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Hidden profiteers in Great British Railways 
 
Much of Britain’s railway services will return to public ownership in the next few years as the 
government brings franchises in-house and creates its new publicly owned company, Great British 
Railways.  
 
This is good news for passengers, rail workers and the tax paying public.  
 
However, what’s less well-known is that there is a hidden layer of contractors who are still making 
profits off the exploitation of thousands of rail workers. 
 
These are: 
 

• The outsourcing companies who contract with train operating companies to employ 
cleaners, caterers, security guards, revenue protection staff and workers on station 
gatelines. 

• The sub-contractors who engage many thousands of infrastructure workers on various 
forms of zero hours and precarious contracts to work on renewing track, overhead lines 
and civil engineering projects for Network Rail.  
 

Low pay, inferior contracts and precarious work 
 
These companies make their profits out of keeping workers on low paid, inferior or casual 
contracts, leaving these rail workers struggling to get by. 
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• A recent survey of outsourced rail cleaners revealed that more than 80% sometimes or 

regularly struggle to make ends meet. Between 80 and 90% of respondents agree that 
they would consider coming into work while sick, worry about their bills every month and 
worry about having enough money in retirement.1  

• A recent survey of agency infrastructure workers engaged by London Underground showed 
that 75% sometimes or regularly struggle to make ends meet on the income they get.2 

 
 

Outsourcing and systemic racism  
 
Workers employed by these companies are effectively trapped with little hope of progressing into 
direct employment in the railway. This can generate systemic racism in rail employment. If you are 
a BME worker, you are far more likely to be outsourced. 
 
BME workers represent 25% of the workforce in the train operating companies and 13% of the 
workforce in Network Rail, but 58% of outsourced cleaning and catering workers.3  
 
These disproportionately BME workers regularly go beyond their duties, helping customers and 
reporting faults, doing work for which they are not paid. But they are locked into outsourced jobs, 
barred from progressing and trapped in low pay with no hope of a pension in retirement. This is 
systemic racism. 
 

Bad jobs mean poor services 
 
These employment conditions are obviously bad for workers but they are also bad for service 
quality and safety. Outsourcing companies create profits by driving down on staff costs, cutting 
jobs and pressuring workers to cut corners.  
 

• RMT analysis of service quality reports on the railway showed that between 2022 and 2024 
outsourced cleaning companies on 60% of franchises consistently missed their cleaning 
quality targets.  

• More than 85% of rail cleaners in a recent survey reported that they sometimes or 
frequently come under pressure to take on more work because they are under-resourced 
and 80% reported that they feel under pressure to cut corners in their work as a 
consequence 

• 83% of outsourced rail workers believe that passengers would benefit more if their service 
was taken in-house and run directly by Great British Railways.4  
 

The use of sub-contractors employing workers on zero hours and agency work on infrastructure is 
unsafe for workers and passengers.  
 
Sub-contracting puts vital safety critical work beyond the control of the railway.  
 

 
1 RMT Report, Why a clean railway must mean an end to outsourcing (May 2024) 

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/publications/clean-railway-report/why-a-clean-railway-must-mean-an-end-to-
outsourcing-rmt-report.pdf 
2 RMT Policy briefing, Why the Mayor must insource safety critical agency track workers on the Tube (May 
2023)  https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/public-document-library/why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-

track-workers-now/rmt-policy-briefing-why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now-

260523.pdf 
3 RMT Report – Outsourcing and racial inequality on rail (April 2025).  
4 RMT Report, Why a clean railway must mean an end to outsourcing (May 2024). 
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• In August 2020, a Scotrail train was derailed near Carmont, killing the driver, the guard and 
one passenger. The subsequent RAIB report found that the landslip that caused the 
derailment was a result of outsourcing giant Carillion’s decision to change the installation of 
drainage around the cutting, without Network Rail’s knowledge.5  
 

The use of zero-hours and other precarious contracts has been repeatedly criticized as putting 
lives at risk.  
 

• In 2014, the Office of Rail and Road acknowledged that ‘the widespread use of ‘notionally 
self-employed’ staff on zero hours contracts …has a generally negative effect on the 
attitudes and behaviour of those involved, which is not conducive to the development of a 
safe railway.’6 

• In 2019, Network Rail was advised by the RAIB to end its use of zero hours contracts after 
a worker was struck by a train and killed between London Bridge and Three Bridges. The 
RAIB said, ‘When workers are employed on a casual basis on zero hours contracts, there 
can be great pressure for them to try and juggle multiple jobs to make ends meet. The 
possible effects of such patterns of employment on fatigue and fitness for work are 
significant. We are therefore recommending that the railway industry reviews the way it 
manages the use of staff on zero hours contracts, to minimise the risk associated with this 
pattern of work’.7 

• In 2022, after an agency worker was hit and narrowly escaped with her life on London 
Underground, the RAIB again warned of the risks of using casual workers. RMT surveyed 
agency track workers on the Tube in 2023 and two thirds of them said they would feel 
uncomfortable raising a safety issue for fear of losing work.8 
 

Extracting profits from the railway 
 
Not only is outsourcing and sub-contracting bad for services, but it’s also inefficient and wastes 
passenger revenue and taxpayers’ money.  
 

