
Plymouth: 
The case for better 
rail services

There’s nowhere quite like it
Positively Plymouth

Worth 

£94 million 
a year to the economy
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Opening up access to the west, the WRAtH would boost the 
economy of Plymouth and the far South West as well as 
help protect Heathrow’s role as a European hub airport. 

As well as improving long distance services, we want local 
rail services to play an important role in connecting local 
communities to employment, leisure and retail activities 
across the region as well as provide fast, inexpensive and 
convenient connections between our main economic hubs 
of Truro, Plymouth, Torbay and Exeter.

Through the franchise, Plymouth City Council in partnership 
with Devon County Council and Cornwall Council will seek 
improvements to local rail services including reinstating rail 
services to Tavistock and an hourly local service between 
Penzance and Exeter throughout the day, seven days a week.

Increasing Capacity
Forecasts predict the South West’s population will grow by
30 per cent by 2033 and with an ageing population and 
therefore increasing dependency on public transport, further 
rail passenger growth is expected. Despite FGW now operating 
142 trains each day against the franchise requirement of
102, FGW still dominate the list of the most crowded services 
in Britain. There is clear evidence that demand for travel 
to the South West is being suppressed by perceptions of 
over-crowded trains coupled with exorbitant rail fares.  

Network Rail continues to underestimate passenger growth 
and the gap between demand and capacity will widen further. 
Realistic growth projections must be used in the new franchise 
specification. Local rail services in the South West have seen 
unprecedented passenger growth at four per cent a year 
over the last decade. Many trains are already at capacity 
with no room for further passenger growth.  Recognition 
needs to be made through the franchise process, that 
increasing capacity can only be met by track, signalling and 
rolling stock improvements. 
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The Context
Plymouth, as the fifteenth largest city in the country, has made 
growth one of its top four priorities. We want to attract 
50,000 more people to live here, create 42,500 new jobs 
and build 30,000 new homes by 2026.

The Local Economic Strategy sets out six key sectors to 
build on: advanced manufacturing, marine and renewables, 
creative industries, tourism and leisure, medical and health 
and business services. 

► Our nationally-recognised Market Recovery Action Plan   
 contributed to over £0.5bn worth of investment being   
 given the go-ahead through our planning system

► Plymouth is among the top ten locations for fast 
 growing businesses by the National Endowment 
 for Science, Technology and the Arts

► We’re successfully delivering complex regeneration 
 programmes – Devonport, North Prospect and Millbay

► We host world class events such as the America’s Cup 
World Series and the British Arts Show

► Plymouth University is the ninth largest in the UK.

However, less productive areas, including the South West, 
are particularly disadvantaged by the lack of proximity to 
centres of economic activity.  For every 100 minutes travel 
time from London, productivity drops by 6 per cent. An 
independent economic assessment shows that for an 
additional operating cost of £10 million a year, there’s 
an economic gain of £94 million a year. Such regional 
disparities should concern Government.  In arguing for the 
high speed rail network, HS2, the then Secretary of State 
for Transport Mr. Philip Hammond said, “unbalanced growth 
is not just bad for the North: it’s bad for the entire country”.  
Better connectivity to the South West is essential to attract 
investment and boost employment opportunities.  

The fear in the far South West is that of becoming even 
more peripheral.  Once HS2 is operational, even improved 
rail journeys times between Plymouth and London at 3 
hours will still be the slowest amongst the 36 largest cities 
in the country. Plymouth is also one of only two cities 
in the UK that have neither a motorway within 10 
miles nor an operational airport within 25 miles.

The city is focussing on improving connectivity by 
rail as it is the main form of public transport to London 
and other parts of the UK.  Rail services need to be 
determined by the economic needs of the far South West 
as well as current levels of demand. All rail services to 
Plymouth, except those provided by Cross Country Trains 
to the Midlands and the North, are currently provided by 
First Great Western (FGW) under the Greater Western rail 
franchise and will be retendered with a new franchise 
operating from April 2013.

