
   

Radical Transport Policy Two-Pager #13 

Crea%ng a na%onal unified rail %metable that works for passengers  
Jonathan Tyler and Transport for Quality of Life 

Britain’s railway is a mess: bafflingly complicated to use, unreliable, overcrowded and 
often prohibitively expensive. This mess has partly come about because the current 
timetable is designed to maximise the profits and self-interest of private train 
companies, rather than resulting from a strategic framework to ensure the best 
possible network for travellers. Switzerland and other countries ensure that publicly-
owned bodies responsible for the railways can put the public interest first. Britain 
should do likewise, so that more people use trains instead of cars. 

The Government plans to rena0onalise nearly all passenger rail services within five years.1 This 
gives an opportunity to finally resolve one of the fundamental problems that rail priva0sa0on has 
caused the railway: an inability to plan, 0metable and run train services so that the limited capacity 
of the railway network is used to serve travellers in the best, most efficient way. Priva0sa0on 
stripped away the 0metabling powers of the railway infrastructure operator, leaving Network Rail 
with the unenviable task of finding the least bad compromise for the conflic0ng demands of the 
different priva0sed train companies.  

There is now the chance to design a truly integrated network of rail services that work in the public 
interest. This means restructuring the 0metabling process to develop the op0mal na0onal rail 
0metable for travellers and freight.2  

What is wrong with the current compe22on-based system of 2metabling?  

The 1993 Railways Act deliberately dis-integrated Britain’s railways in order to priva0se them. So 
instead of star0ng with an op0mal 0metable that meets travellers’ needs within the resources 
available, the system starts with each private train opera0ng company (TOC) bidding for a contract 
(or franchise), where they design their opera0ons to maximise their profitability.  

The specifica0on for each franchise is made in isola0on, then each TOC is required to bid to the 
rail regulator (Office of Rail and Road, ORR) for rights of access to train paths.3 It cannot check for 
clashes with other TOCs, as prior collabora0on is barred under compe00on rules!4 Further 
complexity is added by ‘open access’ rail companies who are granted rights to compete with the 
franchised companies.5,6 Network Rail then performs a small miracle by fiWng these conflic0ng 
bids and rights into an operable 0metable. To make its task harder, Network Rail must go through 
an elaborate process7 subject to legal challenges from the TOCs or the ORR. The ques0on of the 
best 0metable, defined in terms of railway capacity and op0mising connec0vity for exis0ng and 
poten0al passengers, doesn’t enter into the process. 

Historically, the regulator has tended to priori0se compe00on, over its other statutory du0es to 
promote journeys by rail and to facilitate integra0on for mul0-modal journeys and trips involving 
more than one TOC.8 

The final result is inefficient 0metabling, together with impenetrable complica0ons for travellers 
caused by each TOC having its own 0cke0ng system and rules about which trains can be used at 
different 0mes and places. Travellers can also suffer from:  



   

• Departures bunched together rather than a more useful 0metable of departures at regular 
intervals, because the priority is competition between operators. 

• Complicated varia0ons in train departure 0mes, rather than easily memorable ‘clock-face’ 
0mes, because services are based on each TOC’s individual requirements fiZed together to 
match the priori0es of the TOCs.  

• Lengthy waits when connec0ng between trains9, because the concept of a na0onal connected 
network has been lost. 

What is needed? 

Great Bri0sh Railways (GBR) must be given the power to design an opera0onally efficient network 
and a na0onal 0metable, that offers the best services to travellers within available resources. This 
is what happens in Switzerland and other countries.10 The Swiss model is referred to favourably in 
the Government’s plans.11 The Secretary of State for Transport should take the following steps: 

1. Repeal the compe00on clauses of the 1993 Act. 

2. Give the unified, publicly owned railway – which is operated to priori0se the public interest – 
the regulator’s du0es, rather than have inefficient duplica0on of ac0vity and added bureaucracy.  

3. Direct GBR to establish a clear set of principles and objec0ves for the railway (including 
integra0on with buses and light rail).12 These must inform plans for infrastructure enhancements, 
and for building and refurbishing trains. 

4. Direct GBR to establish a 0metabling task force that will commission a comprehensive review 
of every route and its connec0ons and present the Government with a vision of a na0onal 
0metable in a 0mely manner. 

5. Direct that future rail services should operate under a strong overarching na0onal brand with 
common standards (par0cularly in rela0on to 0cket sales and restric0ons).  

6. Address the inefficiency of companies with ‘Open Access’ rights impeding the planning of routes 
and 0metables by incorpora0ng the most useful of their services into the new 0metable, while 
removing those that undermine it. 

The benefits should be far-reaching and provide savings. For example, in 2020, the Department 
for Transport asked Network Rail to prepare a ‘blank sheet’ 0metable for the East Coast Main Line, 
irrespec0ve of operator.13 Released afer a Freedom of Informa0on request, the heavily redacted 
report showed that an ‘operator agnos0c’ design would deliver addi0onal revenues and cost 
savings, even before taking into account beZer train performance and the benefits of more 
passenger miles.14 

Conclusions 

We urgently need to invest in the railway to give everyone real alterna0ves to car use, but we must 
be able to invest in an efficient railway, not one that results in an inefficient use of capacity and a 
subop0mal service offering. 

The advent of a single na0onal rail operator under public ownership offers Britain the chance to 
finally rise to the level of other countries that design their railways to maximise rail services for 
travellers, by puWng a na0onal railway 0metable at the heart of railway planning. But this will not 
happen automa0cally. The steps outlined in this two-pager need to be taken now. 
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