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South Eastern Franchise: Dartford Borough Council Response

1. Do our priorities correctly 
reflect your views?

As set out, priorities for service operation must include trains 
running on time, tackling cancellations, reduced journey times and 
improved passenger satisfaction and communication with them 
(particularly when things go wrong).  Journey times in Dartford are 
very long on all North Kent Line services (despite the short distance 
to London terminals), and reliability is poor for all services in the 
Borough.
Yet to correctly reflect Dartford’s views greater consideration is 
needed, in parallel with Network Rail’s Route Study, as to how to 
cater for increasing demand. The Borough is delivering very high 
growth levels in line with government policy but the quantity and 
quality of rail services are unable to keep up with demand, 
exacerbating the major road congestion in the area.
It is not apparent there has been sufficient understanding of future 
growth in the region and the extent to which this is being 
accommodated by locations in Dartford.  You therefore risk 
perpetuating past trends of investment being too late in the day to 
drive modal shift and address capacity/congestion problems as they 
occur.  
It is also disappointing that serious issues with the capacity and use-
ability of North Kent line stations in the Borough are not recognised.  
These issues are already evident but will become exacerbated with 
further growth.  
Dartford believes that rather than changes such as reducing the 
choice of terminals in the name of ‘simplicity’, a transformative 
approach is required by the government and rail industry to help 
deliver the planned and prospective economic and housing growth 
through an efficient and attractive modern public transport facility, 
one that offers service levels that will push modal shift in Dartford 
and provide a real choice to vehicular transport.
As set out in the consultation document, full advantage should be 
taken of the Elizabeth Line (under construction to Abbey Wood). 
Dartford considers that ultimately this requires full consideration of 
the transport and regenerative benefits of a scheme extending the 
benefits of Crossrail out from Abbey Wood, through Dartford and to 
Ebbsfleet (or Gravesham). The council is working with partners in 
London and Kent including TfL and Network Rail to this end, and we 
would implore the DfT to give serious consideration to this project 
and the transport/ modal shift and economic benefits that would 
arise.

2. Do you agree that more 
space is needed for 
passengers at the busiest 
times of the day?

Yes greater capacity is clearly needed in the Borough, to support 
existing demand and our major growth areas including Dartford town 
centre and Ebbsfleet. As set out above, it is apparent from the Route 
Study that a long term approach is needed to create significant extra 
capacity above and beyond projections to 2024.
It is unclear to what extent the accelerated and significant planned 
growth in Dartford Borough, both in the Ebbsfleet area and outside 
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it, has been taken into account in setting out the Government’s 
ambitions in the document.   It is implied that the expectation of 
future demand is based on recent experience of growth in passenger 
demand, which will have been influenced by a period when new 
development levels have generally been at a lower level than that 
now being experienced in Dartford.   Government is asked to review 
the document in light of the increasing and unprecedented rates of 
housing delivery in Dartford and the extent of planned growth in SE 
network’s area, including the potential for a large tourist attraction 
being created at Swanscombe Peninsula.  It is essential that 
prospective operators have a clear understanding of existing and 
trend based demands together with demand arising from the high 
level of projected growth and trip generating proposals.  Such an 
understanding would be beneficial to securing an improved SE 
service in the future.  The Council is willing to work with the 
Department for Transport to provide up-to-date and well-informed 
data on future development and growth to assist with this exercise.

3. What comments, if any, 
do you have on options for 
providing more space 
through: a) Longer trains; 
and b) Metro style carriages 
with larger entrances and 
more standing room and 
handholds?

Overall, particularly taking into account  the level  and acceleration of 
planned growth in population in Dartford and the likely subsequent 
significant growth in demand, together with the critical need to 
achieve modal shift from car to sustainable travel,  the broad 
objectives set out in the SE document are supported.  However 
taking into account planned growth, particularly at Dartford Town 
Centre, Ebbsfleet Garden City, and in the wider North Kent and 
Bexley area, the proposal to extend the Elizabeth Line beyond Abbey 
Wood should be given more emphasis as a longer term scheme to 
provide much needed additional capacity and meet increasing 
demand. 
It is critical that the operator alongside Network Rail, takes account 
of this longer term project and accommodates short term actions 
and longer term planning into strategies and work programmes.  
The document does not explore or identify other capacity building 
measures such as working with growth areas, such as at Dartford 
town and Ebbsfleet where there has been a long term ambition for a 
significant employment hub, with outline planning consent in place 
to enable this scale of commercial development to take place.   This 
would enable a step change in the SE rail network from one almost 
wholly concentrated on transporting people in one direction during 
peak hours to and from London to termini which are unable to 
accommodate the increasing numbers of passengers, to one where 
train capacity and stations could be fully utilised during peak periods 
through contra-flow movement on what would otherwise be empty 
trains, to important employment hubs outside of London, such as 
Ebbsfleet.  An approach encouraging contra-flow movement will, 
however, only be successful if there is a high quality, convenient 
service with a good choice of starting points and routes.  In the 
absence of this, the car may well prove more attractive, given 
reduced road congestion levels in making these contra-flow journeys

