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Passengers’ stories

●  “I appreciate the service. Usually reliable, 
gets me into town much faster & less 
expensive than car/bus. Senior railcard 
makes for good value. I can usually avoid 
peak times. I would be much worse off 
without a rail service; OK, it isn’t perfect, but 
neither is my car, especially when in heavy/
slow traffic, nor is air travel with security 
delays, etc… All-in all, I’m at least content 
with Northern service where I am.”  

SImO 

●  “Excellent all round, on time, clean,  
friendly staff.”  

mALCOLm

This dossier provides a selection of the hundreds of consumer comments, positive and negative, that we have received since launching the campaign.

“Punctual and very 
convenient. I was very happy 
with the service but I guess 
you don’t want to know that.”
JON

The satisfied passengers: 
Passengers didn’t just share their complaints with 
our campaign, 7% of comments were positive stories 
praising the services of Northern Rail. We want to 
work with you to make sure more of your passengers 
have positive stories to share, for one TOC 46% of 
comments we received were positive.
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The onboard experience:

“Pathetic; train late every single  
day and we a crammed in  
like sardines. Too many 
breakdowns.”  
SuSAN

44% of comments related to passengers onboard experience.

Crowding was a top issue across for passengers of many train operating companie, for you it represented 14% of comments. We received complaints of packed trains 
or, in some cases, of people not even being able to get on at all. On their last journey with Northern Rail 10% reported they had to stand.

It was also disappointing to hear customers reporting that some train companies are falling down on the basics of customer service, for example dirty carriages and 
toilets that don’t work. 4% of comments about Northern Rail Trains related to cleanliness.

CROwdING

●  “I catch the 16.49 train at Salford Central to 
Wigan Wallgate. I have made complaints to 
the company but they tell me that there is 
nothing they can do as they cannot increase 
their rolling stock. My complaint is regarding 
overcrowding we are often packed in like 
sardines and there are no seats, in addition the 
train only ever has two carriages and this is 
during the rush hour.”  
LINdA

●  “This is not so much a complaint about Northern 
as about the whole system. There are not enough 
carriages and many of what we have are well past 
their best. This leads to overcrowding and service 
failures. They don’t have enough trains to start 
the new service to Burnley which was due last 
December. They cannot provide extra carriages 
when there is a special event.” 
mIKE

●  “I commute between Salford and Blackpool 
each day. For the last week the 1627 from Salford 
Crescent to Blackpool has been so overcrowded 
that some passengers were not able to board 
the train. The overcrowding continues for the 
next hour, people have to almost climb over 
each other to get on and off. Today the train 
was so crowded that the guard could not get 
in and out of his cab. The train is so antiquated, 
I think that it is older than I am, that the doors 
have operated manually by the guard. Why is it 
that there are limits on the number of standing 
passengers on buses but not on trains? Are rail 
passengers indestructible?” 
JAmES

●  “My experience is the overcrowding on the late 
trains at weekends .This continuing problem occurs 
especially in Winter during the Christmas stressed 
Parents and children are separated during the 
journey.”  
ANNE
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●  “Total inappropriate number of carriages at 
peak times often only two carriages and then 
perversely at off peak three carriages trains 
diesel of course.” 
GEOff

●  “The carriages are overcrowded as the 
conductor on the morning train will only open 
the front three coaches, even though there 
are usually five, as he can’t get through to the 
other coaches to sell tickets.” That means we 
are crammed in like sardines and I pay for this 
privilege.”  
VICTORIA
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The onboard experience:

●  “Sheffield-Lincoln service diabolically 
uncomfortable. If you are lucky enough to get 
a seat, you end up with badly bruised knees 
because they are jammed hard against the 
seat in front of you. If you are obliged to stand 
then you are crammed in so tightly that any 
movement is well-nigh impossible. Worse than 
cattle transporters and they have the brass 
nerve to charge us for this experience. Let’s 
renationalise this line for the sake of our sanity 
and our knees!” 
IAN

“When I am on the train the 
stink of the toilets often 
permeates whole carriages, 
when the seats don’t smell wet 
and mouldy.”

●  “No improvements to overcrowding in the last 10 
years. Might as well get rid off all seating that way 
people would at least have a bit more room.” 
EbRAHIm

●  “My train always has a significant number of people 
standing up, crammed into the carriages. I am lucky 
enough to be near the start of the line going to 
work, so get a seat, but those joining the train 30 
minutes into the 60 minute journey are unlikely to 
get a seat and those 40 minutes in are consistently 
standing or left on the platform due to there being 
no room.

