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RAIL CONSULTATIONS AND FUTURE INFRASTRUCTURE 

1. Summary

1.1 This report is produced in response to two related public consultations (Kent 
Area Route Study by Network Rail and South Eastern Rail Franchise by the 
Department for Transport) on the train network and rail services in the 
Borough. 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 That the Council’s response to the Kent Area Route Study by Network Rail, 
as set out in the Appendix A to the report, be endorsed.

2.2 That the Council’s response to the South Eastern Rail Franchise by the 
Department for Transport, as set out in the Appendix B to the report, be 
endorsed.

2.3 That progress with partners in exploring a potential Crossrail extension east of 
Abbey Wood set out in paragraphs 3.7-3.9 of the report, be noted.

3. Background. 

3.1 Network Rail maintain and plan ahead for the fixed infrastructure of the 
railway network. It is consulting until 30 June 2017 on a draft ‘Kent Area 
Route Study’, a set of extensive technical documents covering the long-
term strategic investment options for railway routes in the region (in and 
around Kent). This includes services to several London stations, 
including Victoria, Charing Cross, Blackfriars, Cannon Street and 
London Bridge.

3.2 The South Eastern rail franchise is one of the largest in the UK and the 
current contract to run train services expires in December 2018. The 
government has set out consultation questions in order to inform its 
decisions over awarding the contract for the next train operator. This 
covers all domestic services in the Borough including the High Speed 1 
line from Ebbsfleet International. The Department for Transport has said 
it will accept comments from the Council by the deadline of 26 May 
2017. 

3.3 Dartford station has seen extensive passenger growth, and is the most 
popular station in the Borough and Kent on the North Kent Line from 
London to Medway towns. It and other stations on the line benefit from 
London-bound services to Victoria, Charing Cross, Waterloo East, 
London Bridge and Cannon Street. However, services from Dartford 
station operate at slow speeds, typically taking 45-50 minutes (or longer 
during peaks); to which allowance should be made for unscheduled 
delay. This compares unfavourably with alternatives; and can be 
compared against competitor locations that are a similar journey time 
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away, but located a greater distance from London. The south of the 
Borough is served from Farningham Road and Longfield stations to/from 
direct services to Victoria only in London (or Medway eastwards). 

3.4 Ebbsfleet International station within the Borough offers rapid 
connections to St Pancras International (and with London Underground 
services available from Stratford International).  However its use is 
currently hampered by capacity issues, a premium rate fare and parking 
regime, and poor local accessibility by foot or public transport. Actions by 
the Council, the Ebbsfleet Development Corporation (EDC) and others 
will facilitate better use of the station, but national policy needs to 
address the service issues to maximise Dartford station’s potential as a 
rail hub.

3.5 Improvements to the rail network are in the pipeline. A Thameslink 
service will be introduced to the Borough in 2018. This will allow 
passengers from Dartford station for example to travel to 
northern/central London and destinations beyond e.g. Cambridge.

3.6 Passengers will also in future be able to access London Underground 
services on the new Crossrail (Elizabeth Line) route. This will require 
travel (8-12 minutes from Dartford station) via standard services to 
interchange at Abbey Wood. From December 2018, the new service will 
operate through Canary Wharf (11 minutes from Abbey Wood) and the 
stops to Paddington. Full services to Heathrow and Reading commence 
December 2019. 

3.7 Finally, it is relevant to highlight that Council officers are part of a 
partnership of organisations in London and Kent working on how to 
deliver better rail access in north Kent, building on the opening of 
Crossrail services to Abbey Wood – potentially in the form of a Crossrail 
extension through the Borough to Ebbsfleet or Gravesham. This is a 
complex undertaking with a range of technical considerations as well as 
the need to demonstrate a business case for the project to government.  

3.8 Although it remains ‘early days’ in making the full robust case to 
government, to summarise, Council officers currently consider the 
following potential net benefits could arise with Crossrail extending as far 
as Dartford station or beyond: 

 Increasing the extent to which passenger peak time demand to travel 
to/ from London can be accommodated, above that identified in the 
current rail consultations.  

 Reduced travel times, especially if journeys can be made in full by 
Crossrail. This issue for the Borough is not tackled in the current 
consultations.

 The overall prospect of a transformative upgrade in public transport in 
the Borough, particularly if some or all of the current North Kent line 
stations are upgraded, and services operate with a ‘turn up and go’ 
Underground-style frequency. 
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3.9 If a transformative upgrade in infrastructure were to prove achievable, 
this could unlock a series of sustainable development benefits. These 
include: attracting people to choose to travel by rail and not private car, 
improvements in the quality and viability of housing and economic 
development, and securing additional long-term benefits from the 
regeneration of Dartford town centre. Accordingly, it is considered that 
support for further exploring the potential for the Crossrail extension to 
Dartford and beyond should form an integral part of responses to the rail 
consultations.

