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In his landmark report, Keith Williams made it plain: the rail industry must restore focus on 
customers to guarantee its future. And in the wake of the pandemic and changes in travel 
patterns, an industry already too reliant on the public purse has become financially 
unsustainable in its current structure. Nothing less than fundamental reform is needed, and 
that’s what we’re delivering.  

Having spent £31bn to support the industry during the pandemic, this government has 
demonstrated its unwavering commitment to the railway. This is in addition an extensive 
electrification programme, billions being spent on the Transpennine Route Upgrade, and 
now Network North – which will deliver Northern Powerhouse Rail in full and a new station 
at Bradford. It means that almost 200 years since the first passenger service, we’re 
investing so the railway can thrive for another 200 years. But that investment must be 
twinned with reform.   

That means a modern and financially secure railway: delivering for customers while 
reducing its burden on taxpayers. A railway nimble enough for the post-pandemic 
economy, which provides a 7-day service upon which customers can rely. And a railway 
that taps into the commercial expertise of the private sector while retaining public oversight 
and accountability. 

The Secretary of State’s 2023 Bradshaw Address set out the 3 areas of reform. Firstly, we 
must usher in a customer-focused culture, starting with ticketing. We’ll simplify the 55 
million fares and give passengers a better deal. We’ve already sold over one million new 
flexible season tickets; plan to roll out pay-as-you-go journeys to more stations; and 
introduced single-leg pricing on parts of the network. We’re also making our railway open 
to all, having completed an accessibility audit of every single station while continuing to 
invest in the Access for All programme. And our commitment to boost freight will be 
spearheaded by a dedicated Strategic Freight Unit, which is already up and running.  

Secondly, we’ll simplify the industry’s structure – bringing track and train, as well as 
revenue and cost, together under Great British Railways. This new guiding mind will co-
ordinate the network and the trains that run on it. The railways will finally run as one 
system for the benefit of customers and taxpayers. That means balancing the needs of 
operators and infrastructure, as well as applying a whole industry approach to finance 
decisions.     

Ministerial Foreword 
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Finally, we’ll remove the shackles on the private sector. We’ll set the right commercial 
conditions through new Passenger Service Contracts while continuing to support open 
access. This refreshed commercial approach will unleash more private sector innovation 
and an unrelenting focus on quality and customer service. Barriers to entry will be lowered, 
but the bar for performance will be raised. Alongside this, we’ll open up railway data, so 
firms can develop new services which entice customers back to the railways. And we’ll tap 
into new streams of income – such as commercial opportunities around land and property 
near stations.   

We see an important role for open access in some areas, with improved connectivity and 
choice for passengers as key parts of rail reform. Open access operators can offer clear 
benefits to passengers in the regions that they serve through making use of spare capacity 
and providing more direct links that may not be offered by other services. We will continue 

to work with the Office of Rail and Road, Network Rail and wider industry to develop a 
sustainable position that balances benefits to passengers against fair and reasonable 
costs to taxpayers. 

The full ambition of reform requires legislation, which is why we are grateful for your 
contributions to this consultation. And in the government’s response, I hope you’ll notice 
not just the collaborative spirit in which we want to proceed, but the broad support that 
already exists across the industry. 

And we’ve made progress. The King’s Speech announced a draft Rail Reform Bill, which 
will now undergo pre-legislative scrutiny. Allowing Parliamentarians and industry experts 
time to review and test the legislation in draft is right in and of itself. But it also helps 
ensure swifter passage through Parliament when legislation is brought forward. However, 
legislation alone has never been the silver bullet for reform. As you will see in the following 
pages, many aspects of reform can happen without legislation and are already underway, 
thanks to the work of the Great British Railways Transition Team.    

Ultimately, this is about choices. Do we continue to ignore the industry’s systemic 
problems or dismiss them as too difficult to solve? Or do we take long-term decisions in 
the national interest? This government has made its choice. We’re setting out a clear plan 
to fix our broken railway model, to win passengers back on board, and to set our railways 
up for long term success. That’s what Britain, the original railway nation, deserves.    

The Rt Hon Mark Harper MP, Secretary of State for Transport / Huw Merriman MP, 
Minister of State for Rail 
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Reform is essential to address the urgent challenges facing today's railways. Our rail 
reforms are bringing Britain’s railways into the 21st century. They will improve the rail 
network, with better focus on performance and punctuality, which will benefit customers 
and communities across the country, as well as the wider economy. 

Following the Williams Rail Review, established in September 2018 and led by 
independent chair Keith Williams, the government published the Williams-Shapps Plan for 
Rail white paper in May 2021.This white paper set out 62 commitments to modernise the 
railways through focusing on a modern passenger experience, new opportunities for 
freight operators, innovators and suppliers, a simpler industry structure with a new guiding 
mind to integrate track and train, and the creation of a new commercial model replacing 
the previous franchising approach. 

With passengers and freight customers at the heart of transformation, the Plan for Rail 
proposed the creation of a new body, Great British Railways, as the guiding mind for the 
industry, bringing together track, train and whole industry finance. The establishment of 
Great British Railways is the driving force behind a simpler industry structure that is 
adaptable to changing customer needs, working in close partnership with the private 
sector, including freight operators, suppliers and innovators, to deliver a more efficient, 
modern rail system underpinned by easier collaboration and aligned incentives, generating 
value and savings that will have benefits for passengers and taxpayers. 

However, the legislative elements of reform are only one part of wider transformation 
which is already well under way.  

Delivering rail reform now 

Improving the railways for passengers and freight customers 

As set out in the Plan for Rail we are investing to radically reform and improve passengers’ 
experience of fares, ticketing and retailing on the railways. We have already made 
progress on fares reforms. New national flexi season tickets are on sale, with over one 
million sold since launch, alongside the continued roll-out of digital ticketing. We have 
delivered on our commitment to extend single leg pricing to the rest of the London North 
Eastern Railway (LNER) network, and have committed to pay-as-you-go in urban areas 

1. Introduction 
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across the country, with a further 53 stations receiving contactless pay-as-you-go ticketing 
in the coming months.  

