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This one-off evidence session was, primarily, an opportunity for the Committee to 
seek greater clarity on certain aspects of the proposals in the Government White 
Paper Great British Railways, The Williams-Shapps Plan for Rail, and for stakeholders 
to gain an early insight into the kind of issues with which Committee members are 
concerned, at this very early stage.  
 
Given the focus, it was certainly unexpected to see the inclusion of Nigel Harris, 
Managing Editor of RAIL magazine amongst the witnesses – indeed, the sole witness 
on the first panel.  
 
This session seemed to have two functions. Firstly, it provided - from the perspective 
of a rail sector insider not directly involved in either the formulation of the plan nor 
with any responsibility for its delivery – a view that it is ‘on the right track’ in terms of 
the reforms needed. Second, it gave an opportunity for the Committee members to 
explore any issues of concern and refine their questions for the subsequent panels.    
 
For any lay-person watching, this first session would confirm three particularly 
important things before we progressed to the more detailed evidence from the 
subsequent panels:  
 
1. That this is a much needed major reform of the railways, and worth being excited 

about; 
2. That the proposed Great British Railways model is workable, but the details will 

be crucial in determining its success; and 
3. Contrary to much of the early media coverage, what is being proposed is not 

nationalisation, but – as Nigel commented – it is about “finding the sweet spot 
where the delivery of the railway can be done at best price and most efficiently by 
a really engaged private sector.” 



 
Over the next two panels, the Committee’s questions were framed around a handful 
of key themes – focusing primarily on issues around structural reorganisation, the role 
of the private sector, devolution, and economic recovery.  
 
The second panel, consisting of Sir Peter Hendy, Chair of Network Rail, and Andy 
Bagnall, Director General of the Rail Delivery Group (RDG), provided some 
clarifications and observations on key issues which would later be reiterated and 
elucidated by the third panel. However, their primary role here was to confirm the 
support of both the public and private sector for the proposed model, and their 
commitment to helping deliver it.  
 
The third and final panel comprised Rt Hon Grant Shapps MP, Secretary of State for 
Transport, Keith Williams, Chair of the Rail Review, and Conrad Bailey, Director 
General for Rail Strategy & Services in the Department for Transport.  
 
The overall impression from the panels was one of genuine enthusiasm and 
commitment – with Grant Shapps particularly energised - though with a clear 
recognition from everyone that there is going to be hard work ahead to deliver the 
plan.  
 
The top-line clarifications to take away from the session include: 
 
1. Legislation will definitely be required but it is not imminent, and no timetable was 

provided; 
2. There will be interim changes – developed around the principles and tenets of the 

Williams-Shapps Plan, whilst legislation is developed; 
3. Great British Railways will be the ‘one-stop-shop’ for responsibility – no more 

obfuscation, equivocation, or ‘passing responsibility from pillar to post’;  
4. The vision is for an enhanced role for the private sector but in a broader context 

of service delivery and innovation, not simply as operators of rail services; 
5. Greater clarity is needed on devolution and how local authorities – particularly 

outwith the framework of metro mayors and regional transport authorities - will 
engage and be able to influence decision-making and service delivery; and 

6. The delivery of the plan is not dependent upon achieving interim targets for the 
recovery of passenger patronage – this is a long-term commitment with long-term 
objectives.  

 



Key Questions and Issues 
 

Delivery Timescale 
 
As anticipated, the evidence session confirmed that legislation will be needed to 
deliver the proposed reforms, not least for the establishment of Great British Railways 
as a new statutory body.  However, the closest we got to any indication of timescales 
was when Grant Shapps committed to the new body being up and running before the 
end of this Parliament, and commenting: 
 
 “Legislation isn’t in the current session of the Queen’s speech, but we needed the 
White Paper first. There are a whole bunch of things we need to develop before we 
get to legislation, but you’d expect to see legislation during this Parliament.” 
 
The evidence in this regard focused more on approach than detailed process and 
timescales, and it wasn’t entirely clear – nor was the question raised – as to why 
legislation, even in draft form, wasn’t yet ready.  However, Conrad Bailey indicated 
that “the legislation is in areas where we need to do a lot of work collaboratively 
across the sector to really ensure we get the details of the reforms right”, indicating a 
process involving significant engagement and consultation in the earlier stages of 
legislative development.  
 
One of the consequences of this approach is that interim changes will need to be 
made to progress towards reform before legislation has been passed – with Andy 
Bagnall noting that “we need to put in place interim arrangements that point a way to 
the right kind of culture.”   
 
