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here is no doubt that Covid-19 can 
be a powerful catalyst for the UK 
railway at the current watershed 

moment. The work and travel restrictions 
introduced to combat the pandemic have 
dramatically changed the context of the 
railway. This is especially true for the  
peak-hour commuter market, which was 
already on the decline as more flexible 
working routines were becoming more 
commonplace. 

Freight demand has fluctuated up and 
down, but we know that the twin pillars  
of environmental policy and economic 
prosperity remain the principal 
determinants of a prospering rail freight 
market, so where does this leave us?  
Can we respond to these threats and 
opportunities with a collective, strategic

approach and ‘build (the railway) back 
better’ by creating a truly integrated 
transport network, to replace the 
fragmented and often semi-competing 
modes that currently exist? 

If Richard Beeching were around today,  
he might choose to close the myriad 
routes that are underperforming, but now, 
with a greater appreciation of the link 
between the railway and the social and 
economic welfare of the nation, this 
‘survival of the fittest’ solution does not 
sound so sensible. The canals may not 
have been able to evolve when presented 
with a worthy competitor, but the railways 
must. Commercial interests cannot always 
take precedence over social benefit. 

Despite this, it is useful to analyse the 
railway’s current predicament and

potential future state under a commercial 
lens, by using the three concepts of 
marketing as a framework: product, 
quality and price. 

Understanding the state of  
our railway 

The demand for our product or in this case 
service – the transportation of passengers 
or goods from one place to another – will 
always be high. However, the mode of this 
transport and the expectations that people 
have of it are subject to change. Despite 
the vast sums of money invested in it in 
recent years, commuter travel is not, for 
most, a pleasurable experience. 

In contrast to the slow decline in commuter 
travel, off-peak, leisure and discretionary 
travel was on the rise prior to and during 
the pandemic. While overall demand is 
unlikely to revert to pre-Covid-19 levels in 
the short term, it proves that people can 
be incentivised to come out their cars and 
use their train. First, though, we need to 
reverse the current rhetoric of the train  
as a vector of infection. 

Quality is the area where the railway is 
able to be markedly different from other 
modes, but it will need to evolve to 
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     How can the railway continue to be at the forefront  
of innovation? 

maintain and grow user contentment and 
therefore market share. The timetable is 
the shop window of the railway, the basic 
premise that a train will take you where 
you want to go, on time. Trade-offs have 
to be made between competing flows, and 
if the flows are to change substantially – 
for example, a reduction of the service in 
the peak hours – what should be done 
with the capacity that has been released? 
Should the fundamental objectives of 
performance efficiency and reliability be 
maximised for the benefit of passenger 
and freight customers? 

Subject to performance and capacity 
issues, historically the railway has 
delivered a higher-quality experience to 
the traveller than the bus or private car, 
due to its superior environmental 
credentials and lack of personal 
accountability; passengers do not have to 
participate actively in the journey, but can 
relax knowing they will arrive directly at 
their destination, on time. However,  
this fixed asset does have its limitations. 
The railway is excellent at accommodating 
bulk flows of goods and passengers, but 
its lack of flexibility is a weakness 
compared to private vehicles. 

 
 
 
In time, the unique benefits of the railway 
over the car will be eroded as more 
electric and autonomous cars are 
introduced to the market. How can the 
railway ensure its quality is outstanding, 
and continually be at the forefront of 
innovation? Electric lorries carrying freight 
might be little more than a long-term 
prospect, but it is worth remembering  
that every time you see a lorry on the 
motorway, a haulier has decided, for 
whatever reason, that the railway cannot 
offer it what it wants. It might be 
convenience, price, flexibility or a 
combination of all three, but ultimately  
the railway product does not come up  
to scratch. 