We want to see a more competitive retail market and will work to remove structural 
barriers to entry, so it is easier to enter the market to sell rail tickets. As modern ticketing 
and payment methods roll out more widely, we will ensure that all passengers are able to 
buy a ticket including those who need to use cash or do not have access to smartphones 
or the internet. 

We are making progress in delivering the Plan for Rail’s vision to improve accessibility on 
the railway and transform the experience of disabled passengers and those with additional 
needs. The Access for All programme was launched in 2006 to improve station 
accessibility in England, Scotland and Wales. Access for All has delivered step free 

accessible routes at more than 230 stations and smaller scale access improvements at 
more than 1500 stations. This is in addition to access improvements delivered by major 
projects such as Crossrail and HS2 or when the industry installs, replaces or renews 
station infrastructure. The accessibility audit of all 2,575 railway stations in Great Britain is 
complete and we are developing a National Rail Accessibility Strategy, to facilitate a step-
change across the rail network. More detail on our actions to improve accessibility on the 
railway is set out under question 20. 

Great British Railways will be under a licence duty to promote and help drive rail freight 
growth recognising the sector’s economic and environmental benefits. The Great British 
Railways Transition Team has established a dedicated Strategic Freight Unit to provide 
the leadership the industry has called for, working to improve performance and efficiency 
across the network for rail freight customers. We introduced a long-term rail freight growth 
target on 20 December 2023 to grow rail freight by at least 75% by 2050 to give 
confidence to the sector's customers and investors and to strengthen the place of rail 
freight on the national network. 

Commercial reform and enhancing the role of the private sector 

We will build a commercially-led railway, with the private sector working in partnership with 
Great British Railways to attract more customers back to rail. 

Contracts put in place in response to COVID-19 helped to maintain critical services, but it 
is now the right time to work towards a more commercial approach and a return to 
competition for contracts. In the short term, we are working with the industry to introduce 
improved commercial incentives in existing National Rail Contracts. 

To increase innovation and unlock new revenue streams, we are also developing the new 
commercial model for passenger services. New Passenger Service Contracts will balance 
the right performance incentives with simple, commercially driven targets to help 
reinvigorate the sector, drive innovation, and attract more customers to the railway. We will 
be engaging the market to test and develop the new approach in due course.  

More widely, we are also working to deliver greater access to railway data, encouraging 
new entrants to the market, expanding commercial opportunities around stations and 
exploring new opportunities for open access services.  
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Open access has already successfully opened up markets that government did not identify 
as demonstrated by the success of operators on the East Coast Mainline. Government has 
been supportive of some recent applications to operate open access services and will 
work closely with those organisations as they take their proposals through the existing 
processes. 

Structural reform to ensure the railways are fit for the 21st century 

The Great British Railways Transition Team has been mobilised, fulfilling the commitment 
in the Plan for Rail to start interim arrangements immediately. We have announced that 
the Great British Railways Headquarters will be in Derby, and Great British Railways 
Transition Team is now working with Derby City Council to identify the site.  

While legislation is needed to transfer contracting powers to Great British Railways, we will 
look to deliver as many of the benefits of bringing together track and train as possible in 
advance of legislation, within the current accountability framework. 

We are building on existing practice to enhance a culture of cross-industry collaboration 
and whole system thinking. This will improve the delivery of benefits for passengers and 
taxpayers ahead of the establishment of Great British Railways. 

We’ve seen examples of where this more collaborative approach can deliver better 
outcomes. For example, passengers benefitted from the successful implementation of the 
December 2022 timetable change in the West Midlands region on the West Coast 
Mainline, which was the largest in over a decade and reflects changing post-pandemic 
passenger travel patterns. Additionally, they saw reduced disruption when Network Rail 
and long-distance operators on the East Coast Mainline trialled shifting engineering work 
from weekends to midweek, which also led to improved resource availability and cost 
benefits. In the time before Great British Railways is established, we want to embed closer 
collaboration of this kind. Cross-organisational collaboration (within the current legal 
framework) will improve how different parts of the industry work together to develop 
thinking, spot opportunities and address challenges earlier - those involved include 
Network Rail, Great British Railways Transition Team, the Department for Transport, train 
operating companies and owning groups, Rail Delivery Group, Office of Road and Rail, 
and the rail supply chain.  

Progress is already being made. Network Rail is improving the coordination of decisions 
relating to infrastructure and operations to unlock benefits such as more efficient planning 
of engineering works. The Transition Team has worked across industry, and with the 
support of the Office of Rail and Road, and published a number of potential simplifications 
to the complex rules and industry processes within contacts, codes and legislation. 

Workforce reform 

Workforce reforms are needed to deliver a financially and operationally sustainable rail 
sector. The government is committed to achieving these reforms and supporting train 
operating companies in resolving related disputes with the Trade Unions.  
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With the trade union dispute over pay and reforms concluded at Network Rail, the 
Maintenance Modernisation programme is now underway. This means that essential 
improvements to ensure efficiency and resilience can take place, enabling the right people 
with the necessary skills, delivering the right work, at the right time. Workforce reforms 
include new individual rostering to suit the 24/7 railway, introducing joint and cooperative 
working, agreeing a set of mandatory overlapping skills for maintenance staff and 
introducing new standard contracts (for new employees). Safety is at the heart of 
Modernising Maintenance programme, which will improve the safety of the railway for the 
workforce and users. Modern technology, such as on-train high-definition cameras and 
remotely monitored equipment will reduce the need for people to walk in the dangerous 
trackside environment as frequently.  

