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SOUTH EAST MPs CHAMPION BML2
GOVERNMENT NOW URGING A SPEEDY DELIVERY OF ITS BUSINESS CASE

MISSING LINK

“I would be delighted to see BML2 go ahead, as the reopening of Tunbridge Wells
West would be a real boon to the town – bringing greater choice and more services
both to London and other parts of Kent and Sussex. I’m therefore thrilled to see
that work continues at pace.

“Reopening lines closed in the 1960s and 70s is also an important part of the
Government’s new rail strategy, and the Secretary of State for Transport has
warmly welcomed the BML2 consortium’s endeavours.”
- The Rt Hon Greg Clark MP and Secretary of State
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy

BBC NEWS

The great problem we face in the South East is a lack of
capacity, which is why I agree with everyone who believes we
need to restore our second main line between the Sussex Coast
and London. Everybody knows this will help enormously
whenever the Brighton line is out of action, whether it is
engineering work or unforeseen calamities.

BML2 will serve Lewes with trains running to Eastbourne and
Seaford. However, it also needs to go directly into Brighton to
be commercially attractive to investors and useful for all rail
users. Lewes and other towns and villages in my constituency
will be a huge beneficiary with more services operating directly
to London. Some of these will be able to run directly to Canary
Wharf and Docklands where increasing numbers of people are
being employed.

I want our beautiful and unique County Town to thrive and the
new connections BML2 introduces will bring prosperity and
improve the quality of life for Sussex residents. East Sussex in
particular will be joined-up once again by rail when the
reconnection between Lewes and Uckfield is made, giving us
excellent services to Ashdown Forest, the High Weald and
vibrant towns such as Tunbridge Wells”

“As MP for Lewes, Newhaven, Seaford and Polegate, I am
passionate about BML2 because I am keenly aware of the
difficulties faced by all my constituents who depend on rail
services. The Government is currently spending £300m on
upgrading the Brighton Line which in itself is very welcome
investment. This will certainly go some way to ameliorate some
of the problems which plague what is acknowledged to be the
most congested railway line in the UK.

There is still a huge amount of work to be done, such as
expanding East Croydon station with a new platform and
rebuilding the busy junction just to the north. This will cause
more disruption, whilst I am unconvinced that we shall ever
reach a position where the Brighton Line operates at 100%
efficiency and reliability – or anywhere near that figure.

Lewes MP Maria Caulfield discussing BML2 with the Transport
Secretary Chris Grayling. Photo Sussex Express

Tunbridge Wells MP Greg Clark



So what is the solution? The SRTA suggests one answer might
be extending the ‘digital railway technology’ along the route
which theoretically permits an increase in the number of services.
However, Network Rail regards this as ‘too difficult’ besides
which there is a whole host of reasons why other options cannot
be pursued. Paramount among these is building sufficient
additional infrastructure, chiefly because the terrain is
challenging to say the least, whilst the overall problems would not
go away, but simply be shifted elsewhere.

WEAKNESSES
We also have to listen to those who quite rightly warn that

digital signalling and operation is not the ‘silver bullet’ as might
first be imagined. Industry journal Railway Engineer eloquently
explained the state of affairs which has led some senior politicians
to believe it represents a panacea and therefore capable of
cramming many more trains onto a given stretch of railway. It
doesn’t – and it can never be the answer to more fundamental
weaknesses in the system. Railway Engineer quite rightly asserts
that the provision of additional infrastructure, new lines, new
links, more platforms and suchlike remain the only realistic way
forward if we are ever to arrive anywhere near a properly
functioning network capable of meeting capacity demands. Of
course, new lines and new links is something the South East has
been crying out for years, but has never been given by successive
Governments and Prime Ministers such as John Major and Tony
Blair, who came in promising everything – but ended up
delivering absolutely nothing.

OVERWHELMED
The implementation of the full Thameslink programme through

Blackfriars is set to expose the weaknesses elsewhere, whilst even
construction giant Arup warned a couple of years ago that
Farringdon, destined to become the capital’s busiest station, risks
being utterly overwhelmed.

All of this should be extremely worrying news for all those who
rely on services through Tunbridge Wells, Tonbridge, the Kent
Coast routes and on through Sevenoaks. The route is already
plagued by operational problems and journeys throughout Sussex
and Kent are frequently fraught with delays virtually every day
(the WLC committee members speak from bitter experience!)
The so-called ‘digital railway’ will never answer the fundamental
issues blighting this region and practical solutions need to be
implemented.