When considering price, economics tells 
us the way to attract people is to charge 
less. The railway has been outstanding at 
doing the opposite for years as a justifiable 
means to stifle demand and reduce (delay) 
the need for substantial investment. 
Conversely, the high fares charged have 
been extremely valuable to those 
preparing business cases for expensive, 
albeit necessary, projects like the West 
Coast Route Modernisation, Thameslink, 
Crossrail or Great Western electrification. 

It seems odd that the industry fare rises 
that usually take place in January took 
place in March this year, rather than being 
cancelled altogether, and indeed are 
above inflation for the first time since 
2013. No doubt the elasticities of demand 
and fares have been examined in detail, 
but any predictions about future demand 
post-pandemic must be, at best, 
intelligent speculation. Lower fares, 
however, will mean that more, not fewer, 
people, will travel. I doubt whether  
anyone can seriously dispute that. 

Increasing patronage 

Using the pandemic as a catalyst for 
dramatic change may allow the sector to 
move beyond its current stasis – for 
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example, increasing patronage by 
implementing a ticketing and fares 
structure that is not Byzantine in its 
complexity, with simple fares that apply 
across the network with minimal 
restrictions. Why not, for instance, offer  
a flexible ticket and a non-flexible ticket, 
with fixed prices, with the differential 
between peak and off-peak fares 
becoming a thing of the past? 

By offering a discount on all ticket prices 
for a period of time, along the lines of the 
government’s ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ 
initiative to support the hospitality industry 
post-lockdown, we could gain proper 
evidence about the elasticity of price to 
demand. Other incentive schemes, such as 
a single reward system across the sector – 
a rail club card or a national railcard – 
would also encourage more discretionary 
travel. 

Introduce and mandate electronic tickets, 
something discussed for years but only in 
use in pockets of the country. These 
should be linked to all tram, light railway 
and bus services, with those operators 
brought into a new version of the ORCATS 
revenue-allocation system, a true 
multimodal ticketing system. 

Improve the passenger experience 
immensely by providing a single source  
of information on timetables and train 
performance, shared across multiple 
platforms and interfaces, and personalised 
to suit customer preferences. 

Improving the assets of the railway 

To deliver better train running performance 
and an expansion in freight/logistics 
services, make better use of existing and 

planning capacity increases. Could some 
routes become dedicated to freight, or at 
least with freight being the primary user 
with priority access? Perhaps on these 
routes, passenger trains could be held in 
loops to allow the freight trains to pass, 
rather than vice versa? This could  
make major productivity gains for  
freight operators. 

Introduce greater flexibility in the leasing 
of rolling-stock by redeploying certain 
types to replace older stock – for example, 
modern stock released from commuter 
routes could replace outdated stock on 
other routes, if peak-hour demand 
reduces. There is also an opportunity to 
expand the various initiatives underway to 
convert redundant passenger stock into 
premium logistics vehicles, and link 
together the principal distribution centres 
with a cost-effective, fast and reliable 
delivery service. 

 

 

In line with the UK’s decarbonisation 
agenda, electrification (or alternative  
ways of removing polluting trains from  
the network) must be a huge part of the 
programme, starting with the prioritisation 
of small chunks of infill freight and 
passenger-related electrification. 

The railway needs to develop military-level 
precision in its day-to-day delivery.  
This will require an overhaul of working 
practices. We are not going to get into the 
industrial relations debate in this article, 
suffice to say that the railway risks being 
overstaffed in many areas and unpopular 
decisions will be necessary if the railway  
is to become more self-sufficient. 

Finally, while this may be contentious, 
consider shutting down those non-viable 
routes or stations with flows so small  
that their retention defies any type of 
economic logic. 

Ultimately the railway has to decide 
whether it is a commercial animal or a 
social animal. It has been wrestling with 
that since before the 1948 grouping. If it is 
to be commercial, it will be smaller than 
today, physically and metaphorically. If it  
is to be a modernised, socially relevant 
system, it will play a major role in tackling 
a challenge even greater than Covid-19,  
as part of the UK’s response to climate 
change. 

Let us meet that challenge, today. 
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