The government has also passed the Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) Act, which 

received Royal Assent in July 2023 and provides the relevant Secretary of State with 
powers to introduce regulations that set minimum levels of service on a strike day across 
several sectors, including 'transport services'. This means that, on a strike day, in-scope 
employers can issue work notices to require some staff to work in order to deliver the 
relevant minimum service level (set out in the regulations) Last year, the Department for 
Transport consulted on implementing minimum service levels for passenger rail. The 
Department published the response to this consultation, and set out the policy position, on 
6 November 2023. The Secretary of State laid regulations before Parliament on 7 
November 2023. The regulations have been designed to balance the ability of workers to 
take strike action with the ability of people to make important journeys (including accessing 
work and vital services) and to mitigate the impact of strikes on the economy. The 
regulations were approved by Parliament and came into force on 8 December 2023. In-
scope employers are now able to use minimum service levels during strikes, should they 
choose to do so. 

----------------------- 

The remainder of this document focusses on the legislative proposals that we consulted on 
to unlock further benefits of reform. 

The Consultation on Legislation to Implement Rail Transformation 

In June 2022, we published our consultation on the legislative changes required to deliver 
rail transformation. Given the need to align this response with plans for bringing forward 
legislation, the response has not been published within 12 weeks of the consultation. We 
have the opportunity to make progress on establishing Great British Railways by 
undertaking pre-legislative scrutiny of the draft Rail Reform Bill. This will give 
Parliamentarians and interested stakeholders the chance to scrutinise the draft bill, 
meaning once parliamentary time allows for its introduction, it will be able to swiftly pass 
into statute. 

The consultation recognised that many of the commitments set out in the Plan for Rail do 
not require legislation to implement, but that legislation is required to transfer the 
contracting powers and complete the process of reform.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1082519/williams-shapps-plan-for-rail-consultation-on-legislation-to-implement-rail-transformation-web-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1082519/williams-shapps-plan-for-rail-consultation-on-legislation-to-implement-rail-transformation-web-version.pdf
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We consulted on the primary legislative changes proposed, seeking views on 25 
questions. These focused on the creation of Great British Railways, the establishment of 
the new rail sector structure and delivery of wider industry reforms. 

The following chapter explains how we consulted on the legislation and who responded. 
The final chapter (chapter 3) provides detail on what we heard during the consultation on 
each of our 25 questions, our response to the points raised, and how we intend to take 
forward our proposals. 

Next steps 

The table below summarises the position reached and reflected on the individual questions 

posed in this government response.  

We are using the outputs of the consultation to prepare draft primary legislation which will 
be introduced to Parliament when parliamentary time allows. In the meantime, we have 
secured a slot for pre-legislative scrutiny on the draft Rail Reform Bill, demonstrating the 
Government’s commitment to our railways. This response regularly refers to what will 
happen in the future (for instance, government will licence Great British Railways), and in 
doing so means what we will do when legislation is introduced.  

As set out above, rail reform is being progressed ahead of legislation. We will deliver many 
benefits for passengers and freight customers in parallel to developing legislation, as we 
recognise that action is needed now to ensure the railways are fit for the 21st century. 

 

Question Summary of government response 

Question 1 - The 
designation of Great British 
Railways 

We will take forward legislation to designate Great British 
Railways. The government agrees that roles and 
responsibilities must be clear to enable the new body to 
succeed as a guiding mind for the railways. We will seek to 
implement a strong governance framework consisting of 
appropriate mechanisms through which roles and 
responsibilities will be clearly defined, with accountability for 
infrastructure and operational delivery across the whole 

sector (track and train) unified and residing in a single body. 

Question 2 - Great British 
Railways acting in the 
public interest 

Great British Railways, as a public body, will be required to 
act in the public interest. Its functions and duties will be 
defined by both existing and new legislation with further 
details set out in its licence. Existing legislation will continue 
to underpin Great British Railways' duties with regard to 
safety and set out Great British Railways' functions 
including that of infrastructure manager. New legislation will 
enable Great British Railways to take on the role of the 
franchising authority. 
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Question 3 - Devolved 
Administration Delegation 
of Contracting Authority 

New legislation will allow Scottish and Welsh ministers to 
make arrangements for Great British Railways to exercise 
franchising functions on their behalf through an agency 
agreement. Legislation will be clear that the devolved 
administrations will retain ultimate responsibility for the 
functions delegated to Great British Railways and will not 
affect the ministers' responsibility for the exercise of their 
functions. 

Question 4 - Direct Award 
to a Public Sector Operator 
in Specified Circumstances 

The government has considered carefully whether to 
proceed with this proposal having reviewed the responses 
to consultation and decided not to. Further detail is under 
question 4. 

Question 5 - Revoking and 
Replacing EU Regulation 
1370/2007 

We have taken forward those proposals using the powers 
in the Retained EU Law (Revocation and Reform) Act 
(REUL). The Public Service Obligations in Transport 
Regulations 2023 were laid before Parliament on 16 
October 2023 for approval by resolution of each House of 
Parliament. This revoked and replaced regulation 
1370/2007, and includes certain drafting and policy 
changes to ensure we have the flexibilities we need to 
obtain value for money for taxpayers, in particular 
reinstatement of direct award powers which expired on 25 
December 2023. 

Question 6 - Securing 
Better Use of the Rail 
Network 

To address respondents' concerns regarding the proposed 
statutory duty on the Office of Rail and Road to facilitate the 
furtherance of Great British Railways' policies on matters of 
access to and use of the railway, we have revised the 
wording of this proposed duty. The government intends to 
introduce legislation giving the Office of Rail and Road a 
new duty that will require it to have regard to any policy 
statement on access to and use of the railway approved by 
the Secretary of State and published by the Integrated Rail 
Body (namely, Great British Railways). 

Question 7 - Technical 
amendments to The 
Railways (Access, 
Management and Licensing 
of Railway Undertakings) 
Regulations 2016 to 
facilitate the transfer of 
responsibilities from the 
Department for Transport to 
Great British Railways 

Following consultation and discussions with industry, we 
are minded to make 2 immediate technical amendments to 
the Access and Management Regulations: in regulations 
14(9) and 19(4) to facilitate Great British Railways being 
able to act as the integrated infrastructure manager; and in 
regulation 16 and Schedule 3 to enable Great British 
Railways' management of existing contracts. 