  The same thing happens on the return journey, 
where I am more often standing for the first 20 
minutes in very crowded conditions.

  This has been consistent on this route since I began 
using it 18 months ago - no improvements despite 
the price increase (my annual season ticket £1863).

  The fact I am travelling to work plays no part in this 
dissatisfaction, it is paying a not inconsiderable sum 
for overcrowding is the issue.”  
JAyNE

CLEANLINESS

●  “The sight of their trains just sends shivers down 
my spine. They are always unclean and most of 
them are pre war. How can they justify increasing 
prices when they just constantly provide a 
disgusting and disgraceful service. They are a 
disgrace to the north.” 
JONATHAN

●  “The Northern Rail service is poor, the trains are 
often late and are old and dirty.” 
PHILIP
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The onboard experience:

“Poor quality rolling stock. Old 
and cramped trains. Trains 
breaking down. Poor seating. 
These trains badly need 
replacing with modern up to  
date rolling stock.”
dENNIS

●  “I now no longer use the train to commute. It is 
actually financially better for me to car-share 
now than to use the train. It’s a pretty terrible 
indictment really.  

  Apart from the price, my bug-bear is the line 
is a single track, and the rolling stock in use 
is smelly, leaking, creaky, loud, slow, cramped 
and unreliable. The number of times I have sat 
in a wet seat is unreal. The number of times 
there have been problems due to broken 
down rolling stock is ridiculous. The number 
of times I have had to put up with screechy 
brakes nearly bursting my ear drums is truly 
shocking. 

  I could continue, but you get the picture. I am 
very happy in my car now so it’s all a bit of a 
moot point.”  
JAmES

●  “Still using old dirty diesel trains from the 80’s. 
Rolling stock seriously needs a upgrade to clean 
quiet electric trains.” 
NATHAN

●  “Poor quality carriages, irregular service and 
indifferent service provided by platform staff.” 
dAVId

OTHER ONbOARd STORIES

●  “Being told to ensure I put my bike in the bike area 
even though it was full with women and babies - the 
conductor asked them to move just so I could put 
my bike there - the train wasn’t full, it wasn’t rush 
hour, there was no need!!”  
HOLLy

●  “17th December last year, my Daughter and I traveled 
from Manchester Piccadilly to Bolton. I am disabled 
and on a mobility scooter. The Guard was aware of 
this and told me where to go. Am in constant pain 
and if people knock into me the pain is excruciating. 
The area reserved for wheelchairs was piled with 
luggage and the owners were not prepared to move 
them. This was a journey from hell. When I told the 
Guard at Bolton he said he had asked them to move 
the luggage but did not make sure that they did. I 
was bedridden for the next two days.” 
SALLy

●  “The trains are so old and extremely dirty. These 
trains badly need to be modernised and either new 
rolling stock bought, or a major refurb is needed. 
East Midlands have done refurbs of their trains 
travelling from Liverpool to Norwich, so a similar 
idea should happen with Northern Rail trains.” 
AL
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●  “I travel locally around South Yorkshire with 
Northern trains. The main problem is that 
much of their rolling stock is ancient. Why 
don’t they buy new trains?” 
JIm



8.WHICH? GET NORTHERN RAIL ON TRACK

The onboard experience:

●  “My experience is always simply awful. Trains have 
been getting worse year on year. Staff have become 
increasingly unpleasant. Ticket prices are now 
through the roof and I would be lucky if I had one 
commute that ran on time per week. I’m traveling 
from Preston to Manchester Picc then change to 
Heaton Chapel. I use a mix of First TransPennine 
Express and the downright disgusting, sweaty, dirty, 
slow and ancient Northern Rail services. Both are 
over crowded, both are a rip-off, both make my life 
hell for three hours a day, five times a week.”  
NICK

GET NORTHERN RAIL ON TRACK
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Punctuality:

asleep by the time I get home, so that I can go 
whole days without really seeing them. 

