
Sevenoaks Rail Travellers Association (SRTA) 
 

Response to Draft Kent Route Utilisation Strategy 
 

 

Sevenoaks RTA represents the interests of commuters using Sevenoaks and 
stations nearby - Bat and Ball, Dunton Green, Eynsford, Kemsing, Otford, 
and Shoreham. In the year to March 2007, over 4.5 million train journeys 
began or ended at our stations.   

General 
 
SRTA recognises that the Kent RUS has by necessity become an interim 
document despite its original 30-year horizon. Specifically the rebuilding of 
London Bridge station starting in 2012 is likely to cause massive disruption to 
commuters and other travellers during its three-year construction phase and will 
eventually result in a radical change in possible travel options for passengers 
passing through London Bridge. Sevenoaks and other SEML commuters from 
West Kent face the prospect of several years of serious disruption.  
 
We welcome the recently announced London & SE RUS in the expectation that it 
will take a holistic look at commuter travel patterns and seek to optimise those 
patterns with the railway infrastructure available from 2015 onwards as well as 
examining more radical options for increasing long term capacity.  
 
Consequently our detailed comments below are based principally on the period 
to 2015. 
 
The SRTA committee read the draft report with interest. We recognise the value 
of the work undertaken but feel it fails to achieve some of its own objectives. In 
particular the analysis so far: 
• does not consider the major shifts in user travel patterns in Kent (especially 

the continuing switch of commuters to east London destinations) 
• does not take adequate account of the rising trend of commuter traffic on the 

South East Main Line, driven by past and committed housing development, 
which dwarfs the possible impact of passenger diversion via the high speed 
link 

 
Because of these key omissions in the study, it is in many ways a missed 
opportunity. In particular we were disappointed by: 
• the absence of any substantive proposals to address capacity issues on the 

SEML except by minor cosmetic changes  
• its over reliance on possible future shifts of commuters to alternative routes to 

relieve current serious overcrowding on the SEML 
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• the only proposal to increase capacity would not occur before 2019 and even 
then after a 10-year delay the RUS fails to explain how the proposal would 
increase line capacity between Tonbridge and Orpington without which no 
significant benefit will be provided to the SEML 

• the assumption of a reduced peak service between Sevenoaks and London 
from 2015 compared to today and with substantially lengthened journey 
times. It is difficult to square this with the assertion in the Executive Summary 
that “West Kent will also benefit, with additional peak capacity and 
improvements to off-peak services to London, including at Sevenoaks, 
Tonbridge and Tunbridge Wells.” 

• the assumption that Thameslink services are a suitable substitute for City 
commuters for current SEML services into Cannon Street. They are clearly 
not for those working in the eastern districts of the City. We urge that the Kent 
RUS should reveal the size of this disbenefit alongside its case for change. 

• the study’s concentration on optimising utilisation of current routes rather than 
starting from an analysis of current and future demand by commuters and 
then seeking to deploy current resources in an optimal manner and identify 
cases for significant capital investment. 

• the absence of proposals to address the admitted lack of London terminal 
capacity. 

• an unsubstantiated claim that there is insufficient demand to access Gatwick 
Airport by rail from Kent 

 
The proposed ending of direct mainline trains into and from Cannon Street from 
SEML at peak times represents a major degradation of the service available to 
the very large number of Sevenoaks commuters and other west Kent residents 
who are reliant on mainline services to the City. The study makes no attempt to 
assess the cost to these users in terms of substantially longer overall journey 
times and reduced comfort and convenience, and to weigh these against the 
advantages to those likely to benefit from the improvement in Thameslink 
services. 
 
More generally, the document lacks a transparent summary comparison of 
projected demand with projected supply under different scenarios which would 
highlight both the growing excess demand for train services overall given official 
projections of population growth and the distribution of net gains and losses in 
terms reduced or additional journey times and of levels of overcrowding between 
different areas within the Kent RUS implied by the proposed change in service 
patterns. In the absence of information presented in this way, it is very difficult to 
assess the overall impact and distribution of net benefits from the investments 
and rearrangement of train services being undertaken. The feasible medium and 
long-term capacity and quality of train services ought to be an important input 
into planning assumptions regarding new housing and infrastructure rather than 
any problem in providing adequate services being assumed away. As currently 
drafted, the RUS fails to provide this vital function. 
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Supply v Demand 
 