Question 8 - A widening of 
scope of the Office of Rail 
and Road's duty to promote 

We will take forward the proposed amendment to the Office 
of Rail and Road’s competition duty to better reflect public 
sector funding, and in response to the consultation our 
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competition to better reflect 
public sector funding 

proposed amendment is now limited to passenger service 
operators and so will not apply to decisions on access 
applications from rail freight operators. 

Questions 9, 10 and 11 - 
Driving efficiency and 
innovation by removing 
barriers to collaboration 
between Passenger Service 
Contract Operators 

We consulted on a proposal to include in legislation a 
power for Great British Railways to issue directions to its 
contracted operators to collaborate with one another. 
Following concerns raised within the responses we carried 
out further work, the findings of which led us to believe that 
inclusion of the required legislative carve-out would not 
achieve the desired outcome and consequently this 
proposal will not be taken forward. 

Question 12 - Fares and 
Ticketing: Fair Treatment 
for Independent Retailers 

We want to see a more competitive retail market and will 
work to remove structural barriers to entry, so it is easier to 
enter the market to sell rail tickets. Our intention is that 
Great British Railways' governance framework will be 
structured to ensure that Great British Railways acts fairly 
when overseeing the specification of the customer offer and 
managing decision-making about retail strategy. This, 
together with existing competition law, enforced by the 
Office of Rail and Road and the Competition and Markets 
Authority, will help ensure a high degree of legal protection 
for independent retailers. 

Question 13 - Great British 
Railways Governance and 
Accountability 

The Secretary of State, as the shareholder and funder of 
Great British Railways, will have the ultimate responsibility 
of holding Great British Railways to account through the 
governance mechanisms set out in question 13. 

It is our intention that the Secretary of State will set the 
long-term priorities and funding envelope for the railway, as 
the Secretary of State is democratically accountable to 
Parliament. Great British Railways will develop and 
implement the operational strategy, set the central 
objectives and standards and coordinate planning, network 
and operation of the railways across both track and train. 
Great British Railways, as franchising authority, will also be 
responsible for the specification, procurement and in-life 
management of the contracted train services, in place of 
the Secretary of State.  

Question 14 - Duties in 
Great British Railways' 
licence 

We confirm our intention to pursue the stated approach 
regarding the Great British Railways licence. We intend the 
Secretary of State to be required by legislation to consult 
upon and publish the Great British Railways licence, which 
will include the new Great British Railways duties. The 
legislation will require the licence to include specific duties 
in relation to accessibility, freight and the environment. 



The Plan for Rail 

14 

Question 15 - Great British 
Railways Exemption from 
Financial Penalty for 
Breach of Licence 

We maintain the position that the Office of Rail and Road’s 
ability to levy a financial penalty (if Great British Railways 
has breached or is breaching a condition of its licence) is 
not instrumental to the regulator’s ability to effectively hold 
Great British Railways to account, especially when 
combined with the powers held by the Secretary of State 
that will re-enforce those of the regulator. 

However, given the importance of the Office of Rail and 
Road having a robust regulatory toolkit, we are not minded 
to change the current policy. We will keep this decision 
under review as the legislation is finalised.  

Question 16 - Business 
Planning and Funding 

We intend to legislate to require Great British Railways to 
prepare and publish a business plan which sets out how it 
will deliver its functions. The Office of Rail and Road will 
hold an important role in monitoring delivery, and assuring 
changes, of the integrated business plan. We expect the 
details of the Office of Rail and Road’s role to be set out in 
non-legislative instruments and governance arrangements, 
such as a memorandum of understanding (MoU) between 
relevant parties. 

In response to a point raised by the Office of Rail and 
Road, it is our intention to take forward in legislation the 
proposal to clarify existing provisions and expressly allow 
the Office of Rail and Road to be able to set different dates 
for each of the funders for the provision of their High-Level 
Output Specifications and the Statements of Funds 
Available. 

Question 17 - Independent 
Scrutiny and Challenge 

We agree that the Office of Rail and Road must remain 
independent. It will continue to hold the roles and functions 
that it holds today, which are underpinned by legislation. 
The Office of Rail and Road will continue to hold a robust 
suite of powers in accordance with legislation, which will 
continue to provide a strong reputational and managerial 
incentive for Great British Railways to perform effectively. 
Our intention is to legislate to further strengthen the Office 
of Rail and Road’s ability to approve, establish or 
administer an ombudsman scheme and, where necessary, 
provide funding to the operator of such a scheme. 

Question 18 - Statutory 
power to levy a fee on 
Great British Railways 

We will legislate so that the Office of Rail and Road can 
raise fees from Great British Railways for economic 
regulation.   

Question 19 - Transport 
Focus as Passenger 
Champion 

As proposed, we will amend section 76 of the Railways Act 
1993 to ensure that the duty for Transport Focus to 
investigate will apply to all matters that affect passenger 
experience, and to enable them to make representations to 
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the organisations providing services to passengers in the 
future, including Great British Railways. 

Question 20 - Improving 
Accessibility on the 
Railways 

In this response, we are confirming that we intend to use a 
suite of approaches to embed accessibility as part of Great 
British Railways' role. 

Question 21 - Expanding 
the Disabled Persons 
Transport Advisory 
Committee's Remit 

As proposed, we will expand the Disabled Persons 
Transport Advisory Committee’s remit to become a 
statutory adviser to Great British Railways, as well as to the 
Secretary of State, on matters relating to disability and 
transport. 

Question 22 - Promoting 
Open Data 

We will take forward the legislative proposal to enable 
Great British Railways to make information disclosures, 
including distributing open data, in line with its functions 
and activities. Any disclosures will remain subject to other 
laws, for example personal data will be subject to UK 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).  