Improving Connectivity
Rail connectivity supports jobs and growth.  3 hour journeys 
are recognised as the limit to doing ‘return travel in a day’ 
and 3 hour maximum journey times between Plymouth, 
London, Birmingham and Heathrow is our objective. We 
welcome the investment already committed for the Great 
Western routes. We also recognise that massive investment 
in the far South West’s rail network is not achievable for 
some years.  However, there are improvements to existing 
services that can be made during the next franchise period 
which will make a big difference to the city’s ability to attract 
investment and achieve its growth ambitions. Business needs 
to be able to do a day’s work in Plymouth or in London 
travelling reliably, comfortably and affordably by train, 
giving people the ability to effectively work on the trains 
with WIFI and continuous mobile coverage. We believe 
these few key improvements will make a huge difference 
to the city’s economy.   

Plymouth City Council is also fully supporting 
the Thames Valley Berkshire Local 
Enterprise Partnership and Slough 
Borough Council with their Western 
Rail Access to Heathrow (WRAtH) 
project. The scheme would 
avoid the need to change 
trains at Paddington and 
will cut journey times 
by rail between 
Plymouth and 
Heathrow 
Airport by 45 
minutes. 



Contact information

Write to
Transport Strategy, Plymouth City Council
Floor 10, Civic Centre
Plymouth PL1 2AA

Tel: 01752 307942    Email: philip.heseltine@plymouth.gov.uk

An independent economic study has assessed that these 
improvements will bring enormous economic benefits to 
Plymouth, the far South West and nationally - £94 million a 
year. The case for improved rail connectivity is strengthened 
if the wider economic benefits are properly understood and 
analysed.

The Government’s agenda is about economic growth where 
investment generates wealth. Investing in these faster journeys 
by rail is good for the South West economy and benefits the 
whole UK economy.  

Plymouth is doing much to achieve growth - just think what 
we could achieve with better rail connectivity.

What’s Next?
The Plymouth Rail Franchise Task Force Group will continue 
to develop the economic case for improved rail services to 
and from the city for submission to both the Department for 
Transport and potential train operating companies. 

The consultation on the Greater Western Franchise 
Replacement has been issued by the Department for 
Transport and gives the city a unique opportunity to make 
representations on its specification as well as engaging with 
potential train companies to press for better rail services to 
and from Plymouth.  

For more details visit: 
www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/dft-2011-36.

Keep up to date through our website:
www.plymouth.gov.uk/policyandplanning   

A public interest group of private and public bodies is being 
formed to campaign for the WRAtH email:wrath@slough.gov.uk

This document has been produced by the Plymouth Rail Franchise 
Task Force Group which includes: cross party group of MPs, Plymouth 
City Council, Plymouth Chamber of Commerce and Plymouth University.

What we want 
and by when

May 2012 

Earlier morning arrival in Plymouth on a direct service from 
London through rescheduling an existing service.

Dec 2013  
An additional train providing a 3 hour journey from London 
to Plymouth arriving at 10.00am and a return 3 hour journey 
departing Plymouth for London at 4.00pm

Hourly departures from Plymouth and London throughout the 
day with maximum journey time of 3 hours 15 minutes

Hourly local mainline services stopping at intermediate 
stations between Penzance and Exeter to relieve over-
crowding during the peaks and over the summer months

A refurbishment programme to reconfigure passenger 
accommodation to better suit business needs including 
WIFI and continuous mobile coverage.

Dec 2018 

2 departures from London and Plymouth during the morning 
peak are speeded up to take no more than 3 hours

4 departures from London and Plymouth during the afternoon 
peak are speeded up to take no more than 3 hours

These services are in addition to existing services which make 
the journey in 3 hours. They require additional trains to 
maintain service levels at stations between Exeter and London 
no longer served by fast services to and from Plymouth

Upgrade of local mainline services replacing existing Class 
150 rolling stock with “Networker Turbo” Class 165 Diesel 
Multiple Units made available following the electrification 
programme.

By 2019 

Complete feasibility and groundwork with a commitment to 
extend electrification of railway services to Plymouth.

By 2024 

As above but replacement of the existing High Speed Trains 
with new trains capable of achieving journey times between 
Plymouth and London within 2 hours 45 minutes. We have 
completed a full economic appraisal of these improvements.  


