million in 2016/17, before 
the industrial action started. By 2018/19, ongoing strikes and 
timetable problems had driven it back down to 101 million.

Launching the new fleet of Class 331electric trains on the Blackpool-
Manchester Airport route in 2019. Delays in the completion of the 
electrification programme and in the delivery of these new Spanish-
built trains have contributed massively to Northern’s problems. 
Ongoing reliability issues have also hampered service delivery and 
further undermined confidence.

A conductor collects fares on a Northern service. It is the future role 
of conductors that has been at the heart of the industrial dispute 
between Arriva Rail North and the RMT. 
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been. 
Arriva Rail North’s demise was the “perfect 

storm”, the delayed electrification schemes 
paralysing driver and stock availability, coupled 
with the “role of the guard” strikes that Arriva 
were, like their counterparts, fighting for the 
good of the future industry, and a network that 
experienced a legacy of chronic underinvestment. 
Yes, they made mistakes, but name me an owning 
group that has got an unblemished record and 
would have done any better within these most 
challenging of circumstances? 

That Arriva’s other franchises, Chiltern, Cross 
Country, Grand Central and London Overground 
(Arriva Rail London) have had a better track 
record than most others’ in the industry tells a 
more accurate tale of its stewardship of railway 
business. As it is within its bus division, Arriva 
shows some innovation but more importantly 
process-orientated, strong corporate governance, 
with a big emphasis on integrity and impeccable 
ethics. Hang round HQ reception and the coffee 
table reading matter is the most comprehensive 
guide to their business standards - messages 
that come through loud and clear in meetings 
with them. Some may say Arriva can be boring, 
but they are never accused of being a ruthless, 
misleading, manipulative money-grabbing group 
and their people are renowned - unlike others - 
for not having political or personal agendas. 

Shapps told The Yorkshire Post in the aftermath 
of the decision that the issue was ‘management’ 
and not having enough drivers and trains. Well 
Arriva Rail North (contrary to popular belief) 
always had more drivers than the establishment 
required - but delivering 12,000 training days on 
top of running the day-to-day service - often in 
disruption - mean they were always going to be 
stretched. They agreed a bespoke training deal 
with ASLEF to help but it’s too easy with hindsight 
to say ‘not enough drivers’. The reality is that the 
issues ran deeper. 

Fleets are controlled by the Department for 
Transport, of course, and cannot be unilaterally 
increased by operators. Arriva proposed a 
number of ideas to increase the fleet when 
electrification damaged the fleet plan. It will also 
be interesting to see whether the new Northern 
operator, the DfT’s Operator of Last Resort, are 
forced to take on Driver Controlled Operation - or 
will they be let off this government policy to avoid 

Getting rid of the much disliked Pacer fleet (ABOVE) was a key 
plank of Arriva’s bid - but it took then Transport Secretary Patrick 
McGaughlin to overrule civil service objections and agree to their 
replacement.

One of the new fleet of trains built for the franchise by Spanish train 
builder CAF. A total of 58 new diesel units and 43 electric trains is 
scheduled for delivery.

The first unit in the 77-strong fleet was retired in 2019 (BELOW), but 
the deadline for their complete withdrawal at the end of the year 
was missed thanks to late delivery of replacement stock.
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embarrassment? 
I will never condone poor customer service 

and I accept that I’ve never had a perfect journey 
on Northern. However, what rests uncomfortably 
with me is that it is always the train operating 
company that is the social pariah when things 
go wrong. As the public face of the industry to 
customers and commentators, including those 
working elsewhere in the sector, it’s fair game 
to take pot shots. But the government, Network 
Rail, policy-makers, suppliers, trade unions and 
previous operators, right back to BR, are all part 
of the problem. It is a collective responsibility, 
and everyone connected with past and present 
should look at themselves, rather than at Burchell, 
Brown and the current team. 