We will seek to introduce appropriate safeguards and 
protections for information confidentiality such as through 
legislation, contract, the licence, or guidance to ensure that 
commercial sensitivity is properly considered before data is 
shared or published 

Question 23 - Ratification of 
the Luxembourg Protocol 

We will take forward the proposal for a new power in 
primary legislation which will enable the government to lay 
regulations to implement the terms of the Protocol at a later 
date. The consultation made clear that the government will 
consult on the implementation of the Protocol in detail prior 
to any implementation. 

Questions 24 and 25 - 
Impact Assessments 

The evidence received across the consultation has 
informed work by the department to update the impact 
assessments, which will be published in due course. 
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This section explains how we consulted on the legislation required to implement rail 
transformation, which we will introduce when parliamentary time allows, and who 
responded. 

How we consulted 

The public consultation ran for 8 weeks, from 9 June 2022 to 4 August 2022. It comprised: 

• a digital survey to capture stakeholder responses 

• the option to submit responses via email and post 

• a series of department-led roundtables with key stakeholders and themed 'deep dives' 
to discuss consultation proposals 

• letters and phone calls to key stakeholders on the day of consultation launch 

• a rail reform day event on 5 July 2022 to discuss next steps for rail reform 

• a parliamentary drop-in session in the House of Lords 

• official level engagement across Department for Transport, the Great British Railways 
Transition Team and the rail sector 

 
We would like to thank all who took part in the consultation for your time and for your 
views.  

Who responded 

We received nearly 2,500 responses overall. Over 2,300 responses were submitted via the 
online consultation form, with the remaining responses submitted via email to the 
dedicated consultation inbox. The significant majority of the responses to the online 
consultation form were submitted by individuals, whilst most of the responses to the 
consultation inbox were submitted by organisations. Both qualitative and quantitative 
analysis was conducted to review the responses. 

 

 

2. Consultation Response 
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In total, we received nearly 2,500 responses to the consultation. A large proportion of the 
individual responses we received were closely aligned to the We Own It campaign - more 
information about this campaign, and our response, can be found in the section below. 
Across the many other responses we received from individuals, industry and other 
organisations there is broad general support for the proposed primary legislative changes 
set out in the consultation, including for: 
 

• the proposed role of Great British Railways  

• the factors Great British Railways must consider 

• the delegation of authority by Scottish and Welsh ministers 

• the proposed revoking and replacing of regulation 1370/2007  

• primary legislation requiring the Great British Railways licence to include specific duties 
in relation to accessibility, freight and the environment 

• the proposal to give the Office of Rail and Road a statutory power to levy a fee on 
Great British Railways 

• Transport Focus being able to effectively undertake the role of independent passenger 
champion 

• the proposal to expand Disabled Persons Transport Advisory Committee’s remit to 
become a statutory advisor to Great British Railways and the Secretary of State 

• including a power in primary legislation to enable the ratification of the Luxembourg 
Rail Protocol 

Some concerns, however, were outlined by respondents. Namely, around the scrutiny, 
challenge, governance and oversight of Great British Railways, and the role of the Office 
of Rail and Road. We seek to address these concerns throughout this chapter. 

 

We Own It campaign 

Context 

On 1 August 2022, the We Own It campaign group asked its supporters to respond to the 
consultation. We Own It is an independent organisation which campaigns against 
privatisation and for 21st century public ownership of public services. It provided a 
template response to the consultation.  

3. What You Said 
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We Own It campaign respondents are opposed to, disagree with or are otherwise negative 
towards many aspects of the Plan for Rail. They represent a large proportion of all 
responses to the consultation. While it is not possible to know exactly how many 
responses were influenced by the campaign, 60% of responses to the consultation used 
the campaign template and some individual responses included similar views on 
nationalisation. 

Due to the high number of responses which were wholly, or significantly, based on the We 
Own It template response, and the fact that several of those issues such as nationalisation 
touch on many of the topics and questions considered throughout the consultation, we are 
responding to the campaign's key themes here. This means that when we are referring to 
respondents in the main body of the response, we are not referring to responses that were 
wholly or significantly based on the We Own It template.  

What they told us 

The We Own It campaign respondents explained why they advocate public ownership of 
the railways. Respondents’ arguments for nationalisation included:  

• the management and secure delivery of a high quality, reliable service which is 
accountable to the public can only be achieved through nationalisation 

• nationalisation is the only way to avoid fragmentation and the perverse incentives 
caused by competition, which continues to hold back the integration of ticketing, data, 
timetabling, and many other areas  

• profits are being sent to foreign owned firms and not into the public purse  

Alongside nationalisation, We Own It campaign respondents shared views on other topics. 
These included: 

• the cost of rail travel 

• the closure of ticket offices  

• the accessibility of online booking systems to all passengers  

• the importance of disabled people being able to turn up and travel without pre-booking 
assistance  

• climate action  

Respondents also said that, if the railways are not nationalised, train operating companies 

contracted by Great British Railways should at a minimum be treated as public bodies, 
making them subject to the Freedom of Information Act and Public Sector Equality Duty. 

Our response 

Nationalisation 

The Williams Rail Review considered other models, including nationalisation, and 
published its findings. This consultation is about the legislative measures needed to deliver 
the Plan for Rail and was not designed to repeat that consideration. However, given the 
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number of responses on this issue, we have provided a summary below, and further detail 
can be found in the Williams Rail Review and the Plan for Rail. 

The Williams Rail Review found that the sector today is too complicated and that 
simplification and reduction in the complexity is what needs to change rather than 
ownership of the railways. The vision set out in the Plan for Rail, that these reforms put in 
place, is designed to deliver that simplification.  