  
  How can such consistent lack of punctuality 

be forgiven? I won’t accept that it isn’t possible 
to improve, I’ve visited countries where their 
shabby old rail networks run like clockwork. The 
real question is who does all the money go to in 
Northern Rail, because there certainly isn’t enough 
being invested in the service. People, not profits, 
should be the priority here, because a lot of people 
rely on the UK train services on a daily basis.”  
Pm

●  “I catch the train to and from work everyday, and 
frequently use the train at weekends and on days 
off, and I can guarantee that at least 6 times a 
week, my train is either late departing or arriving.” 
VICTORIA

●  “More than once, this train has arrived at at 
Squires Gate, Blackpool, up to 25 minutes late, 
making me miss the London train at Preston.” 
mARJORIE

●  “Northern Rail trains have a recurring habit of 
leaving early... Perhaps not your traditional tale 
of rail woe, but when a connecting train is late 
and you have to run to make your connection, 
it’s even more frustrating to have a delayed 
journey...”  
PAuL

●  “Regularly late and massively overcrowded.”  
PHILIP

●  “Northern commuter service between two of the 
largest cities is atrocious. Punctuality erratic often 
no explanation of delays communication system on 
local station (Darton South Yorks) useless.” 
GEOff

●  “I commute between Bredbury station and 
Manchester Piccadilly each weekday. The only 
positive thing aspects of this commute are the 
staff. Otherwise I’m frequently late for work 
because of delays in the morning and frequently 
late home at night for the same reason. The 
delays are such that my children are often in bed 
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●  “Have lost count of late arrivals.” 
JOHN

●  “I travel every day from Stoke on Trent to 
Bramhall for work - the train gets more and 
more delayed as the journey goes on and as 
Network Rail delays us for delayed express 
trains to overtake us. Not only this but it 

“I don’t want to make it out that 
train travel is all negative, 80% 
of the time I am happy with my 
experience. It’s a nice break 
before and after work. I don’t 
appreciate my trains being 
cancelled, and they hardly run 
on time, but they are warm and 
the staff are usually pleasant 
and helpful.”  
ELIzAbETH

26% of comments were about punctuality.

While there are some factors, for example overrunning engineering works and the weather, that are beyond the control of train operating companies, Network Rail 
estimate that train operating companies are responsible for around a third of delays. 
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Punctuality:

be able to attend an evening lecture. To this 
effect I had bought a ticket online some weeks 
before and duly collected it from a station 
machine on the day of travel.

  However, on arriving at Lincoln station at 14.45, 
I was informed at the ticket office that my train 
was not running and had been replaced by a bus 
at 14.20 and 16.20. This bus took me to another 
station (Retford) to catch a train to Sheffield and 
thence on yet another train to Barnsley, arrival 
scheduled for two hours later than the train I had 
booked. My evening was therefore ruined.

  When I saw that I had no choice but to take the 
16.20 bus, I asked the lady at the ticket office 
where I could leave my moderately heavy 
rucksack. The non-negotiable answer was a 
totally unhelpful nowhere” and “security” was 
of course invoked. Even when I explained that I 
was suffering serious pain in my leg sympathy 
came there none. (I have since had a seven 
hour operation on my back.)” 
PETER

●  “At least twice in the past six months, my 
intended train home has arrived late at 
Leeds (only 11 minutes late in the most recent 
example) and Northern Rail then decided 
that the train would not stop at any further 

“Train running late. On-board 
announcement that this was 
‘due to the large number of 
passengers getting on and 
off the train at stations’. So 
effectively we were told that it 
was our fault for using the train.” 
NEIL

absolutely takes forever for the doors to open - the 
conductors have to finish the ticket transaction 
they were making with a passenger as conveniently 
very few of the stations that the service calls have 
ticket machines let alone a ticket office, once the 
card payment which inevitably will get declined as 
apparently you can’t pay with a card if it is Santander, 
Lloyds, Barclays, Natwest, HSBC - (fairly certain 
that covers most of the main banks!) is finished the 
conductor then has to make their way from where 
they were back to the center or the back of the train 
so they can unlock the doors and it is only then 
we can get on or off!! What is more annoying it is 
actually around £80 cheaper to get a Virgin Train 
season ticket to Manchester which is a further 10 
miles :-( but unfortunately these priority express 
trains don’t stop in Bramhall!” 
COLETTE

●  “The trains are often more than 10 minutes late. On 
at least two occasions trains have been cancelled, 
so getting to a football match late is not good. Once 
a train due at 9.55p.m. was cancelled, with the next 
train not due until 11.35p.m. My husband drove the 
15 miles to pick us up and we were home about 40 
minutes before the train was even due.” 
JANET

