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Dear Lord Adonis

South London Train Service Line Victoria to London Bridge
I am writing as the London Assembly Member for Lambeth and Southwark, where I represent more than 400,000 residents. There are also major public institutions in my constituency – including three hospital trusts - with which I maintain active liaison and communication.

I am writing to explain why the loss of the South London Line (SLL) is disastrous for my constituency and to question how the public, local organisations, the hospitals and other employers who are angry about this potential loss may go about challenging this decision. 

Like many of my fellow elected representatives for the area -of all political parties- I actively supported the campaign for funding of the East London Line phase 2 b as a crucial enhancement to transport links for South Londoners. It is particularly important that new direct links are established to this area of economic development.

I was delighted when you announced this February that the new services would begin in 2012 – however my warm welcome was on the misdirected understanding that the new service would be in addition to the existing South London Line service albeit diverted it at the London Bridge end to Bellingham. 

The existing South London Line service runs every half hour between Victoria and London Bridge via Battersea Park, Wandsworth Rd, Clapham High Street, Denmark Hill, Peckham Rye, Queens Rd Peckham and South Bermondsey. All but two of these stations are in my constituency and I know that residents particularly value the SLL because, unlike long distance services, it’s possible to find space to get on at our inner London stations. Moreover, it serves the staff and patients of three of London’s major hospitals – Kings College Hospital and the Maudsley Hospital at Denmark Hill and Guys Hospital at London Bridge. 



In the South London Rail Utilisation Strategy, Network Rail said that the planned reduction in terminating platforms at London Bridge - to make way for the additional Thameslink platforms- meant that there would not be room for the SLL in the future. They proposed to divert the service to Bellingham instead and still run the service between Victoria and most of the SLL stations. I opposed this proposal, but when I wrote to the Office of the Rail Regulator to appeal against the RUS they refused my appeal because they agreed that this new Bellingham -Victoria service and the phase 2b East London Line extension service would together compensate for the loss of the South London Line. 

However, it has now emerged that TfL has proposed to the DfT that they should part fund the East London Line phase 2b by withdrawing the South London Line entirely and canceling the plans for the Bellingham diversion. There has been no consultation on this proposal. Indeed it is unclear whether there is any plan to consult passengers and stakeholders about this major departure of the agreed South London RUS plans. I would be particularly grateful if you could clarify this point.

If this goes ahead hundreds of local residents, patients and staff at the hospitals who use the South London Line service to get to Victoria or London Bridge will be disadvantaged by the loss of a valued public transport service. Journeys will be complicated by hitherto unnecessary changes en route. 

The argument put forward by TfL London Rail that the East London Line extension is an adequate replacement for the South London Line is simply inane. The South London Line provides inner South London with radial services into central London – the new orbital links to Clapham Junction and East London, whilst undoubtedly of great benefit, simply cannot serve the need of vast majority of residents, patients and employees to travel between Central London and Clapham, Camberwell or Peckham.

Not installing the Bellingham – Victoria service is an appalling broken promise, particularly considering that inner South London badly needs more public transport services. For instance Camberwell and Peckham have no high capacity public transport alternative to overground rail. The community relies on buses, which fill the roads leading from every direction. The proposal to scrap the South London Line will reduce the number of trains per hour from Denmark Hill Station from four to two – and at peak times the remaining services coming up from Dartford are so packed that it is often impossible for passengers to board at both Denmark Hill and Peckham Rye. 

The major hospitals at Denmark Hill had celebrated the fact that works are planned for the station under 'Access for All’ programme making public transport a realistic option for far more of their staff and patients. However the potential value of this work to the hospitals is to be undermined by the dramatic reduction in the SLL service to this station. I know that the hospitals plan to write directly and are actively calling on their public representatives to oppose this decision. 

In Lambeth, residents in Clapham suffer daily from the worst passenger congestion and overcrowding in the whole underground network. There are enormous problems of overcrowding south of Stockwell on the Northern Line and the PPP capacity increases 

will be limited because of the constraints imposed by the tiny Victorian stations of Clapham North and Clapham Common and their potentially dangerous central island platforms. Whilst Clapham looks well provided with transport when viewed on the map, the reality is that there is a severe shortage of capacity. Its people can ill afford to lose valuable rail services to both Victoria and London Bridge, and yet the new proposals will mean the complete withdrawal of rail services between Central London and Clapham High Street and Wandsworth Road. The suggestion that taking the East London Line to Clapham Junction then changing for a train to Victoria is a reasonable alternative to the current 8-minute journey is simply ludicrous.

Please reconsider this damaging decision and examine all options for providing a decent transport service to central London for this community, which suffers from high levels of deprivation and ill health by London and national standards. Our strong preference would be to retain the current South London Line service to London Bridge, preferably extending it to Charing Cross as a solution to the issue of a lack of terminating platform space at London Bridge. There would also be strong case for extending the platforms at Clapham High Street and Wandsworth road to allow the Dartford services to stop there.

South Londoners know they suffer from a lack of public transport capacity and are aware that they are forced to be reliant on car transport at much higher levels than elsewhere in London. This decision will be opposed actively and vociferously across the community and I urge you to reconsider. 

Yours sincerely


Valerie Shawcross AM
    Labour Assembly Member for Lambeth & Southwark 

Cc Ian Brown TfL – MD London Rail
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