Rail bosses to be quizzed over Norfolk service

Train bosses will today face questions over the state of rail services in the region from business leaders and council representatives.

Andrew Chivers, managing director of National Express East Anglia, will be quizzed during a two-hour rail summit at Norwich City Hall.

The closed door session has been organised by the business forum Shaping Norfolk's Future, who will also be presenting the findings of a passenger survey about the state of the trains to the firm.

And the noon summit comes as Norwich South MP Charles Clarke urged Mr Chivers to rethink controversial plans for shutting its city-based call centre and scrapping the restaurant car on services to Liverpool Street announced last month .

Mr Clarke, who recently met Mr Chivers to discuss his concerns, said alongside dualling of the A11, the quality of the London-Norwich train service is central to the future prosperity of the city and the county.

And he called for the firm to put on hold a decision to scrap the restaurant car for at least three months to allow for further public consultation to be carried out because of the “serious risk” of the firm breaching its franchise agreement.

“I believe that National Express East Anglia is at a turning point,” he said. “It won a strongly contested franchise on the basis of a series of commitments about which it was quite explicit and which it is now at serious risk of breaching.

“Such breaches would irrevocably damage the reputation of National Express East Anglia not only in Norfolk but more widely, and this would have longer-term consequences.

“There remain serious concerns about the level of performance of the service,” he said. “The disruptions which there have been have eroded confidence in the service. I believe that the level of customer information needs to be significantly improved and travellers need to have confidence that they are getting the best and most accurate and up-to-date possible advice from National Express East Anglia as to how to plan their journey in light of the disruption which has occurred.

“On January 30 2004, National Express announced on its website that as part of the award of the Greater Anglia Franchise, National Express Group has given the commitment that London to Norwich trains will continue to offer catering facilities from on-board kitchens,” he added. “This was an absolute condition of the award of the franchise and I do not believe proposal to abolish the restaurant service is consistent with that commitment.

The survey is expected to raise concerns over punctuality and the cleanliness of trains on the Norwich to London line as well as lead calls for Wi-Fi access to be installed on trains.

Ironically there is expected to be praise for the catering services including the restaurant car service, which is due to be scrapped this month.

Yet passengers using a rival service from London to King's Lynn are full of praise for the trains - though they want better catering services.

Passengers, who launched an online campaign have recently set up a Downing Street petition as part of a bid to reverse the decision.

And last week members of the Norfolk and Norwich Transport Action Group put forward a strong objection to the proposals at their bi-monthly meeting

A National Express spokesman said the firm was waiting to see what the survey said and was also planning to respond to the points made by Mr Clarke directly.
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