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FIRSTGROUP is in new territory on the West Coast Main Line.
More by chance than anything else First’s intercity experi-

ence has been limited to diesel trains, and inheriting a fleet
of electric tilting units – currently perhaps the most glam-
orous in Britain – is quite a challenge for any operator.

First is also replacing a well-known brand which
appears to have many loyal followers, to judge by the
volume of support for the online petition which calls
for First to stay elsewhere.

The key points of First’s bid to the DfT include
more trains, but unlike Virgin, which aims essen-
tially to replace the Voyagers, First wants to aug-
ment the existing fleet with 11 new six-car electric
units for the Birmingham-Glasgow route.

These would allow Voyagers to be cascaded to
other West Coast routes, and indeed more will be
needed for future services to such places as
Shrewsbury. There are naturally no details available
yet, but the managing director of First’s Rail
Division Vernon Barker told Railnews that discus-
sions with possible manufacturers had to take place

so that the bid could be assembled in sufficient detail
for the DfT. More, as they say, follows.

Other key points of the First bid include the intrigu-
ing introduction of an intermediate class, which would

use some of the First Class accommodation on the
Pendolinos. Although ‘First, Second and Third’ was fast

falling out of favour in Britain a century ago, the idea has
already been resurrected, evidently with success, by Eurostar.

First’s new class (Club Class?) would probably, as on
Eurostar, offer a complimentary at-seat service, but one which
is simpler than the menu in true First.

The headlines about the FirstGroup bid have, perhaps
inevitably, concentrated on its higher bid. This is achievable,
says Vernon Barker, because First is convinced that there are
greater opportunities for growth, particularly along the notori-
ous M6 corridor, than Virgin has so far achieved or indeed
envisages. The strategy includes more sophisticated yield man-
agement (“Virgin’s is ten years old”) although, as we see on the
opposite page, Virgin is also planning an upgrade in this area.

Fares have long been a point of contention on the West
Coast, particularly as the price of open singles and returns
appeared to be spiralling upwards almost without limit. First is
promising to put the brakes on this trend to some extent, by
reducing the price of Standard Anytime tickets by an average
of 15 per cent within two years of launching the franchise.

Will Advance tickets suffer, and will seekers of discounted
fares literally pay the price? Vernon Barker’s answer to this is
no, because First believes its superior system of yield manage-
ment will compensate by selling seats more efficiently, and
improve the present average train occupancy of 35 per cent
through the day.

New services are also on First’s agenda, many of them in line
with Virgin’s, although First has not mentioned Stirling as a
new destination. Blackpool should see a daily through train to
and from London in December 2013, but the others –
Telford/Shrewsbury, Bolton – will have to wait until perhaps
2016, when the new fleet of electric units should be available.

Finally, what will the operation be called? First West Coast is
perhaps a little obvious, and there has been some speculation
that the brand will be ‘Horizon’. Vernon Barker told Railnews:
“That’s trying to lift the curtain on our marketing plans, and
we are not revealing those yet.” 

VIRGIN, of course, was preparing to continue a franchise
which it had already run for more than 15 years.
One of the more intriguing elements in its plans for ‘West
Coast Mk 2’ is the removal of the remaining Voyagers
(many have already gone with the loss of
CrossCountry). They would be replaced by ‘baby
Pendolinos’, each six cars in length, but in the
absence of plans to electrify to Shrewsbury or
Holyhead, how would that work?

The answer as seen by Virgin is the acquisition of
a new fleet of purposely-specified diesel locomo-
tives. They would be designed to work with the
new Pendolinos, with automatic couplers. This
recalls the days when Pendolinos were worked
along the North Wales coast to Holyhead hauled
by Class 57 locomotives attached or detached at
Crewe, but this could be a cumbersome process at
times. The new locos should be much slicker when
being coupled and decoupled, and Virgin also plans
to make them reversible, so that there would be no
need for running-around. Instead, when the loco is
propelling from the rear of the set the plan is for the
driver to occupy the leading Pendolino cab, effectively
turning it into a DVT.

So much for traction – what about the trains? A major
refresh is planned, although there is no proposal for a
third intermediate class, as planned by First. The shops will
stay, and the on-board catering improved throughout.

WiFi would be replaced by a new, upgraded system, which
will apparently be free to all passengers.

The major factor, naturally, is passenger figures and rev-
enue. Virgin is less optimistic than First about the possibilities
for growth, and the premiums it offered the DfT are similarly
less ambitious (£700 million less at net present value).
However, the payments rise more sharply in the earlier years,
being less heavily ‘back-weighted’, as our chart shows.

An intriguing part of Virgin’s offer is the proposal to work
with Network Rail on certain targeted infrastructure
upgrades. This ignores the wider need for more West Coast
modernisation which still exists after some of the planned
work was ‘de-scoped’ ten years ago, in order to bring the cost
of the project to below the sensitive £10 billion mark.

The extent of renewals which are still needed are more of a
problem for Network Rail than the operators, but Virgin has
entered the infrastructure arena by suggesting upgrades in
propitious places, such as the recently-quadrupled Trent
Valley, to allow 135mph (217km/h) running.