Likewise, Sir Peter Hendy indicated that “change is very urgent…we will do whatever 
we are asked, we certainly can’t wait for legislation” and that “we can start to operate 
by the principles.”  
 

Structural Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities 
 
The matter of this interim approach did not elicit as much attention from the 
Committee members as perhaps it might, who focused more on clarifying the long-
term objectives and outcomes.  
 
However, Chris Loder MP (Conservative), asked rather pointed questions which hinted 
at a concern with how interim measures may impact on the final structure – “How 
would you respond to those who say this is a Network Rail takeover”, and “Is there a 
risk of civil service bureaucracy simply being absorbed into Great British Railways?”  



 
Keith Williams responded that, clearly, the new body will need to be different in 
nature to both Network Rail and to the Department for Transport.  Grant Shapps 
indicated that the key objective was to remove duplications and inefficiencies, and 
create clear accountability.   
 
The issue of clarity of accountability was of particular interest to the Committee, with 
a number of members noting frustration with the current system where there is a 
sense of constantly being passed ‘from pillar to post’. The commitment that Great 
British Railways will have “sole responsibility for railways” was particularly welcomed – 
as was the assurance that it would provide a single source of information, and a single 
point of contact for local authorities and other stakeholders to communicate their 
needs and interests.  
 
Another area where the session functioned to elicit greater clarity was with regard to 
the future role of the private sector – an important focus given the characterisation of 
the proposals in some of the media as a form of nationalisation. The Committee 
Chair, Huw Merriman, asked whether the proposals would lead to a shrinking of the 
input of the private sector.  
 
Andy Bagnall observed that the Plan represents a reformed public-private 
partnership, rather than a replacement for it.  
 
Later, Grant Shapps was perhaps at his most enthusiastic when setting out his 
expectation that the role of the private sector would not only increase, but also 
diversify into new service areas.  Simplification of processes and clarity of contracts 
are expected to encourage interest from private sector operators – but beyond that 
new companies will be “providing innovation in customer service, fares, ticketing, 
data, banking.”  He indicated that his vision was that in the end, there will be more 
private sector companies involved in the railways, rather than less. 
 

Devolution 
 
The Committee was keen to clarify how devolved powers and interests would be 
factored into the new model, and how local authorities would influence policy and 
investment decisions.  
 
Grant Shapps indicated that he felt integration with local areas was dealt with in the 
paper and there was a clear commitment to work in partnership with regions, provide 
local control and be responsive to local priorities.  
 



However, Andy Bagnall was less convinced on this point, indicating that he 
considered there to be “a centralising and localising tension” in the White Paper and 
that there needed to be greater clarity on how the devolved nations will relate to 
Great British Railways.  
 
He further observed that, as a principle, what was needed was a “guiding mind rather 
than a controlling mind” at the centre. The White Paper sets the scene but, again, 
there is a need to get the details right and be clear about how cities and regions will 
be able to influence decision making.  
 
Overall, the evidence session gave a clear indication that the issue of local 
engagement, involvement and influence is a key area where the Committee will 
expect to see greater clarity.   
 
On the matter of the relationship with devolved nations, SNP MP Gavin Newlands 
asked whether there was anything in the Plan, or forthcoming legislation, which would 
prevent further devolution of powers - to which Grant Shapps responded there was 
not, but there was also “nothing in the plan to facilitate it”. However, he also affirmed 
an earlier response from Keith Williams that nothing in the Plan changes the 
fundamental structure of devolved powers.  
 

Other Issues 
 
Conrad Bailey indicated that the agreements for franchise termination have all been 
settled, and the focus is now on developing the National Rail Contracts (which are the 
bridge to the future Passenger Service Contracts).  
 
Keith Williams confirmed that current franchise boundaries will be up for review. 
 
One of the dedicated question themes in the final panel was the ‘retail revolution’ – 
including flexible season tickets, pay-as-you-go, and digital tickets. When asked about 
the timetable for delivery Grant Shapps indicated that flexible season tickets would 
be ready to launch in the summer, but that other innovations would take longer.  
 
In perhaps the most direct criticism of the White Paper, Andy Bagnall stated fare 
reform needs to be included in the proposals but that the Williams-Shapps Plan stops 
just short of suggesting a need to re-write the rule book. He commented “The 
regulatory system around fares pre-dates the internet. That tells you something.” 
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