East Midlands Trains -  Proposal to “Gate” Sheffield Station.

1. The basis of this proposal is that it is the most affordable way to reduce “ticket-less” travel, and that it will make the station safer and more secure.

2. These are the standard arguments put forward in support of ticket barriers, and such evidence as is quoted has usually been derived from stations with characteristics very different to Sheffield. Typically it refers to suburban type stations with much less diverse traffic flows and some security concerns at off-peak periods.

3. It would appear that Stagecoach, in developing their revenue protection strategy for the East Midlands franchise, have drawn on some of the experience on their South West Trains franchise which is essentially a London commuter operation.

4. Some of their arguments in support of gates are more relevant in those circumstances.

5. EMT have inherited gate installations at Leicester, Loughborough and Lincoln, implemented by the former Central Trains franchise as part of a franchise extension agreement with DfT. The new franchise specification from DfT required them to install gates at Nottingham.

6. Stagecoach therefore decided that a logical approach, to maximise the extent of station based ticket checks, would be to install gates also at Sheffield, Derby and St Pancras as these are the busiest stations not so equipped.

7. This policy was however adopted without any regard for the particular circumstances at each of these stations. All 3 pose specific issues of customer service or access which have not been addressed. At Sheffield and Derby there is access to the station from both sides via the footbridge, while at St Pancras at present a selective manual entry check is undertaken with passengers allowed to walk off unimpeded. Ticket gates will end this practice with blanket entry and exit checks to no benefit in revenue control (arriving passengers can be checked on train) and worsened customer service.

8. EMT claims that “on average at Sheffield 1 passenger in 10 does not hold a valid ticket”. This is an extremely vague and misleading statement, and certainly does not mean that 10% of revenue is at risk to fare evasion. It is highly likely that most of this figure, if true, is represented by passengers making short journeys who did not have an adequate opportunity to purchase a ticket. 

9. There is no reason why passengers making longer journeys, which will account for most of the revenue at Sheffield, cannot be checked on train and any outstanding revenue collected. Other solutions may be needed, and are possible, for shorter journeys. Gates are a poor fix for this problem, but are the assumed reasons for the gates at Leicester, Lincoln and Loughborough. EMT says they have been a success, but they create issues of poor customer service.

10. EMT appears to claim that ticket barriers are the most appropriate solution in all circumstances. This is a fallacy. Their proven cost-effectiveness is mostly limited to the control of large volumes of short distance traffic on urban networks where ticket types and media are properly standardised, and passengers are both familiar with the system and unencumbered. The gate types favoured were designed for systems like the Underground and London commuter stations. Evidence suggests that in such circumstances they can halve the rate of fare evasion, but are never fully effective.

11. Sheffield is a busy mixed use station where the parameters of ticket validity will be very wide, and a number of ticket types will not be in scope for correct machine reading. There will thus be a high rate of manual intervention which dilutes revenue control and causes customer service problems.  Only the minimum fare is protected, as that will allow entry or exit, and gates do not control length of journey, class of travel, possession of a valid railcard, and so on, nor can they enforce restrictions by the train to be used, an increasingly common practice for longer journeys. 

12. EMT have stated that their aim is to “check all tickets at Sheffield”. Their aim should actually be to ensure that all passengers pay the correct fare for their journey. Gates do not necessarily achieve that at a station like Sheffield. Other measures are needed and may be more cost effective. What they do need is a proper means of monitoring the level of unpaid travel, so that appropriate action can be taken. This does not require complete closure of the station but can be done by manual spot check on trains or at stations, and on individual platforms in the case of Sheffield.

13. It therefore seems improbable that gates can have any major impact on the revenue losses that may be arising at Sheffield which could not be better achieved by other means. At best some pre-travel purchase will be enforced and some arriving revenue mopped up. The main beneficiary of this will probably be Northern Rail not EMT. There is also some evidence that the performance of on-train staff in revenue checks declines when gates are installed because they assume problems of control have been fixed.

14. Maintaining access for local residents through an ITSO based smartcard scheme is a speculative idea that has not been thought through, never mind finalised. There are significant challenges of issue and control, and it must in any event further dilute revenue control. The notion that residents will be timed in and out of the station must surely be unacceptable to the community, while there is no provision for occasional users.

15. The security case for gates at Sheffield is wholly spurious, both in the actual figures put forward and the comparisons made. Figures quoted by the PTE and Passenger Focus can show it to be a myth. It is an attempt to rationalise their case, and such figures would not have been available to Stagecoach when they made their bid, and when they committed themselves with the DfT to install gates. Indeed their assumptions about ticket-less travel and fare evasion would also have been speculative at that stage, and only now are they trying to justify them.

16. Leeds has been quoted as comparable to Sheffield. There are no through access issues at Leeds and the station remained closed with manual barriers when most on the network were made open by BR. This was mainly due to the large volume of local travel, much higher than Sheffield, from unstaffed and partially staffed stations. It is now belatedly to be converted to automatic ticket gates (by Northern Rail), but there appear to be concerns about how well this will work.

17. This response was also given by EMT in response to a customer enquiry about the barrier scheme:

“It maybe useful to explain that up until the 1980's station platforms were restricted areas, and only passengers holding tickets to travel were permitted to access the station, platforms and trains. However, British Rail introduced a policy of open access to stations and removed barriers etc in the late 1980's and early 1990's. The problem that has been created is primarily the increase in fare evasion that has taken place - costing the rail industry many millions of pounds a year in lost revenue.”

18. This statement is largely wrong. It is not correct that stations were always restricted areas prior to c.1985. The closing of stations with manned ticket barriers was not an original feature of the railway, but one that became common practice during the early 20th Century. Nevertheless a number of stations, or parts of stations, remained open. It is true that BR reverted to generally open stations in the late 80’s and early 90’s, but this was done for sound reasons. Station based ticket checks were seen as ineffective and had an adverse impact on accessibility and customer service. It was believed that easier access would make the railway more welcoming to new users, improve the scope and range of station trading activity, more frequented stations would be more secure, and secondary entrances and exits could be made more widely available. All of this had a potential for net revenue benefit, to be offset against the risks of increased fare evasion. Penalty Fares regimes were introduced at the same time to guard against that risk, while ticket checks were to be carried out when and where they were most effective, normally on train. 
19. There has never been any evidence to support this argument that open stations per se were the cause of a higher level of fare evasion. Of course fare evasion has always existed, and the question should be about what is the most cost effective means of dealing with it. A number of rail networks and major stations manage to function well with an open layout and an acceptable level of fare evasion. 

20. Sheffield station was redeveloped in accordance with this policy by bodies other than Stagecoach. They have failed to advance any convincing arguments as to why they should unilaterally overturn it. Their quotations of endorsement by other parties are self-serving.
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