It is illogical – and bordering on criminality – to allow a former
main line between Tunbridge Wells and London to remain
defunct when the railway network is jammed and cannot function
properly. There are no excuses and no good reasons to ignore it
any longer. This absurd state of affairs needs to be changed – and
as soon as possible; otherwise we are sleepwalking even further
into a disaster entirely of our own making.

MORE CAPACITY
BML2’s Kent Phase will provide the biggest boon imaginable

to the region with many new main line services out of Tunbridge
Wells which will reduce pressure on the Sevenoaks route by
abstracting demand and thereby creating more capacity.

Importantly, these services, in tandem with BML2’s London
Phase, will be able to run directly to Canary Wharf to link with
Docklands, thereby avoiding congestion at London Bridge and
making life better for all our hard-working commuters. For
heaven’s sake, what’s not to like?
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Fresh concerns have surfaced this summer over the inability of
rail services through West Kent, particularly the Tonbridge Main
Line, to cope with demand. The shortfall is becoming so great that
serious attention from central Government needs to be applied
before the situation becomes critical.

For many years now we have drawn attention to the growing
congestion on the route. This is not just overcrowded peak
travelling conditions, but a fundamental lack of available train
paths in the coming years whereby more services can meet
demand. This is a very serious problem indeed and affects
everyone who works in London. It not limited to just
overcrowding within the suburbs, but stretches down through
Sevenoaks, Tonbridge, Ashford, Tunbridge Wells and even down
to Hastings when the almost daily delays and cancellations occur.
Although it receives markedly less media attention, it is every bit
as serious as the Brighton Line.

These latest concerns have been expressed by the Sevenoaks
Rail Travellers’ Association (SRTA), noting that Sevenoaks is
Kent’s second busiest station (Tonbridge heads the list, whilst
Tunbridge Wells is third-busiest). Yet to make matters even
worse, the Government is now making demands for thousands
more local dwellings hereabouts whereby a 25% rise in
commuters is anticipated – a scenario which is quite impossible to
meet with existing rail infrastructure.

With 24 trains per hour currently in the peak, there is simply no
further room for more services – as Network Rail has plainly
warned. SRTA goes on to say:
‘Their only solution is the proposed new service from  Maidstone
East via Otford and Swanley to London Bridge and the
Thameslink core. This new service is the ONLY proposed increase
in rail capacity to London from anywhere in West Kent.’

However, as SRTA adds, even this may not work as many
industry observers believe it is seriously at risk from possible
capacity limits through the Thameslink core in London and
potentially from competition from other routes for its paths.

As our colleagues in Sevenoaks point out, London is its main
employment source – a sobering fact which applies to Tonbridge,
Tunbridge Wells – and virtually every town and city in the South
East. Every MP here should be seriously worried and jolted out of
any complacency that our beleaguered rail network can just carry
on muddling through, day after day.

Anyone who thinks this a weakness or problem confined to
South East commuters had better think again because the London
economy could not function without all those who daily trudge in
and out of the capital from the shires.

FRESH FEARS FOR TONBRIDGE MAIN LINE AS DEMAND INCREASES

Tonbridge - Kent’s busiest station with more
passengers than even Ashford International



There have been numerous reports in the railway press
concerning the erstwhile Ashurst loop. This was a section of the
main line carrying not only services between Tunbridge Wells,
Croydon and London, but also Three Bridges via East Grinstead.
At the beginning of the 1960s it was scheduled for electrification
as part of BR’s forthcoming programme of regular interval
services between Tunbridge Wells and London. This eagerly-
anticipated modernization plan involved the provision of a new
power panel box built at Groombridge to control the already busy
triangular junction and in readiness for the planned rise in
commuter services to the City.

Disastrously this whole modernization programme, so
methodically planned by British Railways, came crashing down
when the Uckfield line’s promising future was wrecked by East
Sussex County Council’s Lewes Relief Road Scheme. Once the
route lost its main line status when the section south of Uckfield
was closed to allow the completion of the road scheme, the
Ashurst loop was also closed with all direct services to London
withdrawn on that same date. How tragic, how regrettable and
how very misguided that action was – now fifty years ago.

It needs to be borne in mind that the consequences of those
ill-advised and short-sighted political decisions are STILL with
us – and make no mistake; the South East continues to suffer and
pay dearly for these errors in rue aplenty.