4. Primary Concerns from the Consultations 

4.1 Railway services in Dartford share many problems of the system as a 
whole, such as growth in rail demand outstripping capacity, failures of 
punctuality and reliability, often ‘ageing’ rolling stock and 
stations/facilities, and very high fares for certain services. However there 
are a series of significant further issues in the Borough that must be 
taken on board, including:

 The need to provide an attractive, convenient, efficient and cost 
effective alternative to those currently travelling by private vehicle, 
given Dartford’s issues of congestion and air pollution.

 The necessity to accommodate the transport needs arising from major 
growth in new residents and businesses occurring in the Borough. This 
must be accounted for as an additional component of passenger 
growth, above and beyond the general uplift arising in rail travel 
nationally.

 In particular, the imperative to tackle the unacceptably slow journey 
times faced by passengers to central London and to maintain their 
choice of terminal destinations. This is essential to ensuring journeys 
are increasingly train based and eventually become more popular for 
regular journeys than vehicles.  Borough residents are above the 
national average in their tendency to travel to work by private vehicle 
and any reduction in the quality of service could exacerbate the 
situation.

Growth, connectivity and capacity:

4.2 The railway system as a whole needs to put forward proposals to secure 
and deliver in a timely way the investment necessary to meet the needs 
of the existing and future population of the Borough. 

4.3 The Route Study is based on blanket growth in passenger numbers of 
15% between 2011 and 2024, which it seeks to accommodate primarily 
through lengthening trains where possible. Passenger growth rates on 
High Speed 1 (HS1) domestic services and to 2044 are, however, 
assumed to be much greater. In the short term, some additional capacity 
on HS1 can be created through longer trains, if platforms can be 
extended where necessary.

4.4 However it appears that assumed growth rates have not fully accounted 
for the distribution of new development, and particularly the growth 
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commitments in Dartford Borough. In recent years the Borough has been 
achieving record levels of growth (c.1,000 new dwellings per annum) 
surpassing adjoining areas. This has primarily been driven by growth at 
the mixed use locations north of Dartford town of The Bridge and 
Northern Gateway (adjoining Dartford Station). Just to the south of this, 
substantial homes and jobs growth is now moving quickly forward as 
part of the regeneration of Dartford Town Centre. Accordingly, annual 
usage of Dartford station increased by half (a further one million trips) 
1997/98 – 2014/15.

4.5 The ‘past trend’ population projections, with no differentiated 
assumptions about growth according to location, will likely prove a 
significant under-estimate of the growth currently occurring in Dartford 
and likely to be sustained into the future.  In this context, proposals for 
marginally increased capacity (through ‘tinkering’ at the edges, for 
example though longer trains and platforms) are considered inadequate.  
The extent of current and future growth in and around Dartford station, 
as well as other North Kent line stations in the Borough does not appear 
to have been fully taken on board and consequently proposals to 
address this are inadequate.

4.6 The Route Study is open about the extensive challenges in providing for 
long-term demand. Without intervention and achieving major upgrades, 
there are acute issues ahead; most notably in the need for extra capacity 
at London’s terminals and removal of bottlenecks on route to them. 
Officers would contend that interventions under full consideration 
therefore must include options in relation to Crossrail extension. The 
concept is outlined in brief in the Route Study, and Network Rail is now 
part of the technical group looking at the project. However it is included 
as one of many third party proposals, many of which are not 
transformative of a whole sub-region.  The response, therefore, 
recommends that far greater weight be given to this proposal and its 
potential for transformative change is recognised.

4.7 The implications of growth at Ebbsfleet and the potential London Resort 
Theme Park are discussed in the Route Study; however it is considered 
the options outlined are generally skewed towards favourable 
assumptions reliant on contra-peak direction flows or off peak travel.

4.8 The Route Study identifies a positive long term option in the Borough to 
improve connectivity. This is to fully utilise the section of railway line that 
forks northwards (between Farningham Road and Longfield stations) 
from the London Victoria mainline services to Medway and beyond. This 
would loop up and provide direct access to Ebbsfleet International from 
the south, if a small section of track were constructed to complete the 
junction with the existing High Speed 1 line. 

4.9 Further exploration of this option is supported, as an additional to work in 
support of potential Crossrail extension (both schemes will improve 
interchange in the Ebbsfleet or Northfleet area). However, it is of 
concern that this is not being prioritised to support growth above other 
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schemes which appear to have less justification. The economic and 
transport benefits of significant enhancements in infrastructure and 
services in the Thames Gateway are regarded as deserving of high 
priority. This must be reflected in the options presented to decision 
makers and investors.

Reliability, journey time and stations: 

4.10 Reliability across the current South Eastern network has been in decline, 
and the Franchise consultation predominantly attributes this to the layout 
of the network: causing wider knock on impacts on other services when 
one service is late. However, there has been a reduction in failures of 
junctions and signals (etc.) and further investment is projected.

4.11 The potential to consolidate the very complex pattern of service 
operation in southern London is therefore raised. This is seen as 
necessary to improve the timetable of services and to enhance reliability. 
However, the outcome of this would be a diminution of choice of terminal 
destinations for the Borough’s rail users. The Franchise consultation 
gives the example of focusing some current services from Dartford 
station to London Cannon Street only. 

