
 

 

Sevenoaks Rail Travellers Association 

Chairman’s Review of 2020-21 

 

When we met in October 2020, we were expecting 2021 to look more like ‘normal’. During another 

three months of lockdown, rail services reduced as passenger number fell again and slowly returned 

to 70% of ‘normal’ by October 2021. However, the pattern of travel for commuters isn’t normal, 

with many more people travelling two or three days a week, and more travelling off peak.   

 

Your committee has been busy lobbying and campaigning: 

- In December we joined a Zoom meeting with the Rail Minister, organised by our MP, also 

attended by the MP for Tonbridge and County councillors. The focus was the new fast Maidstone 

East service via Otford, through to St Pancras.  It could have been useful but the Minister turned 

up 20 minutes late,  and left after a quarter of an hour. 

- in February we prepared a brief for the MP, which - once again - made the case for the new 

service, incorporating all the benefits for Sevenoaks users and for stations in the Darenth Valley 

accepted by previous government ministers. A GTR stakeholder meeting in the same month 

studiously ignored the issue 

-  DfT came up with a ‘figleaf’ alternative to the fast service from Maidstone and Otford, through 

to the other side of London. It would have taken 75 minutes to get from Maidstone to Blackfriars, 

and failed to connect with CrossRail which is what we need. We told KCC’s that support for this 

inadequate substitute would be unhelpful. 

- In March we had exchanges with Tonbridge Rail Users to coordinate our case for rail services - 

which had been cut to two per hour to London - to be restored faster than South Eastern were 

doing up to then. 

- In April we continued pressing South Eastern to run more trains and longer trains. In May we 

had a proper (Zoom) discussion with their planning team on what the main pressure points were, 

and the need to avoid gaps of more than 20 minutes between trains. We also provided input - to 

South Eastern and in the media - on an effective fare package to attract part time workers back to 

the trains.  We worked with Darenth Valley Community Rail Partnership to press GTR and South 

Eastern to deliver the £340k of station improvements, promised since 2019 after GTR’s timetable 

meltdown 

- In August the new South Eastern timetable met most points we had asked for  in April 

- On August 13th we met Network Rail, GTR and South Eastern for an in person review of the 

Maidstone East service. We were told that most of the barriers which had been cited as delaying 

the new service were being sorted. Automatic Train Operation is in place,  Automatic Path 

Setting is being installed, and the depot at Ashford to service the trains is starting construction 

- However, trains which were bought to run the new service have been passed to another line, and 

DfT are unwilling to run operational risks in starting the service for 2 or 3 years. 

- Instead South Eastern is being asked to run a ‘semi-fast’ service as far as Blackfriars, but no 

further. Timings and stops are to be determined. At the same time the ‘slow’ service via Bat & 

Ball will run through to Welwyn. 

- We put forward the view that it would be much more useful to run a faster service through to the 

other side of London than one which took nearly an hour to get there. 

- In September DfT announced that the South Eastern operation is being renationalised, joining 

LNER and Northern in the public sector from October 17th. Feedback from these other services 

suggests this may benefit us all! 

          

 

Tony Clayton, October 2021 