The SRTA had hoped that the Kent RUS would provide detailed information on 
passenger destinations as a basis for providing proposals to match supply and 
demand. As we noted in our submission to the study, passenger growth over the 
last five years, for SEML morning peak services through Sevenoaks, based on 
data from successive TOCs: 
 

 2002 2007 % change
Seats  15,130 14,050 -7% 
Passengers 12,840 15,280 +19% 

 
While the recession may be expected to interrupt temporarily the recent strong 
growth in passenger numbers, SRTA can find no proposals in the RUS which 
address longer-term trend growth of the order that underlies local authority 
planning targets, and which can be expected to continue throughout the decade 
ahead. 
 
Furthermore, the only significant proposed change in capacity in the RUS is the 
possible transfer of the Hayes branch to TfL in 2019, which would, according to 
the RUS, make just three extra paths per hour available for the SEML into 
London. This represents just over 2,000 additional seats in the peak hour at 
present train capacities. Consequently, after a 10-year delay, it could provide an 
increase equivalent to less than the last 5 years’ growth in passenger numbers. 
However in the absence of any proposal to increase the present fully utilised 
capacity of 15 train per hour between Sevenoaks and Orpington, this proposal 
can deliver no benefit to the SEML. 
 
It is also clear that employment in London has moved rapidly eastwards as 
Docklands has expanded and this will continue as the Thames Gateway benefits 
from the legacy of the Olympic developments. It is disappointing that the RUS 
does not make the shift in travel patterns sufficiently clear and then offers no 
solution to the identified lack of capacity between West Kent and Docklands.  
 
High Peak Timetable 
 
Given the acceptance by the RUS of the very high loading on existing SEML 
services, SRTA was amazed to see that Fig 4.3 captioned 2015 High Peak 
Timetable shows a reduction to only 8 high peak trains per hour calling at 
Sevenoaks compared to today’s 9. No explanation is offered anywhere in the 
RUS for this 11% cut in services. The trains are also shown as stopping at 
Orpington and most also at Chelsfield. This pattern was rejected as unworkable 
after careful research by the TOC for the December 2009 timetable. We 
recommend that the recently announced December 2009 service pattern which 
aims to maximise the use of existing assets, with appropriate changes for the 
new Thameslink services, be substituted for Figure 4.3 in the final RUS. 
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In Figure 4.3, the three Cannon Street services today have been replaced by two 
Thameslink services. Firstly, the Cannon Street services are amongst the most 
heavily loaded from Sevenoaks. Even if three such services were provided, the 
assumption that City Thameslink or Farringdon would be suitable alternatives to 
Cannon Street is doubtful for most City workers since the stations are on the 
western extremity of the City compared to Cannon Street. Moreover, those 
displaced from former Cannon Street services face the prospect of joining an 
already crowded train rather than one commencing at a terminus. The present 
doubts about the completion on time of Crossrail in 2017 mean the change would 
represent a major disbenefit to commuters to both the City and Docklands for 
many years. SRTA recommends that the Kent RUS should reveal the size of this 
disbenefit alongside its case for change. 
 
We note that the two mainline services into Cannon Street post 2015 come from 
Faversham and Ramsgate. These are areas which will have excellent access to 
the City and Docklands via HS1. These paths should instead be used for the 
SEML for west Kent commuters. 
  
Off Peak Timetable 
 
Figure 4.4 proposes a continuation of the present 6 SEML trains per hour 
between Sevenoaks and London. Given the difficulty of accessing Eurostar 
services from West Kent and the general opportunity to open up new journey 
opportunities across London in both directions, SRTA would strongly urge that 
two of these services should become part of the Thameslink service and so 
provide a fast link (without changing) between stations served by Thameslink to 
the north of London, St Pancras International and major stations on the SEML, 
which are amongst the most heavily used in Kent. 
 
Gatwick Airport Access 
 
The SRTA believes strongly that Kent should have a direct access to Gatwick 
Airport – we are the only county in south-east England without such a service. 
Whether an off-peak only service would be successful is open to doubt. The 
Sussex RUS identified the capacity problems on the Brighton mainline and SRTA 
strongly supports an expansion of track capacity in the Gatwick area.  We also 
note that Arriva have just started a 24 hour coach service between major centres 
in west Kent and Gatwick Airport confirming the potential of such a link. 
 

 
July 2009 
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