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what comparable German rail cities already 
enjoy; interlocking networks of long distance, 
regional express, regional, S-Bahn, U-Bahn, 
trams and buses - under common ticketing.

But in talking about Germany and common 
ticketing I am now getting back to where 
I started around the debate on whether 
some fundamental change is needed on how 
urban rail networks are provided. Obviously 
there is a bigger national discussion going on 
about whether the current structure is just 
too layered with too many costly interfaces 
and too fractured a chain of command. And 
in addition whether the railway should be 
publicly or privately owned and operated.

It’s been heartening to see the growing 
recognition that, regardless of how these 
debates are resolved, more devolution for 
urban and regional services should be part of 
any solution. Not only because fully devolved 
services have been out-performing comparators 
operationally and for passenger satisfaction 
- but also because local control, rather than 
remote control from Whitehall, will mean that 
the dots can be joined between rail and housing, 
between rail and the wider re-fashioning of city 

centres and between rail and local communities 
(for example, through repurposing stations as 
wider hubs for local community use, enterprises 
and housing). It will also allow (as in German 
rail cities) for rail and the rest of local urban 
public transport networks to be part of one 
system rather than just on nodding terms as is 
all too often the case at present.

That’s the vision, but how can it be achieved? 
As well as a new settlement on rail devolution 
(both in terms of speci�cation and oversight 
of services and on stations) we need to put 
some stability back into infrastructure 
investment. This means getting back to a long 
term approach to rail expansion alongside a 
long term approach to skilling up the sector 
so that we can deliver that expansion more 
effectively. The appraisal methodology that is 
used to justify and rank transport investment 
decisions is also not designed to capture the 
wider transformational bene�ts of major 
schemes - plus there is a tendency to prioritise 
investment in inter-city over intra-city.

Finally, if the goal is reducing rather than 
increasing urban traf�c congestion then 
it makes sense to ensure that planning of 

transport, local economic development, 
housing and land use is coordinated. Of the 
English cities, London is furthest advanced in 
this regard though the creation of Combined 
Authorities (and in some places Mayoral 
Combined Authorities) is leading to improved 
coordination elsewhere. However, planning 
and prioritisation on the national rail network 
only �tfully re�ects this approach.

The crisis on Northern and Thameslink 
has been a miserable experience for rail users, 
affected cities and the rail industry. If any  
good has come out of it, it is that it shows  
how important rail is to cities and opens up 
a space for some bigger thinking about what 
kind of rail cities we need for the future - and 
how best we can make them happen. 
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