The Ashurst loop is tremendously important and remains a vital
component of BML2. It is the route to a happy and prosperous
future, for not only Tunbridge Wells, but a vast swathe of West
Kent, East Sussex and Surrey. We cannot emphasise this fact too
much and in many senses, certainly from a commercial aspect, it
is more important than even the Groombridge – Eridge section.

Following the disposal of ‘unremunerative assets’ by the
British Rail Property Board many years ago, the new owner of the
eastern (Groombridge end) section was more than happy to let the
Spa Valley Railway lay down some track in order to store rolling
stock, but on the proviso it was well-tended and maintained.
However, because it has fallen into dereliction, the storage
agreement has been terminated, whereby the land has
subsequently been transferred to younger family members. The
area will now be cleared, tidied up and looked after. We have
assured a number of concerned enquirers that this development
does not present any threat to BML2.

In partnership with the consortium which has done a remarkable
job in cultivating interest in BML2 among investors’ right
around the world, BML2 Consultancy Ltd is keen to go further
in widening its appeal. We believe there are very sound reasons
to opening up avenues with potential new participants and
associated funding streams. The result is a new publication
entitled ‘BML2 – A Capital Investment’ currently in production.

The motivation behind this is centred on developments which
have occurred in the past couple of years. We are more aware
than ever of the increasing appetite and willingness of major
global companies who are seeking a safe haven for investment,
be it pension funds or whatever long-term asset reserve they
desire. One notable example has been the express desire of
companies, such as Legal & General, publicly voicing their
enthusiasm towards investing heavily in UK infrastructure.
Nevertheless, they remain obviously anxious to identify the
right kind of project and one which will deliver a handsome
return. The UK’s airport business is one example where such
funds are being heavily injected. There has been interest
expressed in rail – BUT it has to be without the associated high
risk which is the baggage coming with some schemes. We have
heard comment made many times that HS2, the UK’s most
contentious and capital-hungry project will have to be entirely
funded by the Government because the risks are simply far too
high, whilst the cost to benefit ratio is considered dubious.

Whereas we don’t feel it’s any of our business to be
judgemental on the merits, or otherwise, of any other scheme,
we are passionate in our belief that BML2 is a rock-solid
investment for reasons we have laid out in the new document.
We are not alone in this view and were told as much by senior
rail industry chiefs a few years ago who had no difficulty
recognizing that the London end of the undertaking could more
than justify the Sussex and Kent phases.

All those who have been involved recently in the business end
of the project know a good thing when they see it, which is why
they have already spent very large sums of money on it. An
enormous amount of time and energy has also been committed
by the private sector and this certainly would not have occurred
if BML2 was perceived to be a risky venture.

THE SOUTH EAST’S OTHER LONDON - TUNBRIDGE WELLS MAIN LINE !

BML2 - A CAPITAL INVESTMENT

Below:
Ashurst Junction on the Uckfield Line
with a service for East Croydon and
London approaching in 1954. The
main line on left led to Groombridge
and Tunbridge Wells West, the other
main line led to Brighton via Lewes.
Today, only a single (bi-directional)
line runs through here and terminates
at Uckfield. The Ashurst loop was a
tragic victim alongside the Uckfield -
Lewes closure in 1969.

Photos Denis Cullum

Above: The former double-track Uckfield line joining the main line
from Tunbridge Wells West to Oxted, Croydon and London at
Ashurst Junction. A short distance beyond the signal box on the
left, the single line to East Grinstead and Three Bridges diverged.



WEALDEN LINE CAMPAIGN
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
FINAL NOTICE - the 2018 ANNUAL GENERAL
MEETING is on SATURDAY 24th NOVEMBER
Commences at 2pm (doors open 1.30pm) at Uckfield Civic
Centre (main Weald Hall). We look forward to seeing you all.
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The recent news that Gatwick Airport is now moving towards
expanding its operations comes as no surprise. The moratorium on
this most successful London airport developing a second runway
comes to an end next year, but ahead of any definite plans, the
owners have moved to increase flights. Its chief executive Stewart
Wingate explained the airport proposes to “bring our existing
standby runway into routine use” – thus providing much-needed
new capacity. Despite the Government opting to expand
Heathrow, following the recommendations in the Howard Davies
Report, Gatwick is more than confident about its own expansion
programme, believing it can deliver a substantially better airport
with a wide range of global connections.

WEAKER LINKS
However, the Achilles heel of the Sussex airport remains its

absolute reliance on the Brighton main line, over which it has no
control whatsoever. There has also been a lot of bad publicity this
summer over the poor performance of trains serving Gatwick
Airport where less than half of its services departed on time.

