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The long-awai ted Wi l l iams repor t  arr ived yes terday – 20 May 2021 – wi th  the publ ica t ion of  UK

government  Whi te  Paper “The Wi l l iams-Shapps P lan for  Rai l ”.  The rev iew s tar ted in  autumn 2018

and indus t r y  rumours  sugges t  the repor t  was he ld back to  re lease a t  an oppor tune pol i t i ca l

moment .  Then,  of  course,  the Covid-19 pandemic threw the wor ld in to d isarray,  and immediate ly

we saw an a lmos t  to ta l  drop in  UK passenger ra i l  t ra f f ic  vo lume,  wi th  numbers  in  Apr i l  2020

fa l l ing to jus t  4% of  prev ious demand.  Publ ica t ion was again de layed as the government  focussed

on the cr i s i s .  Now re leased,  i t  i s  good to see that  the impact  o f  the pandemic has been cons idered

throughout  the repor t ,  which c lear ly  takes  account  o f  the (perhaps permanent )  change in  the UK’s

use of  the ra i l  ne twork.

The repor t  contains  62 commitments .  We se t  ou t  here some of  the key poin ts .

A S INGLE  UNIFY ING AUTHORITY

One of the biggest public complaints since priva�sa�on of the railways in the 1990s

has been the fragmenta�on of the system, leading (some would say) to a culture of

shi�ing the blame when things go wrong. A new public body, Great Bri�sh Railways

(GBR), will bring the network under single na�onal leadership, similar to the role of

Transport for London. GBR will own the infrastructure (though not the rolling stock –

this is not a rena�onalisa�on), receive fare revenue (so taking the risk on passenger

numbers), and run the network and plan �metables, amongst other things.  GBR will

take over roles from various disparate organisa�ons, including the Rail Delivery

Group and most rail func�ons which are currently the responsibility of Department

for Transport (DfT). Network Rail will be absorbed into GBR.

AN END TO FRANCHIS ING
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As has been predicted for some �me – and hastened by the impact of the pandemic and the emergency measures which were

put in place to protect train operators from the effects of the resul�ng catastrophic fall in �cket revenue – franchising will be

replaced by Passenger Service Contracts. These concession agreements will generally see the operators paid a fee for running

the service, with GBR receiving the benefit of �cket revenue (although some contracts are expected to involve some level of

revenue risk sharing). Operators will receive incen�ves, based on various factors including safety, punctuality and passenger

sa�sfac�on.

Even pre-pandemic, the franchise system was struggling. Compe��ons were delayed or not progressed, with direct awards made

instead. Since 2012, approximately two-thirds of contracts have been awarded without compe��on. Further, recent years have

seen the failure of franchises, with the services being taken over by the government’s operator of last resort. Prior to the UK

lockdowns and the implementa�on of the Emergency Recovery Measures Acts, there were expecta�ons that other franchises

would go the same way.  It is expected that this new system will be simpler to navigate, increasing the level of compe��on

amongst operators to bid for tenders.

The current emergency measures are being replaced by Na�onal Rail Contracts (already signed by South Western Railways and

TransPennine Express), which will bridge the gap to Passenger Service Contracts. These Passenger Service Contracts will take into

account regional requirements, and may need to include a mixture of incen�ves where services encompass both local and

longer-distance routes. The length of contracts will also vary and it is an�cipated that, where major investment is required,

contract terms will be longer than the typical seven years seen in franchise agreements. Ini�al compe��ons for Passenger

Service Contracts are expected to be launched in 2022.

LOCAL  FOCUS

GBR will be made up of regional divisions, with budgets and delivery held at local

level, allowing for a be�er focus on the precise needs of local communi�es. Exis�ng

devolved authori�es, as in Merseyside and Wales, will con�nue to exercise their

current powers and will work in partnership with GBR.

FRE IGHT

The freight sector will, it is promised, “benefit from na�onal co-ordina�on, new

safeguards and a rules-based access system”. The law on track access will be changed and simplified and a “new genera�on of

contracts and processes will be developed”. GBR will have a statutory duty to promote rail freight to “secure economic,

environmental and social benefits”.

NETWORK GROWTH AND LONG-TERM INVESTMENT

Billions are intended to be invested in new lines, train services and electrifica�on. The current five-year funding period, which

runs un�l 2024, will be maintained and it is intended that subsequent five-year periods will con�nue to run once GBR is

established.

GBR will be responsible for pu�ng a 30-year strategy to Ministers and will be responsible for achieving the agreed results.
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ENVIRONMENTAL

The report has a strong focus on the environmental benefits of rail and the further improvements being made in this area such

as significant electrifica�on plans and trials for ba�ery and hydrogen-powered trains.

NEXT  STEPS

DfT is se�ng up a Rail Transforma�on Programme to set out the phases of delivery and to work to design and implement the

proposals set out in the report. The government also plans to establish an advisory group to be chaired by Keith Williams.

Andrew Haines, the Chief Execu�ve of Network Rail, has been asked to develop plans for the establishment of interim

arrangements.

Clearly, many of the proposals made by the report will require significant further work to consider how best to implement them,

as well as new legisla�on. In �me, operators, lessors and financiers will need to consider the proposed new contracts in detail, to

assess the impact on their current opera�ons and on future plans. We will con�nue to monitor developments in this area.
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