From: Julian Paren <julian.paren@gmail.com>

To: Caledonian Sleeper Media <media@sleeper.scot>

Cc: Peter and Marion Moffatt <mail@pmoffatt.net>

Sent: 25/01/2018 12:38:02

Subject: Re: Comfort Seats in the New Sleeper trains



Response to Keith Wallace, MD of Caledonian Sleeper and to Caledonian Sleeper Media Department
Thank you Keith Wallace and Caledonian Sleeper Media Team for responding to my unanswered letters and Peter Moffatt’s letter of January 12 on January 23 and January 24.  
At the outset, you should see me as a valued user of the Sleeper service.  I have travelled on it for over 20 years - in First and Standard Class with my wife, as a solo traveler using the shared option arrangement, and also in the seated Sleeper accommodation.  My children and friends from our time living in Cambridge use the service regularly;  all travel using the shared option for Solo Travellers.  We  all appreciate the no frills service of the Sleeper, and its economical price if you book far ahead.
What has irritated me is the imposition of new conditions beyond February 25 that penalise the single traveller, and a later realisation that National Railcard Holders were also being penalised.  Irritated because of no policy announcement by Caledonian Sleeper - just an inability to book the ticket type required. 
I will now comment on Keith Wallace’s letter. 
The paragraphs in blue font were written by Caledonian Sleeper.  These are followed by my comments in black font.
To answer your first question, yes, the Comfort Seats on the new trains will recline. Unfortunately, we don’t have any images showing this at the moment however selection of CGI images can be found on our site dedicated to our new trains, http://newtrains.sleeper.scot
There is one relevant CGI image.   Two seats back to back at the centre of the image.  Could this is be the centre of the carriage, as in “ airline” style reclining seats, the seats face the same way.  I’m no engineer but I cannot fathom how this image is compatible with a reclining seat. The design of the seats must have been finalised by now.  Could the seat manufacturer supply an image of a genuine seat in upright and reclined mode?  Far more travellers will use the seated sleeper than the en-suite double bedded room, so it is important in your webpages http://newtrains.sleeper.scot to show how versatile the seat is to encourage people to use the sleeper.  I repeat that I would like an image of the reclined seat for my article for the Scottish Provincial Press.
 

In response to your separate correspondence, with the introduction of new trains there will be changes to our fares structure due to the removal of the ‘share with a stranger’ standard class product. This ticket option is being withdrawn in agreement with Transport Scotland, as agreed in our contract. Accommodation on our new trains will be priced and sold ‘hotel style’, that is pricing has based on buying a room, rather than ‘per traveller’. This fares structure does not include, and has never included, the option to share with a stranger.
I am aware of the contract and what was promised in the Franchise Agreement and take two of its promises together.  The new trains would offer Pod Flatbeds and Cradle seats for the budget traveller, and the use of a shared cabin for solo passengers would be withdrawn.  The fares structure did not include the option to share with a stranger, but this was compensated by the other facilities for the budget traveler.
 

Although our approach was agreed at the beginning of the franchise, we are committed to continually improving the service that we offer. As you would expect this means ongoing research and consultation. Speaking to a wide range of stakeholders, including police, Transport Focus and user groups has validated the view that sharing accommodation with a stranger is simply not appropriate or desirable for the contemporary traveller.
Who forms the user group for Caledonian Sleeper?  A number of people have asked me this.  All my visitors and my family use the shared option when travelling on the sleeper for no frills good-value travel.  If you believe that sharing accommodation with a stranger is not appropriate why does Serco’s NorthLink Ferries, bunk houses, and youth hostels for example see no problem.  Many contemporary travellers see sharing accommodation as desirable to cut costs and you are removing their choice.  
Furthermore, ongoing user group research has confirmed that the concept of sharing with a stranger is a barrier to travel for potential guests. This is because even before considering travelling with us, many non-users have the perception that they will be required to share accommodation. This prevents them from even considering using the service as it forms the perception that it is old-fashioned and unfit for purpose in comparison to hotel accommodation.
Since you have wished to increase the number of passengers carried by the sleeper you should have tackled this misconception by better promotion of your accommodation options rather than restrict choice.  
 