We should be more respectful of industry 
colleagues. Don’t suggest that I’m part of the 
snowflake generation, worrying about the feelings 
of well remunerated transport professionals, but 
it’s incongruous that in this era when we purport 
to be focused on mental health in the industry, 
that we don’t reflect on the well being of those in 
train companies that are suffering their darkest 
hours. We talk about “Northern” or “SWR” as 
though they are humanless, entities, without 
actually acknowledging that they represent real 
people. 

Everywhere they go, MDs keep spirits high 
amongst their teams realising the uncertainty 
they are going through and their social shame 
because they’re conscious their friends and 
neighbours are all whispering about how they 
work for that useless local train company. Don’t 
tell me TOC MDs are paid a king’s ransom for all 
this - trust me, I know the facts and many of them 
aren’t. 

So, what for the future of Northern? The 
OLR team proved supportive on LNER and with 
Northern, we’ll see high impact customer service 
improvements and innovation, because it has to 
be that way. The DfT will be rightly determined 
to ensure that customers notice the difference as 
they have with LNER, which has retained the high 
performing leadership team. 

It will be a good place to be too - LNER folk are 
happy and so too were people at South Eastern 
post-Connex - the emphasis was on injecting 
a feel-good factor, come what may. The OLR 
will probably operate within a more supportive 
stakeholder landscape, with a more flexible 

Patronage growth has meant that station capacity has become 
strained in many locations, including here at Leeds where new 
platforms are being added behind those that were created in the 
last refurbishment in the late 1990s.

Northern have been involved in the delivery of several new stations 
during their tenure of the franchise, including here at Warrington 
West, which opened in December 2019.

Improving accessibility is another aspect of infrastructure upgrades 
being delivered. Here, new lifts have been installed at Kirkham and 
Wesham on the line to Blackpool North.
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contract, greater purse-strings and the benefit 
of the new fleet coming on track. Arriva, as a 
competent operator, will wonder what they could 
have done within these circumstances. 

Whatever transpires, the key for the sanity of 
those at Arriva and Northern is to be phlegmatic. 
For those such as Burchell and Brown, with a 
career that has been nothing but well-deserved, 
glory and ascendancy, it would be easy to take 
all this personally. Let’s hope for all our sake that 
they don’t jack it in, because right now we need 
them both. Charles Horton got dog’s abuse for 
the troubles at GTR and turned his back on the 
industry - he is now a trainee geography teacher. 
I hope the current fall guys realise that the railway 
is like sport - fortunes are all cyclical, sometimes 
for no other reason than being in the wrong place 
at the worst possible time. 

Similarly, those running the new Northern 
or any other TOC that might come under public 
sector ownership, might just as easily have been 
on the receiving end themselves in different 
circumstances; if the OLR was looking for leaders 
to take over a failing train company, they’d 
probably have Chris Burchell or David Brown high 
up on their list. Who is not to say, of course, that 
Brown won’t stay at Northern? 

In my time as a “head-hunter” in rail, I’ve 
realised that the stock of individuals rises and 
falls depending on the circumstances they find 
themselves in, ones that are more often than 
not out of their control. I was at my lowest ebb, 
jobless and useless after National Express lost the 
Midland Mainline franchise, having as customer 
services director presided over then record NRPS 
scores. 

What I do know, is that there was some 
genuinely exceptional talent in David Brown 
and Chris Burchell and others in the Arriva set-
up who worked with Northern, as well as the 
franchise team itself. “Form is temporary, class is 
permanent” as the old adage goes, and this truism 
will define other stellar industry professionals 
who might feel downtrodden following the 
decision on Northern or the fate that might befall 
other TOCs in these uncertain months ahead. 

Sacking a TOC might make sexy headlines, but the problems on Northern are deep-seated 
and hugely complex. Let’s hope that whoever is running this train set gets the wider 
industry and political support that Burchell, Brown and co deserved. 

Rolling stock challenges ahead for DfT and the new operator: the 
remaining diesel fleet inherited from BR has been in service for 
30 years and more. Though they have been refurbished internally 
and brought up to modern standards, a plan to replace them and 
reduce noise and emissions will be needed soon.
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