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RAILS – a talk to Nunhead Labour party – 04.1.2017 – Joel Kosmisnky, TSSA

I
’m Joel Kosminsky, now retired from a lifetime in the transport industries.  
I began work in 1969, in the airlines, working for BOAC, which later 
became British Airways.  In the run-up to privatisation in 1982, I was 
paid off (by choice) – I took a four year break to gain a Degree but 
couldn’t get a job.

So I joined friends in London Transport Buses, learning bus schedules and 
planning.  London Buses was privatised in 1989 – do you see a pattern?

I moved to the Underground, first in planning, later in safety issues and safety 
management.  Among other things, I project-managed the Angel Station rebuild.

Then the Labour Government privatised the engineering side of the 
Underground.  The pattern almost repeated, but this time, in 2000 I stood up 
to fight against that.  I was stitched up and sacked, but had the last word when 
the Underground caved in at the Tribunal doors.

I then went to South West Trains, staying until retirement in 2011.

I’ve served on TSSA’s Executive Committee, for my maximum permitted 
six years.  Overlapping with that was time on the SERTUC (Southern and 
Eastern region of the TUC) Executive Committee.  I’ve had many roles in both 
organisations, and I’m still active in both.  I’ve also been a charity trustee for 
the Transport Benevolent Fund.
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A life in transport can also be explained, because despite still wanting to be a 
writer, I’m then and now a transport (and London) enthusiast, with my eyes 
and ears open.

Both main line and London Underground have many industrial issues, some 
more publicised than others.  We are being lied to, no other word for it, by 
managements and governments - plural.  Sadly Labour has to accept a small 
part of the blame

The biggest lie on the main lines is to treat all trains as being the same.  ‘Other 
trains do that so why can’t you?’ is the sound-bite, except it ain’t a fair 
comparison.

A four car local train travelling slowly and calling at every station has a 
doubtful case for driver-only, as you’re always only a few minutes from a 
station, whether staffed or not.

When your train is twelve cars long, may have up to 1500 people on board, 
travels between 80 and 120 mph, may go for over fifty miles before seeing a 
station, there has to be a second safety-trained person on board.

Not every fast train can call at the stations it passes – for example between 
Norwood Junction and New Cross, the ‘fast lines’ are the middle two of the 
four tracks.  They do not call at a platform.  You have to cross a running line 
for that.

The key issue on the railway and Underground, especially in high density 
operations, is RECOVERY TIME.  The railway is a ‘closed system’; everything 
on it affects everything else.  You remove a safety element, you extend the 
recovery time.

I worked in South West Trains’ (known to staff as South Worst Trains) Control 
Room at Waterloo.  The longer an incident takes to resolve, the worse the 
knock-ons.  One afternoon, a local train from Hampton Court failed on 
the junction where it joins the main line, just west of Surbiton.  That failed 
train took a while to become mobile again.  It was held responsible for the 
cancellation of an Inverness – Aberdeen train!

For those of you who know risk assessment, the two elements of any event are 
likelihood and impact – how likely is a particular event and how severe would 
its effects be?
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A high speed, fully-loaded train crash may be very unlikely but the impact 
would be horrendous.  The elements which make up a crash are always present.  
That’s what you have to mitigate.  That’s why a second safety-trained person is 
vital on a train.  Not for what WILL happen but for what MIGHT.

So the second trained person is a safety issue.  Many guards are also emergency 
train drivers, so if the driver was incapacitated, a safety-competent guard could 
take the train to the next point of safety, use the train radio to alert signallers 
and controllers, and arrange for emergency services, via the railway’s own 
systems, not dependent on getting a mobile phone signal, then waiting for a 
connection.

I was non-operational staff, but held a railway Personal Track Safety Certificate.  
So, like many other staff, I was safety-aware, not just for my Control job but 
also from specific training.  When on a train I could assist if needed.

On the Underground, again non-operational staff, but I held a Track Accustomed 
certificate.  I was trained to be aware of track hazards and, under guidance I 
could assist.

The railways and the Underground had – I emphasise ‘had’ – an embedded safety 
culture.  BOAC did too, but less so with British Airways, before privatisation.  
They’re not and weren’t unsafe, but when money comes first, ‘luxuries’ like 
non-operational staff being trained to help are dropped.