Further, we note that demand for ‘share with a stranger’ is very low, and our records show that this demand is also in decline. On the Inverness service, for example, only 3% of travellers share with a stranger. Retaining rooms for use by a declining sector of the market penalises the majority of travellers who require solo or twin accommodation. As we are contractually obliged to continually increase the number of passengers that use the service, we see that removing unpopular, declining and outdated products supports that objective.
You say that only 3% of travellers share with a stranger.  Fine, but I suspect many more have opted for the “share with a stranger” product and have been allocated a twin berth cabin to themselves because the train has not been full.
I am also sure that less than 3% of travellers will opt for a £200 plus double-bedded suite per person, but you are focusing valuable space in your restricted length trains on these wealthy people.  
 Lastly in terms of use of space, ‘share with a stranger’ is a poor option. As guests must share with a person of the same gender, when an odd number of tickets are sold for either or both sex the result is that a room is occupied on a solo basis. This makes the room unavailable for sale either as a shared room or for guaranteed solo occupancy, which has we have noted are the ticket types which comprise almost 95% of sales. On a service with limited capacity and growing demand, this is clearly a nonsensical and wasteful way to allocate accommodation space as it leaves beds unused – a poor choice for the environment.
Sorry this is not a convincing argument.  The more people in single rooms the fewer sleeping passengers you can accommodate. Because cabins in the current rolling stock can be converted from twin-berth to single berth, a full train with more occupied twin berth cabins will contain more passengers.  
In the context of the removal of this ticket option, the accusation that we are ‘increasing prices by 65%’ is simply false. Customers currently buying a shared accommodation ticket are not buying as solo travellers as their product is for accommodation in a room shared with another person. Under our new trains pricing structure, the cost for solo travellers remains unchanged in the latest fares round. For two people travelling together, the room price of £170 means that each party pays £85 – which is the same cost to travel as a current ‘share with a stranger’ ticket. This means that that vast majority of users will enjoy a far superior experience on a new train with greatly enhanced features at no additional cost rise. All changes to fares are notified, as per our franchise agreement, to Transport Scotland.
You misunderstand my comment (that you call an accusation) because I am talking about website prices that are still advertised after February 25 and before the new trains are introduced.   Are you aware that a couple pay £170 and a traveller who had expected to share is now to pay £140 rather than half the £170.  This is clearly a 65% increase. Nothing false there.
 

As a cross-border, overnight service our ticket prices (which unlike a regulated fares structure are not controlled by government) have to remain competitive against other types of travel and accommodation. Our £140 solo occupancy option is our best-selling ticket which is growing (whilst, as noted above, ‘share with a stranger’ declines). When the total cost of other travel options is considered (including necessary extras such as airport transfers, baggage, taxis, flights, hotels or other day train services), the value offered by the Caledonian Sleeper, combined with the convenience of arrival and departure times in city centre locations, is outstanding. Indeed at peak times our service is usually far, far better value than any other option.
I have never argued that Caledonian Sleeper solo occupancy fares are out of place.  I have only drawn attention to the 65% increase that your website reveals for passengers wishing to share for whom the website now denies them.
 

We would also counter accusations of increasing prices with the simple fact that during our first 2 years of operation we have decreased the average journey cost for travellers by -9.2%, whilst in the same time period we have increased passenger journeys by 21%.
This is not relevant to my noting that single travellers who would have shared have been prevented from doing so through your website and have needed to find an extra 65% for a sleep in a bed. I applaud your success in increasing passenger journeys by 21%. Long may this continue.
 

Finally, a note on ‘transitional’ fares. We are unique in rail operators in that we offer (like airlines and hotels) the facility to book 12 months in advance of travel date. Due to the requirements of the national rail booking systems, we have to finalise pricing (which is ‘hard wired’ into the retail systems) 15 months ahead of train departures. When introducing an entirely new design of train it would be irresponsible to set a hard date of fleet introduction that far in advance, therefore in agreement with Transport Scotland we are using a system of ‘transitional’ fares. This system has to be based on ‘new trains’ configuration and products, so that no matter whether a new or an existing train arrives for any given future service, we can guarantee to fulfil the conditions of the ticket we have sold and ensure that we give guests in the accommodation type they have bought. The alternative would be to risk over-booking the train which is unacceptable.
A Freedom of Information request (1708-32) revealed that the amalgamation of Solo Cabin and First Class last year was in part due to a need to simplify Caledonian Sleeper’s presence on the national rail booking system before the introduction of new trains.   Only Caledonian Sleeper know whether the agreement of a 12 month booking window was imposed by Transport Scotland or offered by Caledonian Sleeper, but its implications should have been thought through.
The transitional fares arrangement is a temporary measure to ensure that we can continue to retail tickets until we establish a date for the introduction of the new fleet. Now that these dates are known for the Lowland service, we are able to withdraw transitional fares on the 26th February on those routes, meaning that the fares system will revert to products for existing fleet (meaning the re-instatement of ‘share with a stranger’ in Standard class) for travel dates up to the introduction of the new fleet before switching to the new fares structure in October 2018. On the Highland service, as we know that service introduction will be later, we revert to existing fares structures, but will use transitional fares after October 2018 until such time as we can definitively state the introduction date for the Highland. As always, these plans may change as circumstances change but we will not, under any circumstances, risk consumers not being able to travel in the class of service they have bought.
The removal of the transitional fares arrangement is welcomed.  It is welcome to both Solo traveller and to holders of National Railcards.  The implications have yet to filter through to the Caledonian Sleeper Booking system on the website. 
How will you advertise more openly that the fare structure has reverted to its pre-February 25 structure, in addition to revising again the Railcards and Child Discounts page on the Caledonian Sleeper website?  
When will the website reflect the removal of the transitional fares arrangement?   
We welcome that you will be offering the opportunity to rebook single passengers who were wishing to occupy a shared cabin, who reluctantly booked in either the seated sleeper or solo cabin option. We welcome that you will allow National Railcard holders who have booked shared berth accommodation to rebook at the lower fare and return the overpayment. 
 