●  “My plan was to take the 15.00 from Lincoln to 
Barnsley on Sunday 24th November 2013, so as to 
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local stations and proceed directly to York, 
presumably so that they could appear to be 
on time even though they had cancelled five 
intermediate stops. The vast majority of the 
passengers on this train do not travel to York 
as there are high-speed non-stopping options 
from Leeds for that. This is a ridiculous when 
the train has actually turned up!” 
SHAuN

●  “Trains to Manchester are frequently late” 
ANTHONy

●  “Train delayed by 20 minutes due to staff 
shortage meaning I missed my connection, 
had to wait 45 mins for next train which was 
also delayed over 20 mins.”  
STEPHEN
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Communication:

●  “Trains are invariably late and no explanation is 
given. If you ask the guard why the train was late 
he won’t tell you and makes you feel you’re the 
unreasonable one for asking.”
ANNE

INfORmATION 

●  “Arrived at Manchester Airport overnight from 
Toronto & hurried through to the station to 
eventually be told (five minutes after scheduled 
departure) that the train was cancelled. Advised 
by Tannoy to take the train at the platform and 
change at Salford. At Salford, a dishevelled, surly to 
the point of bloody rude official advised that our 
train left from another platform and that there was 
no lift (much less assistance) to get there! So, being 
only 66 years, I helped an elderly man up the long 
staircase with his luggage then followed with our 
own heavy cases. Having travelled this journey 
before, we recognised our train - careworn, dirty and 
nearly as old as me. This incredibly noisy vehicle, 
on which it is advisable NOT to open windows 
because of diesel exhaust fumes, arrived at Bolton. 
It dawned on us that the train from the airport also 
stopped there and we could have avoided platform 
changing! Arrived at our destination after a dozen 
or so stops in about two hours - it’s about 40 miles 
by road. Mr Stevenson’s Rocket was faster and only 
marginally less comfortable.”
CHARLIE
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COmPLAINTS HANdLING 

●  “Ticket seller not in kiosk in Romiley 
station and I had never used ticket 
machine before and as sufferer of ME 
and with mental fatigue often causing me 
to make mistakes with numerical pads, 
decided to buy on board. Conductor 
only reached the end of my cabin 
when arriving at destination Piccadilly 
Manchester and I was too unsteady 
and unwell to try to chase him down 
the carriages. Saw people queuing to 
pay on platform who had got off trains 
so thought I could do the same. Pulled 
out of queue by two aggressive G4S 
women and given FTP ticket, threatened 
with prison if next time I did the same 
etc. Thrust by laws act in front of me 
and I was too distressed and without 
my reading glasses to read it anyway. 
Complained to Northern Rail who did not 
address my individual circumstances. 
I am still fighting the FTP and the right 
to pay on board but am told conductor 

12% of comments related to communication.

Numerous passengers told us that simply not knowing what was going on was more frustrating than the delay itself. And although our research found few people do 
complain, those who do are often left dissatisfied with the process.
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Communication:

●  “I am a season ticket holder commuting daily 
from Meadowhall to Manchester. Meadowhall is 
run by Northern Rail. The services are regularly 
late - it is a First Transpennine Express service 
- but my complaint is not with this but the fact 
that I am not automatically credited for void 
days when I renew my season. The ticket office 
staff have never checked void days without 
me asking them to and some staff don’t even 
seem to have been taught where to look to find 
void days. As one of their best customers I don’t 
think it unreasonable that the ticket system is 
set up to automatically add on void days when 
a season ticket is renewed.” 
dAVE

●  “First off, Northern Rail is probably the worst 
company I’ve ever travelled with. I have to 
use them on a regular basis, and I have to say, 
they are the worst. I can’t believe anybody 
would even say anything nice about them. 
First off, ticket prices do not reflect the service 
provided; They provide only a bare minimum 
service. The staff are sometimes friendly but 
there are some mean train guards out there, 
not even going to go into detail. Trans are 
frequently delayed, cancelled and late, and 
after countless complaints there’s been 0% 
improvement. See where I’m going?” 
STEVEN

“Last week I added up all the 
delay time I had experienced 
and it topped two and half 
hours. Do I get a refund? No 
- because nothing went over 
that magical one hour delay 
threshold. Do I get in trouble 
off my boss? Yes. Do I get 
treated like cattle every day? 
Yes. Is it worth £23 a day or 
£300+ travelcard a month? 
Absolutely not. But I have no 
choice.” 
NICK

selling to you on board at his/her discretion 
and not obliged to make his/her way through 
the train. Often they couple carriages anyway 
so no opening to others so one couldn’t get 
to conductor even if able bodied. They are an 
appalling company hiding behind their by laws 
and disability policy when it is not tailored 
for people with a varying condition like me. 
The right hand does not know what the left 
is doing and ther is no consistency. Please do 
something about them!”  
mAuRA