Lack of safety, lack of a safety attitude kills people – Potters Bar, Hatfield, 
Southall, Ladbroke Grove.  All infamous events and you will note that all were 
on main lines close to London, high speed services and frequent operations.

Knowing, as all Underground drivers do all the time, that the next train is not 
only up your backside but also approaching at high speed, makes you very 
aware of life and the risk you might create.  Attitude is everything.

Today’s managers who take staff from trains and stations, and close booking 
offices care more for money than people, and have never worked on the railway.  
Or, if they did, it was so long ago they’ve forgotten what reality is.

The RSSB report into driver-only operation has been selectively quoted.  It DID 
report that driver-only operations would not increase dangerous incidents, but 
no-one went into the detail accompanying that – or ‘evidence cherry-picking’.

It qualified that lack of increased risk, and clearly stated that the present level of 
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passenger incidents would not only continue, but were likely to be of increased 
severity.

I’ll repeat that - likely to be of increased severity.

That raises a near-miss to an injury, an injury to a major event, and a major 
event to a death.  Train Operators and the Government didn’t like that, so they 
ignored it.

What happens when a driver-only train reaches an unstaffed station and a 
wheelchair passenger has to alight?  This is already an issue on the Kings Lynn 
line.  The driver is NOT allowed to leave the cab to assist – if he (or she) was, 
they must shut down the train first, shut off power to the motors, apply the 
standard and parking brakes, ensure all passenger doors are open, then they 
can leave the train, having also taken off the ‘key’ which allows the train to be 
moved.

Doing that, providing passenger assistance, if they’re physically capable of 
doing that, as the medical requirements for a driver do not include abilities 
to move wheelchairs and mobility scooters, then re-boarding the train and 
livening it up, which includes a full safety check can cause an elapsed time stop 
of around twelve minutes.

You need that second person, you need those station staff.  Not for what 
happens daily so much as what MIGHT happen.

Let’s go back to Southern – this is a government carve-up.  It is not a franchise 
as we know it, it is the same as TfL’s buses.  The train company runs the trains 
(in Southern’s case, that’s debatable) and government pockets the revenue.  
Southern is paid a fixed-range retainer no matter how many passengers travel, 
no matter how many trains run.

Southern’s idiot management (some are high-level London Underground 
failures; the rest just there for the money) does what the Department for 
Transport says.  DfT sets the fares, minimum train sizes and service pattern, 
but lets Southern run the railway, advertising and publicity.  And take the 
blame.

The McNulty Report, written by a man with no working knowledge of 
railways, noted Britain had the most expensive fares in Europe (correct), caused 
by staffing (wrong).  He never mentioned the profits each private company is 
making.
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Let’s talk about how profits are harming the railways, never mind the buses…  
Money comes in to the train company around the clock, as you can buy tickets 
electronically as you wish.  Money only leaves the company when bills are 
paid.  What happens to the money in between?

It is internally moved from the train operator to an associate company, who 
invest it on overnight money markets (known as ‘bed and breakfasting’); the 
associate company keeps the gains from that.  It sidles the ‘borrowed’ money 
back to the train operator, never shown on the accounts, which is legal.

Ok, be fair, every large company does this, but these bastards are doing it with 
the money from a captive market.

Then there’s ‘service charges’.  All transport companies have centralised 
uniforms, payrolls, IT etc.  But each subsidiary of the parent company using 
those services, receives an off-charge for using those centralised departments at 
full cost, not marginal cost.  That DOES appear on the public books.

‘Service charges’ come off the ‘Profit and Loss Account’, a mandatory reporting 
sheet in the annual accounts.  On the dynamic charging principle, these charges 
are lumped together to hide where the money has gone, and manipulated to 
keep the train companies’ nominal profits down to 3 or 4%.

Train companies’ true profits, carefully concealed by the Finance Acts and 
accounting standards (SSAPs – Statements of Standard Accounting Practice) 
are not less than 25% annually.  That money is not only being siphoned from 
the public purse, literally, but is denying investment in our infrastructure.

Network Rail borrows money on the open market for its projects.  Its current 
debts are in the hundreds of billions, as it can’t even get advantageous 
government borrowing rates.