More recently, the Secretary of State set out within his George Bradshaw address on 7 
February 2023, that this government does not believe that nationalisation will solve the 
challenges facing the railways today. The industry has long called for a guiding mind to 
coordinate the network - Great British Railways will therefore be responsible for track and 
train, as well as revenue and cost. This means finally treating the railways as the whole 

system it should be rather than a web of disparate interests that it has become.  

Our model also recognises the critical role of the private sector in delivering growth and 
efficiency in rail. The private sector has always played an important role in the railways 
and the Secretary of State has set out the government's ambition to enhance the role of 
the private sector. Through a pragmatic partnership with Great British Railways, the private 
sector can help to reinvigorate the rail sector, drive innovation and most importantly, attract 
more customers to the railway. Great British Railways will deliver many of the perceived 
benefits of nationalisation without losing the efficiency and innovation advantages that the 
private sector can bring.  

Other topics 

Some respondents raised a number of wider related themes broadly related to the railways 
and the industry. These themes fell beyond the scope of the issues consulted on and are 
not addressed in detail in this response. 

 
  

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/george-bradshaw-address-2023
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Overview 

In the following sections, we summarise the responses to the consultation focused on the 
legislation required to implement rail transformation. We address each consultation 
question in turn, repeating the structure of: 

• proposals 

• what you told us 

• our response 
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Question 1 - The designation of Great British Railways 

Proposals 

In the consultation we proposed that the Secretary of State will have a power set in 
legislation to designate a new integrated rail body, namely Great British Railways, to be a 
guiding mind for the railways across Great Britain responsible for running the railways 
safely and efficiently to maximise social and economic value.  

We said that Great British Railways will be a new organisation, with a new culture and 
mindset from the very beginning, drawing in a greater diversity of skills and experience 
from the sector and beyond. Great British Railways will be centred around creating the 

right environment for the private sector to innovate and drive improvements across the 
railway, ensuring we deliver the best possible service for the passenger and freight 
customer. 

The consultation explained that Network Rail Infrastructure Limited will be used as the 
corporate entity that will become the main operating company of Great British Railways to 
avoid highly complex transfers in implementation that would unnecessarily prolong the 
transformation. The Secretary of State will appoint new leadership that will have a new 
remit and incentives. Great British Railways will need to have a strong, capable board with 
the right mix of experience and discipline to set a new and distinct customer-focused 
culture. As the integrated rail body, Great British Railways will be required to fulfil a range 
of functions and duties, which will be set out in the Great British Railways licence. 

We set out Great British Railways' core functions, which will be: to plan and manage 
access to, and ensure safe and effective use of, the Great British Railways network; to 
manage Great British Railways infrastructure; to manage and secure delivery of high-
quality, reliable passenger services; and to be accountable for the customer offer. 

We asked: 

Does the scope of the proposed designation of Great British Railways as an 
integrated rail body appropriately capture what you would expect for an effective 
guiding mind for the railways? Please explain. 

What you told us 

Respondents supported the proposed scope of the designation of Great British Railways, 
and agreed with the guiding mind proposition, stressing the importance of clearly setting 
out the new arm’s length body’s roles and responsibilities to avoid the fragmentation and 
unclear accountabilities currently experienced in the rail sector. 

However, some respondents indicated that they preferred all of the roles, responsibilities 
and core functions for Great British Railways to be set out in statute rather than the 
licence, as this would provide reassurance to stakeholders as legislation is less likely to 
change over time. Other respondents were concerned that if only the core functions 
mentioned in the consultation (and summarised in the "proposals" section above) were 
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transcribed in the legislation, it could hard-wire prioritisation of those functions over other 
important considerations such as freight. 

Our proposal is that Great British Railways’ functions will derive from both legislation and 
the licence. The functions of infrastructure management and franchising continue to derive 
from existing legislation. It is our intention that the Railways Act 1993 will be amended to 
transfer powers to Great British Railways to enable it to function as both the infrastructure 
manager and the franchising authority. Given the importance of freight, and the range of 
factors that Great British Railways will have to consider, it is absolutely not our intention to 
create new primary legislation that prioritises passengers over freight. The success of rail 
freight is a major priority for government and our country. Beyond the legislation, our 
response to question 14 sets out that there will be licence conditions designed to promote 
the growth of freight, recognising its importance. 

Additional proposed functions 

Some respondents proposed that additional functions were needed, without always 
specifying whether they thought they should be included in the licence or in legislation. 

A number of respondents from the rail industry were concerned about the potential 
adverse effect on non-Great British Railways operators (open access operators and freight 
operating companies) of bringing management of infrastructure and passenger services 
under one roof. They proposed that another core function should be specified for Great 
British Railways to encourage and ensure fair access and prevent discrimination. 

Some respondents indicated that Great British Railways should take into consideration the 
impact of its decisions on other parties (including other networks, infrastructure managers 
and freight operators), highlighting the need for adequate protections to be in place to 
ensure that non-Great British Railways operators are not excluded from the market and for 
cooperation to enable the smooth running of rail services across networks and borders. 

Some respondents felt that support of the delivery of rail freight services should be 
specifically mentioned in the core functions for Great British Railways in order for it to be a 
fully integrated body. 

Other respondents wanted clarity on whether any aspects of the procurement, cascading 
and funding of rolling stock would change in future. 

Relationship between Great British Railways and other bodies 

Of those that responded to this question, many responded positively towards the proposed 
approach. Respondents stressed the importance of ensuring that the responsibilities of 
each of the parties were well-defined in the new structure, particularly those of the 
Department for Transport, Great British Railways, and devolved rail authorities, 
emphasising the need for clear accountabilities. They believed the Secretary of State 
should set the overall policy and objectives in England & Wales for the operationally 
independent Great British Railways to deliver in collaboration with the private sector. 
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Respondents agreed that Great British Railways should have day-to-day autonomy and 
independence from central government in operational decision-making and the setting of a 
long-term strategy to enable Great British Railways to fulfil its role as a guiding mind 
although some respondents wanted that independence to extend to funding decisions, 
without being clear on whether this was limited to infrastructure or franchising funding 
decisions.  