More than this though, Gatwick was dealt a severe blow in
Howard Davies’s report when he heavily favoured Heathrow, due
notably to its superior connections into London. His damning
statement convinced ministers that Gatwick simply wouldn’t offer
anywhere near as much:

‘– a second runway at Gatwick would not match the broader
strategic impact of new capacity at Heathrow. This is due both
to the lower overall scale of its impacts, the limited scale of the
regeneration opportunities in the vicinity, with the exception of
Croydon, and its weaker links to the capital’s major growth
areas, with no direct rail connection in particular to any
location to the east of Farringdon or London Bridge.’

GROWTH AREAS
This fundamental weakness cannot be ignored and the only way

it can be resolved is with BML2 – which would link the airport
directly to the ‘capital’s major growth areas’ at Canary Wharf and
Docklands. This was picked up by London-based Estates Gazette
in an article about BML2 when it stated:

‘A new subterranean station in central Croydon is proposed,
underneath Wellesley Road. This would enable trains coming
from the south to travel under London, all the way to Stratford
and then on to Stansted. Both it and Gatwick would benefit
hugely with direct links to Canary Wharf.
 Global Infrastructure Partners and Manchester Airports
Group, owners of Gatwick and Stansted respectively, would be
big winners if the scheme saw the light of day.’
Ultimately, the expansion of Gatwick is a certainty because its

owners have set out their own plans independent of Government
financial support. The pressure on the Brighton Line will increase,
whilst the undeniable geographical deficiencies in the airport’s
all-important connections to London’s major growth areas will
remain until BML2 happens.

Turbulent times ahead for all concerned then ......

In July representatives from the BML2 Consultancy Ltd met
Network Rail at its London headquarters to discuss the potential
of the project. At the start, the main topic was the current
improvements to the Brighton Line, among which involves the
re-engineering of Windmill Bridge Junction with new flyovers
and an additional platform through East Croydon. Network Rail
is confident this will deliver all the capacity they will need on
the Sussex Route for many years to come.

We were a little surprised, and somewhat dismayed, that they
perceived BML2 to be something of a threat to their plans. This
emerged during the discussion about Croydon which they
mistakenly believe would be ‘bypassed’ by BML2. We made
brief reference to the historic excuse which British Rail
consistently put forward that it couldn’t reopen the Lewes–
Uckfield link and run more trains via Uckfield because of the
East Croydon bottleneck. Until more pathways were available,
both BR and Network SouthEast said it was a non-starter.

Even so, we’ve never believed that once these extra pathways
were achieved, then the rail industry would move towards
restoring the much-needed second main line between London
and the Sussex Coast. Instead, they and the DfT between them
would simply go about using that additional capacity to cram
even more services onto the beleaguered Brighton Line.

This is partly why BML2 originally (in 2010) sought to
identify a route into London which didn’t have to pass through
the notorious Croydon bottleneck. It is also worth pointing out
that not all trains, as well as thousands of daily travellers have
neither need nor desire to call at Croydon.

COMPLEMENTARY
We made it plain that BML2 is not in competition for their

funds to upgrade the Brighton Line and that we strongly support
all they are doing to make it a more efficient railway. BML2
will be complementary – not just to the Brighton Line, but
importantly the Tonbridge Line too. Furthermore, it will also
serve central Croydon, with access to East and West stations.

Although Network Rail has no plans of its own to restore
either of the closed Lewes or Tunbridge Wells links, it urges
continued safeguarding and remains supportive of any
privately-funded initiatives which would achieve that aim. After
all, they would gain a far more robust network capable of
meeting the increasing demands being made on the railway.

BML2 would also provide a desperately-needed and highly-
efficient secondary/relief route between London and the Sussex
Coast and London and Tunbridge Wells. After the recent
Brighton Line closures (with more to come next year) who
would argue that Network Rail doesn’t need that?!

The East Croydon works and associated rebuilding of
Windmill Bridge Junction should improve matters, although we
were made aware of their next challenge – untangling Clapham
Junction. All these works are very well, but as we pointed out,
no matter what is done to the long-established network set down
by the Victorians, the railway is failing miserably to keep up
with the incredible pace of London’s development and needs to
respond to what’s happening around Docklands.

So is Network Rail really ‘Open for Business’ as it claims....?

TURBULENT TIMES FOR GATWICKBML2 MEETS NETWORK RAIL

BML2 will serve Croydon and complement the Brighton Line
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