4. Would you support 
removing First Class seating 
on the busiest routes to 

We consider a more ambitious response to create capacity should be 
taken.
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provide more space?
5. What comments, if any, 
do you have on our plans to 
improve customer service 
and the overall passenger 
experience?

We understand scheduled journey times, overcrowding, 
punctuality, and quality of rolling stock and stations to be of 
concern to local passengers. 

6. Do you have any other 
ideas or priorities for 
improving customer service?

It is important that rail travel is integrated into wider sustainable 
transport options available to passengers, in order to provide a 
seamless travelling experience.  Smart Card technology used on SE 
services should be expected to work with other sustainable 
transport initiatives, as far as possible, such as Kent County Council’s 
work on smart cards for bus services in Kent.   Consideration of 
possible integration is additionally needed for passengers using 
Dartford station, as they are able to use TfL’s Oyster card for rail 
journeys but this does not extend to use on local bus services.   
Technology initiatives should also include electronic communication 
regarding bus and rail service information to encourage greater use 
of sustainable travel modes, especially at key transport nodes such as 
Dartford Station, Fastrack and bus services into the town centre. 

7. What changes to the fares 
structure would be of 
benefit to you?

Fares are too high overall to promote much needed modal shift to 
trains. There are some specific issues such as the cost of peak travel, 
and the premium for travel on the High Speed 1 line (which must 
ultimately be removed). 
Furthermore, anomalies to ticketing must be removed including 
large discrepancies in  season ticket cost between two station close 
to each other, for example Greenhithe and Swanscombe, where 
there is a £500 differential.  

8. What else could be done 
to improve the way tickets 
are sold and provided?

Dartford objects to the current arrangements. It is suggested the lack 
of flexibility of ticketing for regular travellers is a particular and 
growing concern for customers. The government must promote 
flexible working in order to best use infrastructure, promote 
digitisation and boost productivity through encouraging businesses 
to promote family friendly working.  Season tickets (e.g. monthly 
purchases) may offer no discount to the high level peak fares unless 
travelling every working day of the week. This must end to 
incentivise some working at home for instance. A carnet style ticket 
should be available, with much more flexibility than say an annual 
seasonal ticket (and better reflecting modern employment trends 
such as short-term contracting).

9. What further comments, 
if any, do you have on our 
plans to improve access and 
facilities at stations?

Dartford has planned for, and is achieving, substantial housing and 
jobs growth, based on a significant switch towards public transport. 
However this is placed at risk by quantitative and qualitative issues 
on the rail network, with poor station performance and 
attractiveness making current and future customers feel facilities are 
unpleasant and sometimes unusable. Such an approach is not 
conducive to sustainable growth and will not result in efficient and 
attractive public transport options. Stations strongly influence 
perceptions of whether a modern and efficient railway systems is 
available.
Dartford is very disappointed by the lack of improvement at stations 
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despite major growth in usage and revenues. We object to the 
paucity of specific proposals for stations, including within the Route 
Study (which only highlights Dartford station itself and possibly not 
until 2044). Improved communication, safety, accessibility, toilets, 
and provision for cyclists is needed now, and major remodelling of 
whole facilities will be necessary given the growth being seen at 
stations in the Borough. 

10. What more could be 
done to improve access and 
provide facilities for those 
with disabilities or additional 
needs?

A number of our stations are not accessible for the disabled. In 
particular Swanscombe station needs urgent attention given its very 
long flight of steps to access either platform, and also with plans for 
large job and housing developments in the immediate area e.g. 
nearest station to the London Resort Theme Park proposal, due 
open in 2022 and anticipated to generate very significant 
employment volumes.

11. How far do you support, 
or oppose, the extension of 
High Speed services from 
London St. Pancras to 
Hastings, Bexhill, and Rye, 
where this would represent 
value for money to the 
taxpayer?

Whilst understanding the objective behind this, there are concerns 
that this will not assist with the acute difficulty faced by those 
attempting to travel between Ebbsfleet International and St Pancras 
at peak times due to overcrowding.