There were differing views about who should be responsible for setting Great British 
Railways' strategic objectives: some felt that a Secretary of State-led strategy could 
undermine Great British Railways' role, while others agreed that the Secretary of State 
should set long-term priorities, provided the right balance were struck between the 
Secretary of State and Great British Railways to ensure effective delivery. 

There were also some concerns that the proposed framework will be a reorganised 
version of the current system carrying what some respondents felt were weaknesses. 
These included concerns about the risk of fragmentation within the rail sector, whether the 
right organisation will have responsibility for franchising services and lack of clarity around 
the extent to which Great British Railways or government will have responsibility for long 
term rail strategy.  

Some respondents expressed concerns that, through the range of the proposed powers, 
the governance framework would give the Department for Transport exclusive control over 
Great British Railways, limiting the new body’s ability to make strategic decisions and react 
to change. They argued that could affect its ability to collaborate with other parties (for 
example train operators) and risk leaving no room for other bodies such as local transport 
authorities to have an influential role. 

There were concerns raised about Network Rail Infrastructure Limited being the corporate 
entity that will become the main operating company of Great British Railways. 
Respondents felt any transfers of workforce should be carefully managed to ensure Great 
British Railways has the right skills, capability, culture, and behaviours to deliver on its 
remit so that it did not become simply a larger version of Network Rail. 

Our response 

The scope of an integrated rail body 

The government agrees that roles and responsibilities must be clear to enable the new 
body to succeed as guiding mind for the railways. The response sets out how we will seek 
to implement a strong governance framework consisting of appropriate mechanisms where 
roles and responsibilities will be clearly defined, with accountability for infrastructure and 
operational delivery across the whole sector (track and train) unified and residing in a 
single body. 

Great British Railways' functions will derive from both legislation and its licence. The 
functions of infrastructure management and franchising will continue to derive from 
existing legislation. It is our intention that legislation will be amended to transfer powers to 
Great British Railways to enable it to function as both the infrastructure manager and the 
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franchising authority. It is absolutely not our intention to create new primary legislation that 
prioritises functions relating to passengers over functions relating to freight. 

Additional duties will be set out in the Great British Railways licence as detailed in the 
response to question 14, taking into account the obligation to act in the public interest as 
set out in the response to question 2. The licence has a statutory basis and will be 
monitored and enforced by the Office of Rail and Road. Great British Railways' licence 
would focus on enduring duties, functions and behaviours and we intend to carry out a 
public consultation on this. 

Additional proposed functions 

Regarding fair access, the government recognises that a simple and efficient access 
framework underpinned by legislation that ensures fair, transparent, and non-
discriminatory allocation of capacity is vital to a competitive and well-functioning railway. 
The requirement for Great British Railways to consider its impact on other parties in its 
decision-making process ensuring non-Great British Railways operators are not excluded 
from the market, and the role of the Office of Rail and Road in this, is addressed in 
question 6. 

Subject to the passage of legislation, Great British Railways will be licenced to operate a 
railway network that secures benefits for current and future rail passengers and freight 
customers. Great British Railways will need to collaborate with other infrastructure 
managers to secure the uninterrupted running of services. 

The government recognises the significant importance of rail freight and strongly supports 
its growth. See question 14 for our proposals about how freight will be included within the 
Great British Railways licence. The Plan for Rail also proposed to include a Strategic 
Freight Unit within Great British Railways dedicated to improving performance and 
efficiency across the network for rail freight customers, which has already been 
established. We have set a long-term rail freight growth target to grow rail freight by at 
least 75% by 2050, which seeks to help drive rail freight growth, recognising the sector's 
vast economic and environmental benefits. 

The government recognises that rolling stock is an important part of the delivery of 
passenger services. Great British Railways will set out the approach it will take on rolling 
stock through the business planning process. 

Relationship between Great British Railways and other bodies 

The industry’s fragmentation was identified as the root cause of many of the weaknesses 
in the Plan for Rail. Creating a single body accountable for the whole sector, and putting in 
place strong governance and adequate controls, will fundamentally change the structure 
such that inefficiencies and weaknesses can be more easily addressed.  

We welcome the support for our proposal to create an independent guiding mind through 
the establishment of Great British Railways. We will require Great British Railways to 
undertake integrated business planning to support this. Legislation would require Great 
British Railways to produce and update 5-year integrated business plans, which will plan 
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and prioritise activities across track and train. Plans will also consider the needs of the 
railway user, which, when combined with the statutory requirement, will enable Great 
British Railways to act as a 'guiding mind'. Great British Railways will have day-to-day 
operational control for the railway. Our intended approach to Great British Railways' 
business planning and funding is set out in the answer to question 16. 

The Secretary of State is democratically accountable to Parliament and will be sole 
shareholder for Great British Railways. Therefore, as long as the railway is subsidised by 
taxpayers, the government's view is that the Secretary of State should have a role in 
setting the long-term priorities and funding envelope for the railway. This should not 
undermine Great British Railways' role as the guiding mind. Working closely with the 
department, Great British Railways will develop and implement a Long Term Strategy for 
Rail based on the Secretary of State’s long-term priorities for the railways. The Great 

British Railways Transition Team, working closely with stakeholders, continues to develop 
work around the first version of that Strategy. Clear lines of accountability between the 
Secretary of State and Great British Railways will be underpinned by a strong governance 
framework.  

Our intention is that the Secretary of State will set the strategic priorities and vision for rail 
through long-term planning, the business planning process as well as via other 
mechanisms such as directions and guidance. Great British Railways will develop and 
implement the operational strategy, set the central objectives and standards and 
coordinate planning, network and operation of the railways across both track and train. 
Great British Railways, as franchising authority, will also be responsible for the 
specification, procurement and in-life management of the contracted train services, in 
place of the Secretary of State. When designing the Great British Railways governance 
regime, the department will consider ways of ensuring that Great British Railways 
collaborates effectively with key stakeholders, including local authorities, key customers 
and Great British Railways' contractual parties, when working to implement its operational 
strategy.  

