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RMT is the biggest transport union in Scotland, organising all grades of rail workers. RMT welcomes 

the opportunity to provide written evidence to the REC Committee on rail services in Scotland, and 

would welcome the opportunity to give oral evidence to the Committee on these issues.   

The impact of Covid-19 on rail passenger services  

The Covid-19 pandemic, of course, continues to have a significant impact on rail passenger services 

across Scotland. The latest Scottish Government data shows that rail journeys in Scotland were 

down 80% compared to the same period the year previous1 and it is likely that it will be some time 

until numbers return to pre-Covid levels.  

The Scottish Government has provided significant additional funding for the Scotrail and Caledonian 

Sleeper franchises, via Emergency Measures Agreements (EMAs). Under the terms of the EMAs, the 

Scottish Government takes on all revenue risk, covering the cost base of the franchises, including 

rolling stock lease payments. The original EMAs were put in place for a period of six months, until 

September 2020. The Scottish Government extended the EMAs until January 2021, and has since 

announced a further extension, to the end of March 2021.  

The Scottish Government has confirmed (in response to parliamentary question S5W-30255) that 

the additional funding for the initial six-month EMA period was in the region of £250m. The Scottish 

Government has said additional resources for each EMA extension would be in the region of £100m. 

Without this substantial additional funding from the Scottish Government, the rail operators would 

have become unviable due to the impact on revenue of vastly reduced passenger numbers.  

The terms of the EMA permit the payment of a ‘management fee’ to the operator. The fee was 

capped at 2% of the cost base of the franchise for the initial six month EMA, and 1.5% for the second 

EMA. Based on Scotrail’s cost base for the year prior to the pandemic2, RMT estimates that Abellio 

Scotrail could stand to make more than £14m in management fees for the period to March 2021. 

This is a significant amount of public money, which RMT believes should instead be reinvested in 

improving Scotland’s rail network.  

RMT firmly believes that it would provide far greater stability, value for money and resilience for 

Scotland’s rail network, if, rather than continuing to extend the EMAs for further periods, the 

Scottish Government took its rail passenger services into public ownership. This is a route that the 

Welsh Government has recently taken with the Transport for Wales franchise, via the Operator of 

Last Resort.  

                                                             
1
 https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/covid-19-transport-trend-data-21-27-december-2020/  

2 https://www.orr.gov.uk/uk-rail-industry-financial-information-2018-19  

https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/covid-19-transport-trend-data-21-27-december-2020/
https://www.orr.gov.uk/uk-rail-industry-financial-information-2018-19


 

Future of the Scotrail franchise 

The Scottish Government has powers, contained within the Scotland Act 2016, which allow it to put 

in a public sector bid for the Scotrail franchise, and it has committed to ensuring that a public sector 

body could bid to run Scotland’s rail passenger services when the current contract expires.   

Throughout 2019 Abellio Scotrail was operating under two remedial plans due to poor performance 

and in December 2019, the Scottish Government confirmed its intention to terminate the franchise 

three years early, in March 2022. 

RMT has consistently called for the Scottish Government to ensure that it had a robust public sector 

bid in place for the next Scotrail franchise. However, RMT is concerned that there has been a lack of 

progress made towards this, and there is now insufficient time to undertake a tendering process by 

March 2022, when the current franchise will terminate. The Expressions of Interest Notice for the 

current franchise contract was issued in July 20133, some 20 months before the franchise was due to 

commence in April 2015, with the shortlisted bidders announced in November 2013. 

As part of the process of developing a public sector bid, in 2016, the then Cabinet Secretary Humza 

Yousaf convened a Public Sector Bid Stakeholder Reference Group with the trade unions and other 

key stakeholders. Disappointingly, despite multiple requests, from RMT and others, the Scottish 

Government has not convened a meeting of the Group since 2018. This reinforces RMT’s concerns 

that the Scottish Government is no longer committed to enabling a public sector bid for Scotland’s 

rail passenger services.  