4.12 This is unacceptable and it is recommended that such proposals are 
strongly objected to. Careful consideration must be given to the impact 
of such changes on the attractiveness of Dartford as a location for 
investment and thereby, the impact on planned and prospective 
development in and around Dartford town centre.  It would hit existing 
public transport users, creating daily inconvenience and exacerbating 
the current long journey times. Passengers would face new or longer 
segments in their journeys thereby increasing rail or Underground 
overcrowding on other parts of the network. Such change will reduce rail 
journey convenience and discourage the modal shift from car journeys 
which is required to achieve sustainable growth.  

4.13 It is proposed that, rather than planning for a worsened service in the 
area providing less choice, the emphasis should be on a transformative 
solution that makes public transport more attractive, namely a 
prospective Crossrail extension.

4.14 It is also very disappointing that the Route Study does not recognise 
serious issues with the capacity and use-ability of North Kent line 
stations in the Borough.  These issues are already evident but will 
become exacerbated with further growth.  They include congestion on 
the stairways and overhead corridor at Dartford Station, lack of disabled 
access and road safety issues in exiting the station at Swanscombe and 
difficulties in gaining access to and from Stone Crossing station across 
the railway line, and for onward modes of travel.

4.15 There is a limited response to these issues.  Action in relation to over-
crowding at Dartford station may not occur until 2044, and no mention is 
made in relation to Swanscombe, and Stone Crossing stations. If 
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Crossrail were extended parallel to the north Kent line, new station 
facilities would be required and this would provide a solution.  However, 
these issues should be addressed irrespective of a decision on the 
Crossrail extension, as use of these stations will increase nonetheless.

4.16 These matters are particularly concerning given that no direct account 
appears to have been taken of the particular scale of growth job/ 
housing/ leisure growth anticipated in and around these locations.  For 
example, Swanscombe will be the closest station to the proposed leisure 
resort, projected to open in 2022. Whilst it is likely that Ebbsfleet Station 
will be marketed as the main arrival point for visitors, local employees 
and visitors that know the area will, undoubtedly use Swanscombe 
station as the more convenient point of arrival. Swanscombe Station in 
its current form and location simply does not meet the requirements of a 
safe, modern public transport facility. 

Other issues: 

4.17 Objection is also raised to the consultations on basis of the need to do 
more to improve services. For example customers travelling in the 
Borough expect better ticketing to become more widely available, and for 
anomalies in the fares regime to be tackled. 

4.18 The position on the Howbury Park ‘Rail Freight Interchange’ planning 
application is set out in responding to the consultation; not least it would 
generate a further engineering challenge for any Crossrail extension. 
This proposal straddling the boundary with Bexley London Borough was 
not supported by the Council, including for reasons of adverse traffic and 
air quality impacts given its highway freight transportation implications. 

5. Conclusion

5.1 Like the Council as planning authority, the Department for Transport and 
Network Rail are charged with the task of delivering infrastructure and 
services to support sustainable growth and the national economy. These 
draft proposals documents are vital to ensuring the transport network in 
the Borough meets current and future passenger expectations. 

5.2 Dartford has planned for, and is achieving, substantial housing and jobs 
growth. However this is placed at risk by the unacceptable time lag in the 
rail industry reacting to growth with suitable measures in a timely way.   
The current consultation appears to be based on an insufficient 
understanding of future growth and its location.  In doing so, it is likely to 
perpetuate past trends of investment being too late in the day to address 
capacity and congestion problems as they occur. Such an approach is 
not conducive to sustainable growth and will not result in efficient and 
attractive public transport options.

5.3 The consultation documents, and particularly the infrastructure options 
emerging from the Route Study, are welcome. Nevertheless, given 
existing major current issues, and adverse implications of the potential 
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future measures, including reduction in choice of destinations from 
Dartford stations, substantive objections have to be raised. 

5.4 Without major action - possibly akin to a project such as Crossrail 
extension to Dartford Borough or alternatives - there is grave concern 
over the difficulties set out in meeting rail passenger demand post 2024. 
In any event it is expected the documents must tackle the current and 
immediate problems facing existing and future residents and businesses 
in the Borough.

6. Relationship to the Corporate Plan

6.1 To ensure that regeneration in Dartford is sustainable and of benefit to 
all of our communities. 

6.2 To promote an environment which is attractive, adapted to climate 
change and which provides a realistic choice of travel options

7. Financial, legal, staffing and other implications and risk assessments

Financial Implications No implications of responding to the consultation. 

Legal Implications No implications of responding to the consultation.

Staffing Implications No implications of responding to the consultation.

Administrative Implications No implications of responding to the consultation.

Risk Assessment No uncertainties and/or constraints

8. Details of Exempt Information Category

Not applicable

9. Appendices

Appendix A: Kent Area Route Study by Network Rail: Response by the 
Council 

Appendix B: South Eastern Rail Franchise by the Department for Transport: 
Response by the Council 
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