The Secretary of State, as the sole shareholder of Great British Railways, will have the 
ultimate responsibility for holding Great British Railways to account. As shareholder, the 
Secretary of State will have a role in setting the high-level objectives for Great British 
Railways and will be able to request information on how Great British Railways is 
performing against them. The Secretary of State will ensure that Great British Railways is 
acting as an effective steward of public money and will also have a role in ensuring that 
the Great British Railways chair and board have the right skills and capabilities (including 

involvement in appointments to the Great British Railways' Board and holding the chair to 
account for Great British Railways' delivery). The Secretary of State will issue Great British 
Railways' licence. The Office of Rail and Road will provide independent whole-industry 
oversight and transparently hold Great British Railways to account against the licence. It 
will also continue to hold other industry licensees to account against the obligations of their 
licences. Transport Focus will act as an advisor and expert, representing the interests of 
passengers in holding the rail industry to account. Great British Railways will also be 
responsible for transparently monitoring its own performance and self-reporting any 
issues. 

Our intention is for Great British Railways to operate under a licence issued by the 
Secretary of State and enforced by the Office of Rail and Road that both the Secretary of 
State and the Office of Rail and Road will have the power to amend with a 28-day statutory 
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consultation. The Office of Rail and Road will only be able to amend the licence with Great 
British Railways' consent. The licence will set out the conditions with which Great British 
Railways must comply when undertaking its role. The licence will be consulted on, allowing 
other parties and the public to comment and influence the approach. Great British 
Railways will have the tools and incentives through the business plan to set out the best 
approach to deliver for the passenger and the freight customer. Directions and guidance 
will have a complementary role, allowing the Secretary of State to instruct and advise 
Great British Railways if required, ensuring it responds appropriately to circumstances and 
delivers on the right priorities. 

We are looking at how we can build on existing work to support collaboration in the 
industry in future models. We have responded to concerns about how local and regional 
transport authorities' views would be taken into account in question 2. 

We are keen to ensure that Great British Railways is able to deliver reform of the industry 
as quickly as possible. To support this, we have established the Great British Railways 
Transition Team, an organisation which has been planning for Great British Railways' 
future. The Transition Team has been drawing in capability from across the rail industry as 
well as outside it and has grown its strategic capability to support reform. The Great British 
Railways Transition Team is also acting as a driving force for culture change in the 
industry, helping over time to build the capacity and capability of the first board of Great 
British Railways and supporting a clear customer-focused ethos so it can establish its own 
identity, separate from that of Network Rail. 

To avoid a complex transfer of assets and staff, it is our intention that Great British 
Railways will be formed from Network Rail’s corporate structure. We are doing this for 
pragmatic reasons only. We are determined that Great British Railways will be a new entity 
with a new approach, and new accountability mechanisms that will underpin the new body. 
New leadership will be recruited and Great British Railways will develop a distinct identity 
and a more customer-focused culture by bringing in skills and talent from across the 
industry and beyond. 

Secretary of State will appoint the chair and it is also our expectation that the Secretary of 
State will have a formal consultative role in non-executive appointments to Great British 
Railways' Board to ensure that it has the right leadership to set a different culture. See 
question 13 for more detail on Corporate Governance. 
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Question 2 - Great British Railways acting in the public interest 

Proposals 

In the consultation we set out that Great British Railways will have an overarching duty to 
perform its functions, and act in the public interest, in a way that balances a range of 
factors to be set out in Great British Railways' licence. We set out that this would include a 
duty to act in a manner that it considers maximises the social and economic value (as 
defined by the Secretary of State) from the use of the network. In addition, we said these 
factors were likely to include:  

• benefits for current and future rail passengers; 

• benefits from promoting the carriage and growth of rail freight; 

• benefits from improving accessibility; 

• benefits for communities, regions, the economy and the supply chain; 

• impacts on the environment; 

• benefits from promoting efficiency, affordability and value for passengers, taxpayers 
and rail funders. 

We asked if there are any other factors Great British Railways should balance and 
consider as part of its overarching public interest duty, and invited you to provide 
an explanation for your view.  

What you told us 

Defining the public interest duty – social and economic value 

Respondents agreed with the idea that Great British Railways should act in the public 
interest. Respondents were broadly in support of the proposed factors to consider that 
were listed above. Some respondents noted that additional detail about the proposed 
factors was needed to better clarify the intended benefits. It was also suggested that 
prioritisation be applied when Great British Railways is considering these factors. 

Some respondents found that the definition of acting in the public interest and the related 
duties and factors were too vaguely described. They suggested that the Secretary of State 

should consult public and private bodies to clarify the definition of social and economic 
value. There were also views that in maximising the social and economic value, Great 
British Railways should also be required to maximise environmental value.  

Other factors to consider 

A few respondents were keen to see Great British Railways develop a coherent multi-
modal transport system as a way to encourage integrated travel, reduce barriers for 
passengers and support the wider environmental objectives and felt this should be added 
to the factors for consideration by Great British Railways. It was raised that Great British 
Railways decisions should not negatively affect airport passengers. 
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Some respondents thought that Great British Railways should be required to have greater 
consideration of passengers with various accessibility needs.  

Some respondents thought Great British Railways should also be required to consider 
factors relating to the private sector, such as ensuring the resilience, capability, and 
productivity of the supply chain. Increasing rail usage was also seen as a way to boost the 
economy and promote private sector investment.  

Some respondents proposed that Great British Railways should be required to act 
transparently. A few respondents suggested that transparency should be an explicit 
requirement for Great British Railways' integrated decision-making. Some respondents 
indicated that Great British Railways should consider the impact of its decisions on other 
parties (including other networks, infrastructure managers and frei<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>