At the end of December 2020, the Scottish Government announced it was consulting on a revised 

Franchising Policy Statement4. While the consultation remains open until February 2021, the draft 

statement proposed by the Scottish Government sets out a number of circumstances under which  it 

is  likely that an Invitation to Tender would not be issued, and makes provision for a  direct award of 

the franchise in such cases. RMT believes that if the Scottish Government decided to make a direct 

award to the current operator, Abellio, to operate the franchise for a period from March 2022, this 

would fundamentally not address the problems that are inherent within the franchise, and which led 

to Abellio being issued with two remedial notices by the Scottish Government. RMT also notes that 

there is no reference to the Scotland Act 2016 public sector bid powers within the draft statement. 

It is also clear that the current franchise has not provided value for money for Scottish taxpayers. 

Prior to the outbreak of Covid-19, the Scottish Government had budgeted £520 million for the two 

rail franchise operators, an increase of over £100 million from the year previous, with the vast bulk 

of the funding allocated for Abellio Scotrail. In contrast, in 2016, the first full year Scotrail operated 

the franchise; it received less than £260m. When confirming that the Abellio Scotrail contract would 

terminate in 2022, the Cabinet Secretary stated that, if the contract were to continue after March 

2022, ‘We are not satisfied that the significant increase in public subsidy that would otherwise be 

required would generate commensurate benefits for passengers, communities and the economy.’  

 

 

                                                             
3
 https://www.publiccontractsscotland.gov.uk/search/show/search_view.aspx?ID=JUL149401  

4 https://www.transport.gov.scot/consultation/franchising-policy-statement-consultation/  

https://www.publiccontractsscotland.gov.uk/search/show/search_view.aspx?ID=JUL149401
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As stated above, the Welsh Government has opted to take the Transport for Wales route into public 

ownership, via the Operator of Last Resort (OLR), from February 2021, rather than continue with the 

operator Keolis Amey’s EMA.  When announcing the decision, the Welsh Government stated that it 

would allow them to have ‘an even greater role in the delivery of rail services in Wales and the 

borders, reflective of the new commercial realities of the post Covid-19 environment. With huge 

uncertainty over passenger revenue, this provides us with the most stable financial base to 

manage rail services as we emerge from the pandemic.’ RMT believes that the same would be true 

if the Scottish Government were to take its rail passenger services into public ownership, via the OLR 

when the current EMAs expire.  

When questioned in the REC committee recently on this option, the Transport Secretary appeared to 

dismiss this as ‘The problem is that we would implement that model for only a limited period of time’. 

However, given that it remains uncertain when passenger numbers will return to pre-Covid levels, 

and given the upcoming end of the Scotrail franchise, RMT believes that it would provide far greater 

stability and control for the Scottish Government to take control of rail services via the OLR.  

In response to the Welsh Government’s decision, the Scottish Government has stated that the Welsh 

Government ‘owns large parts of the infrastructure’. However, RMT believes that this is somewhat a 

misrepresentation, as the Welsh Government owns in the region of just 10% of Wales’ 

infrastructure, and has less control over the allocation of Network Rail funding across the rest of 

Wales than the Scottish Government has over Scotland. RMT is concerned that the Scottish 

Government is now using the issue of infrastructure management to obfuscate the process of taking 

rail passenger services into public ownership. 

It is, of course, the case that the Westminster Government’s Williams Review of the railway remains 

unpublished at this time. However, RMT believes that the Westminster Government’s delays should 

not prevent the Scottish Government taking action now, as the Welsh Government has already 

done, to take its rail passenger services into public ownership in order to bring benefits for 

Scotland’s passengers and taxpayers.  

The Scottish Government is committed to becoming a net-zero society by 2045, and Scotland’s rail 

network has a key role to play in reaching this goal, through enabling people to switch from high 

carbon cars to low carbon public transport. To encourage, and enable, as many people as possible to 

utilise Scotland’s railway, the Scottish Government should take action to create an affordable, 

accessible, integrated, comprehensive and sustainable public transport network.  

RMT believes that the Covid-19 pandemic has proven, once and for all, that privatisation is 

inherently the wrong way to operate a railway. Not only do we need to give passengers the 

confidence to return to the rail network, we must encourage more people than ever to use the 

railway as their first choice for journeys, in order to decarbonise the transport sector. Bold action is 

needed from the Scottish Government, to vastly improve Scotland’s railway, and it can do this by 

taking the Scotrail franchise into public ownership at the earliest opportunity.   

 