●  “A few months ago, I was travelling North from 
Sheffield in the Quiet Coach. The whole carriage 
was disturbed by an exceptionally noisy child, 
whose parents were doing nothing to control. 
Both myself and another passenger remonstrated 
with the parents, to be met with intimidating and 
threatening behaviour from the male. I got off at 
Leeds (the train was continuing to Scotland), and 
reported the incident at the station, thinking that 
something could be done for the comfort of the 
remaining passengers. The staff couldn’t have 
been less interested. No-one was prepared to do 
anything to deal with either the threatening man 
in particular, or in general to maintain peace in the 
Quiet Carriage. It was a complete nightmare, and a 
most unpleasant journey!” 
SuSAN

GET NORTHERN RAIL ON TRACK
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Ticketing:

“Why so many bits of a tickets? 
Perhaps one day they will be able 
to issue a ticket for a journey!”  
fREd

●  “Wanting to be able to say something positive, 
I was helped by one wonderful conductor 
who showed me how to split the tickets for my 
journey at the ‘border’ to almost halve the fare I 
had been paying! Kudos to that man!” 
GEORGINA

●  “The cost of trains is something that upsets 
me, as it doesn’t seem to go towards 
improving the state of the carriages and the 
journey, and the money seems to go to large 
private companies rather than the staff that 
work hard to make our journeys as easy 
as possible. I don’t mind paying to travel to 
work though, that statement infuriated me, 
the general public are just aware that they 
are not being treated fairly!” 
ELIzAbETH

●  “Being told I couldn’t keep my ticket as an 
expense receipt for work even though the 
ticket machine receipt printer was broken! This 
was made out to be my fault!

  Only being allowed to purchase full price 
tickets - at an off peak time - on the train even 
though the station I got on at was unmanned 
and ticket machine broken!!” 
HOLLy

●  “The price of my monthly tickets went up in 
January, which is absurd, for a service where I 
frequently have to stand because there aren’t 
enough seats, and sometimes can’t even fit on 
the train that I’m trying to catch. 

  Of all the problems with Northern Rail, 
punctuality and the availability of seats are 
what REALLY irks me. How hard can it be to 
anticipate demand and provide enough seats 
for expected passengers? Why do I pay the 
same amount of money to stand in discomfort 
as I would to sit down?”

●  “I travel home from night shifts on two 
commuter trains which take me from Wakefield, 
through Leeds and towards York. There is 
never a seat to be had on the first train. The 
amount of customers doesn’t seem to change 
as every last inch of space is jam packed, yet the 
railway company didn’t put an extra carriage 
on. Surely for safety reasons they should have 
to. Consequently the conductor can’t physically 
make his way down the train and since I get on 
at an unmanned station with no ticket machine 
I need to be able to purchase a ticket both for 
this and my onward journey. When I get into 
Leeds station there is no time to buy a ticket on 
the station as I don’t want to miss my next train, 
especially since for most of the day they only run 
every two hours, so I have to cope with threats 
of legal action from the conductor on the second 
train as it’s my responsibility to ensure I have a 
valid ticket before boarding the train! 

  All this is just what I need at the end of a night 
shift and I can promise that my opinion of the 
railway company is exactly the same whatever the 
weather!” 
GEORGINA

Many passengers are confused by over-complicated ticketing systems and frustrated by ticket machines. 11% commented about tickets.
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Conclusion
The responses we’ve received - and support for our get Trains on Track campaign 
- only provide a snapshot of passengers’ concerns about their daily rail journeys. 
However, the sample of comments provided underlines how strongly passengers 
feel about these issues and why we’d encourage you to respond.

What Northern Rail can do now
outline to us how you will address our findings by sharing the actions you intend to 
take over the coming year to improve passenger satisfaction; in particular how you 
will pro-actively encourage, listen to and respond to feedback, improving services 
for customers. 

How we can help
We can share your plans directly with our members and supporters, as well as 
working with you on the details of changes, helping to announce those changes 
and supporting your communication with current and future passengers. 

for further details about the 
Get Trains On Track campaign visit:

www.which.co.uk/trains