13. If you support this 
proposal, which services do 
you think would most 
benefit from this approach?

N/A

14. Which journeys do you 
make today which are 
difficult? a) By rail? b) By 
road, which would be easier 
by rail?

Extensive documentation has and is being put to government by 
this Council and partners in relation to the difficulties of travel by 
both road and rail in the Borough.  This includes in support of the 
Lower Thames Crossing and overall resilience and congestion issues, 
including on the four lane each way A2 (where there is clear scope 
for modal shift if our rail services had greater capacity and appeal for 
commuters). And it includes in the case being prepared for Crossrail 
extension (or equivalent transformative intervention) which could 
enhance capacity but also address issues such as the need to rebuild 
stations at Stone Crossing, Swanscombe and elsewhere, and the 
physical challenges of accessing Ebbsfleet International services from 
settlements in north Kent. 

15. Which additional 
services would you wish to 
see provided in the next 
franchise?

A range of new services are required throughout all hours, and to 
better use existing infrastructure and all stations, to accommodate 
the growth outlined above. Integrated services on public transport 
should not only consider the different legs of journeys undertake 
through various rail routes, but also the role of cycling and buses 
(including North Kent’s growing Fastrack network) and improved 
interchanges between the forms of transport

16. How far do you support, 
or oppose, options to 
simplify the timetable?

Strongly object. Whilst additional capacity and frequency is 
necessary, this should not be at the cost of choice of destinations. 

17. How far do you support, 
or oppose, options to 
reduce the choice of central 

This is strongly opposed. It would result in disruption to many 
Dartford residents and would have adverse knock on impacts on 
promoting public transport.  
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London destinations served 
from individual stations with 
the aim of providing a more 
regular, evenly spaced 
timetable, and a more 
reliable service?

It would exacerbate the current long journey times, with passengers 
facing new or longer parts to their journeys and probably increasing 
rail or Underground overcrowding. More transformative investment 
is required instead.

18. How far do you support, 
or oppose, plans for the 
train operator and Network 
Rail to form a close alliance 
with the aim of reducing 
delays and improving 
performance?

This is supported to reduce delays - particularly through genuine 
partnership working between Operator and Network Rail to ensure 
improved punctuality; further details on this should be made 
available, especially if this approach is being used to reject other 
means of delivering significant service improvements that could 
actually warrant consideration/further exploration (e.g. 
‘metroisation’).
Fundamentally, it is vital that there is consistency between the 
initiatives being advocated to the service operator and those long-
term actions being proposed through Network Rail’s Route Study.

19. What are your views on 
how this alliance should be 
incentivised and held to 
account for its 
performance?

Clear actions to be secured with appropriate performance indicators, 
and major penalties should be imposed for under delivery.

20. How would you prefer 
the next South Eastern 
operator to engage with 
you: a) As an individual? b) 
As an organisation (if 
appropriate)

There should be direct engagement with Local Planning Authorities in 
Kent that are delivering major growth (notably Dartford); it cannot 
be assumed that Kent County Council can ‘speak for’ the Borough on 
sustainable travel or have detailed knowledge of the transport 
demand challenges or travel solutions ahead.
The next operator should contact Officers to discuss how they can 
engage with the Council as a whole and the best way to form a 
dialogue with Members/Officers in order that growth in Dartford be 
properly articulated in infrastructure investment decisions.

21. What approaches to 
customer service in other 
companies could be adopted 
by the next South Eastern 
train operator?

N/A

22. Where do you think 
private sector investment 
would be of most benefit to 
the railway?

The role of the private sector is being given close consideration in 
demonstrating the economic and transport benefits of an extension 
of Crossrail eastwards to Dartford and Ebbsfleet (or Gravesham).

23. Should we consider 
using the more lightly used 
sections of the railway in a 
different way? If so, how 
should this be done?

The proposal in the Route Study to link Ebbsfleet International 
southwards to existing track feeding onto the Victoria mainline (west 
of Farningham Road station) is considered worth further 
investigation to provide much needed additional connectivity. 

24. Looking to future, 
beyond this franchise, what, 
if any, benefits do you 
consider there would be for 
passengers from a franchise 
with a different geographical 
boundary?

Passengers should benefit from government policy and a structure of 
rail industry that integrates transport modes, and is not fragmented 
between organisations or administrative geography. The necessity 
is particularly strong to achieve the ambitions for the Thames 
Gateway to play a national role in driving economic growth.
There is particular concern in Dartford that whilst the Borough is 
achieving levels of growth in excess of nearby London Boroughs, 
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transport arrangements are less well funded and coordinated than 
within the London administrative boundary.