This would undoubtedly help to shave journey times and
would be no problem for the Pendolinos, which were after all
designed for 225km/h running, but there is no obvious way to
go faster than 200km/h without introducing in-cab signalling.
The idea of in-cab signalling evokes the shade of the failed
PUG2 programme of the 1990s which, it has been said, threat-
ened to take the cost of upgrading the West Coast to £30 bil-
lion.

So Virgin’s West Coast offer is a complex set of ideas – more
radical than First in some ways (replacing the Voyagers and
taking line speeds beyond 125mph, plus new shorter
Pendolinos) and also apparently offering more investment on
such areas as stations.

Virgin says its total investment would be almost £800 mil-
lion, as opposed to £350 million from First, but it is not clear
just what is included in those totals. 

Premium profiles (values adjusted for 
inflation, etc.) Figures in brackets are subsidies

Year ending £ millions
FirstGroup Virgin

Mar 2013 (11)                (4)

Mar 2014 28                   (15)

Mar 2015 120                 81

Mar 2016 216                  251

Mar 2017 347                  432

Mar 2018 452                  520

Mar 2019 578                  606

Mar 2020 698                  690

Mar 2021 835                  727

Mar 2022 985                  835

Mar 2023 1,143               1,002

Mar 2024 1,301               1,048

Mar 2025 1,498               1,154

Mar 2026 1,690               1,257

FirstGroup total £9.880bn
Virgin total £8.584bn

Difference £1.296bn

Proposition West Coast: the FirstGroup version
NEW SERVICES
Direct services to Telford/Shrewsbury/Blackpool/Bolton (Blackpool by December 2013, others by 2016).
Improved journey time of 15 minutes for trains between London and Glasgow. Doubled frequency of
London to Preston services and more capacity for Chester and North Wales. More calls at Nuneaton and
Milton Keynes. Improvement to current PPM (85.9 per cent) to  more than 90 per cent in 2017/18

TRAINS
Addition of 11 new 6-car 125mph (200km/h) electric multiple units for Birmingham-Scotland route.
Major refurbishment of Pendolino and Voyager interiors with new seats throughout and improved lug-
gage space. 

ON BOARD SERVICES
Enhanced catering in both existing classes. Shops to be retained and improved. New intermediate class
between First and Standard, using First Class accommodation. Smart ticketing. Free upgraded high
speed WiFi and enhanced mobile phone coverage. Improved information systems including new cus-
tomer mobile apps.

TRACK
No specific plans mentioned.

STATIONS
Ticket gates at managed stations and station improvement projects. Improvements to accessibility, secu-
rity and passenger information. Investment £20 million.

PASSENGER SERVICES 
New booking system, to include more effective yield management.

Proposition West Coast: the Virgin version
NEW SERVICES
Direct services to Telford/Shrewsbury/Blackpool/Bolton, a year earlier than First. Double frequency to
Preston and improvements for North Wales/Nuneaton/Milton Keynes. Faster journey times between
Euston and Glasgow. Also new services to Stirling, Motherwell, Hartford and Liverpool South Parkway,
plus improvements to Gobowen/Chirk/Ruabon/Wrexham, Milton Keynes/Rugby/Stafford to the North West,
and more calls at Tamworth/Lichfield.

TRAINS
Voyagers replaced with 21x 6-car ‘Baby Pendolinos’. These would be hauled by purpose-built diesel loco-
motives on non-electrified sections, such as to Holyhead and Shrewsbury.

ON BOARD SERVICES
Replace current WiFi with a new system ‘capable of growing with passenger needs’, as enhancing the cur-
rent system is not feasible. Complete On Board refresh. Enhanced at-seat complimentary service in First
Class and a new at-seat service for Standard Class. On Board service investment £109 million.

TRACK
Infrastructure upgrades, including enhancements to allow Pendolinos to reach a top speed of 135mph
(217km/h). Investment £125 million.

STATIONS
Ticket gates and station improvement projects. More car parking and ticket machines, and introduction of
smartcards. CCTV and information points would be installed. Investment £99 million.

PASSENGER SERVICES 
New Centralised Booking Engine. Loyalty scheme. Investment £39 million.

West Coast as
Virgin sees it

WHICH WEST COAST? The competing bids compared
FOR THE first time since the

railways were privatised, here

we set out the details of the

competing bids for the Intercity

West Coast franchise, as pro-

vided by FirstGroup and Virgin

Trains. This is a ‘first’ for

Railnews as well, because such

a detailed comparison has

never been possible before,

simply because the details of

losing franchise bids are rarely

if ever made public. As we go

to press, First is still the official

winner of the competition, and

says it is preparing to take over

on 9 December. But the start of

legal proceedings by Virgin has

cast this particular competition

in a new light. We are making

no comment about the merits

of either bid, but give the

details here so that they may

be compared.

West Coast as
FirstGroup sees it

Premium profiles (values adjusted for 
inflation, etc.) Figures in brackets are subsidies



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