Deutsche Bahn (German State railways), Nederlands Spoorwegen (Dutch State 
Railways) and SNCF (French State railways) send hundreds of millions of 
pounds annually to their owners.  Same for Hong Kong Metro (a Chinese 
government subsidiary, effectively).  They pay dividends to their governments, 
and reinvest the rest to upgrade their track and trains.  We are funding the 
world’s High Speed rail networks!

Where UK companies such as National Express operate overseas rail networks, 
they pocket the money they make.  Not a penny comes back to the UK.  I don’t 
mind other countries’ state railways running our trains and buses (remember, 
Deutsche Bahn owns Arriva), as long as we can do the same to them, and they 
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pay fair whack here.

How much are private companies pocketing?  Two days ago the annual fare 
rise lies were touted.  The ‘average’ fare rise is 2.3%, the deceivers said.  But 
what sort of ‘average’?  There are three different types of average – the ‘mean’, 
the ‘median’ and the ‘mode’, all very different.  Government and the Train 
Companies won’t say which average they’re using.

A fare rise is not a revenue rise.  If one fare goes up 2.3% and that’s the only 
fare sold, then revenue does rise 2.3%.  But to get an average 2.3%, let’s 
imagine the least used fare, say Peckham Rye to Queen’s Road, goes up 1% 
and only one person a year buys it, that’s a revenue rise of less than 1% at 
Peckham Rye.  Suppose the balancing fare Peckham Rye to London Bridge 
rises by 4.5%, which gives a MEDIAN average fare rise of 2.3%, and 200,000 
fares yearly for that journey are sold.  Revenue rise is a bloody sight more than 
2.3%.  No-one’s had a pay rise (except managers) to justify that income, and 
the cost of running trains hasn’t gone up that much either.

Virgin East Coast whacked their fares up by 4.9% - that’s not getting much 
publicity.  Why so much?  Because when East Coast was in public hands, one 
year they didn’t put fares up and still paid the Department for Transport a 
substantial dividend.  This is catch-up, so that Branson won’t go broke.

The government says it is investing ‘record amounts’ in the railway.  Really?  
Why is Network Rail, forced to build a profit-based railway for others, in debt 
by billions of pounds?  Why does it have to borrow money at commercial 
rates, and not at government preferential rates, which adds to its debt.

We’re told half-truths; you don’t know what’s not being said.

Back to here and now – the Underground.  All booking offices gone, staff alone 
or isolated in public spaces, assaulted by passengers and drunks, with just an 
iPad for protection.

I spent a year on the Underground’s Graffiti Task Force in the 1990s. We learned 
CCTV does not prevent, it only detects.  Often, it wasn’t working, sometimes 
without a maintenance contract either.  London Underground knowingly cut too 
many staff, to save money, and knowingly placed them into peril.

ASLEF and RMT take most of this as their members are at the sharp-end.  
They’ve had enough of being Aunt Sallies.
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My union, TSSA has also had enough – we have members in operational 
roles too.  We aren’t known as a striking union, but we had a ballot and an 
overwhelming result for action short of strike and strike action.

TSSA’s overtime ban has led to 100 station closures so far.  Staff are being 
moved to keep big stations open, so smaller stations like Queensway, Holland 
Park and St James’s Park (Underground Head Office!) are now regularly closed.

Staff are fed up being beaten up when ticket machines don’t work and queues 
are too long, making passengers miss trains.  Staff dull-colour uniforms blend 
into the scenery, making them hard for passengers to spot – not the staffs’ 
fault.  People are double-annoyed when they eventually find staff.

That and the most complicated fare structure on the planet.  TfL has an 
integrated ticketing policy, not integrated fares.  Bloody confusing for everyone; 
it pisses off passengers, who express that to the staff, not always kindly.

Staff, surprisingly are not protected by the poster round the corner saying 
London Underground always prosecutes for assaults.  If they catch you first, 
if the CCTV is working, if they’re awake enough to make out a good case in 
court, and, if the magistrate believes the Underground.  We’ve had a gutful, all 
driven by money, money, money.

Sadiq Khan became Mayor with many promises – all railway staff are looking 
to him, as are bus staff, to deliver.

Only the State delivers, because since 1993 we’ve proved that on the rails, 
private companies are only in it for the money.

On the buses, we’ve seen that since 1986 when ‘Deregulation’ began outside 
London, and cartels began working in London.

Thanks for listening – any questions?


