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12 March 2009

Dear Mr Mason

Re: East West Rail Central Section Operating Case Discussion Paper February 2009 

The Society has considered the above discussion paper in detail, and before addressing the questions posed in Mr Gibson’s letter of the 11th February, would make our position very clear. 

· We broadly support the concept of the EW rail link between Reading, Oxford, Milton Keynes/Bletchley, and Cambridge 

· We are supportive of such a rail link incorporating routes to one of the major airports outside London . 

· We are also, following reading of the discussion paper, supportive  of extending the EW rail link to Norwich and Ipswich.  

We consider that such links give a viable non car dependant transport alternative between vibrant and expanding key economic centres  in what is described as the “golden arc” above London. 

However we consider that the discussion paper’s focus on purely capital and revenue costs of developing such links, ignores more strategic opportunities and threats and these form the basis of our comments. 

We note from the discussion paper, that part of all five options put forward entails a downgrading of the stopping service between Bletchley and Bedford from one hourly to two hourly. We can find no reason in the discussion paper for such a 50% reduction in service, and having considered the Bedford Bletchley Rail Users comments, there would appear to be no capacity constraint that would require this.  .  The Society totally opposes this reduction for the following reasons:

· This is the only rail link between Bedford and Milton Keynes, both identified growth areas, but more particularly Bedford is identified under current plans for both growth and regeneration. Reduction in service will threaten this last.

· The villages of Aspley Guise, Ridgmont, Lidlington, Millbrook, Stewartby, are rural villages where non car transport to major service centres other than rail is sparse in the extreme.

· The Marston Vale, the location of  most of these rural settlements, has been and will be the subject of development proposals to meet housing need, and a reduction of service will mean that any such development would be unsustainable in terms of non car transport. 

· We are aware from reports and correspondence that since London Midland took over the service in 2007, the service has become less reliable with likely consequent effect on passenger numbers. We are of the view, that if such unreliability is not addressed,  any additional reduction in service will make the service vulnerable to closure with severe consequences to rural settlements, and future proposed development in the area.

· The A421 and Junction 13 even with upgrading, are and will be under severe pressure from the already planned expansion in the area, and any reduction of rail service will have a consequent effect on road infrastructure. 

We have considered Bedford to  Bletchley Rail Users Association comments on the discussion paper. The Association are more knowledgeable of the technical and route issues set out in the Discussion Paper and we would totally support the comments they make in their response.    

In answer to the questions put in Mr Gibson’s covering letter:

Which of the five routeing and service options shown in the report would be your preferred route for the missing link.

Central (Sandy) Option 2B

Why have you chosen your stated preference if it is not 1c, which has the best business case.

· The Southern route options put under threat the growth and regeneration of Bedford, which unlike Luton, does not have an international airport to stimulate growth.
· The growth and regeneration of Aylesbury is better linked to Milton Keynes, than Bedford due to differences in economic growth, as indeed is Bedford’s links to Milton Keynes. 
· The Southern route options threaten the viability of existing rail infrastructure to rural settlements in the Marston Vale and potential development in this area, in particular the route between Stewartby/Wixhams and Bedford. 
· The Central 2B route provides a viable and more logical alternative to road transport from Milton Keynes/Bletchley eastwards. The road infrastructure is under considerable pressure with knock on climate change and other consequences. 
· Stanstead Airport provides better international links for business than Luton and has more ability to expand to meet increase in business demand.
· Both Norwich and Ipswich are targeted for substantial increase in  growth and development and are therefore important to be linked to the “golden arc” key centres
· The cost differences in respect of incremental revenue from the Central Routes are not large enough to counter the strategic opportunities and threats as compared to the Southern routes, which additionally  have higher infrastructure costs. 

Which is your least preferred option(s)? Please state why.

All the Southern(Luton) Options. We support the Central (Sandy) Option routes for the reasons stated above, and additionally support the links to Norwich and Ipswich. 

Are there any reasons why you believe that any of the options would not be practical.

We are not aware of any insurmountable impediment to the options proposed. 

We hope that our comments have been helpful.

Yours sincerely

Willis Cuttell

Chairman

Woburn Sands and District Society 

http://www.woburnsandsanddistrictsociety.org
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