• The companies drive costs down to win bids at the cost of service quality but build them 
back in again to support profits. RMT estimates that each year, around £235 million flows 
out of Network Rail in the form of sub-contractors’ profits and around £130 million goes to 
the outsourcing companies. 9   
 

• That means that around £400 million a year is being wasted in boosting shareholder 
returns rather than being spent on frontline services.  
 

• Worse still, RMT research has shown that these companies are maintaining their profit 
margins in spite of the cost-of-living crisis and the rises in the National Minimum Wage and 
National Insurance costs by using contracts that pass the costs on to the government. The 

 
5 Rail Accident Report Derailment of a passenger train at Carmont, Aberdeenshire 12 August 2020 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/62274fe0e90e0747a49c94ca/R022022_220310_Carmont.pdf 
6 Letter from Ian Prosser, ORR to RMT, 2013. 
7 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jul/11/rail-worker-killed-by-train-was-fatigued-and-on-zero-

hours-contract  
8   Rail Accident Report Track worker struck by train near Chalfont & Latimer station, Buckinghamshire 15 
April 2022 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645bad43479612000fc29372/R052023_230515_Chalfont___L
atimer.pdf; RMT Policy briefing, Why the Mayor must insource safety critical agency track workers on the 

Tube (May 2023)  https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/public-document-library/why-the-mayor-must-insource-

safety-critical-track-workers-now/rmt-policy-briefing-why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-
workers-now-260523.pdf 
9 RMT Report - Parasites on exploitation: The outsourcing firms sweating the rail sector (May 2025) 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jul/11/rail-worker-killed-by-train-was-fatigued-and-on-zero-hours-contract
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jul/11/rail-worker-killed-by-train-was-fatigued-and-on-zero-hours-contract
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645bad43479612000fc29372/R052023_230515_Chalfont___Latimer.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/645bad43479612000fc29372/R052023_230515_Chalfont___Latimer.pdf
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/public-document-library/why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now/rmt-policy-briefing-why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now-260523.pdf
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/public-document-library/why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now/rmt-policy-briefing-why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now-260523.pdf
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/public-document-library/why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now/rmt-policy-briefing-why-the-mayor-must-insource-safety-critical-track-workers-now-260523.pdf
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outsourcing firms’ margins are protected at the expense of the taxpayer.10  
 

Outsourcing and sub-contracting - Good for shareholders and CEOs 
 
Much of the £400 million these firms are extracting disappears into shareholders’ dividends and 
CEO bonuses.  
 
As RMT has shown, most rail outsourcing firms are owned by a small group of familiar investment 
banks, asset management or private equity funds. This means that they are focused on generating 
regular and large dividend payments and ramping up their share prices. 
 

• Mitie Plc paid out £41.5 million to its investment bank shareholders last year and rewarded 
its CEO with a staggering £14 million remuneration package. 
 

• Catering multinational giant SSP Group has paid out £544 million to its shareholders since 
2018, at an average of £68 million a year. 
 

• Construction giant Balfour Beatty paid out £58 million in dividends in their last full year.  
 

• All three are currently engaged in share buyback programme in which the firm’s cash is 
used to reacquire shares and boost the stock market value of the remaining holdings.11 

 

There is a better way 
 
During the Covid-19 pandemic, these workers were seen to be the essential keyworkers they are 
and it was impossible to hide the way they are treated.  
 
In parts of the network, many of these have been brought back in-house. Thanks to RMT’s 
campaigning in Scotland, train cleaners are employed directly. In Wales, the Labour government 
has insourced both cleaning and catering staff on the Wales and Borders franchise.  
 
In London, thousands of cleaners and other outsourced workers have free travel, because of 
RMT’s campaigning. And we’re pushing the Mayor of London to finally bring his 2,000 Tube 
cleaners in house.  
 
The Labour government has now said it wants to oversee ‘the biggest wave of insourcing for a 
generation’. Our campaign Better Jobs, Better Services, aims to make sure that vision becomes a 
reality for rail workers.  
 

How you can help 
 
Write to the Secretary of State and urge her to mandate Great British Railways to establish an 
insourcing working group with the RMT and begin identifying contracts to bring in house.  
 
 
For more information, contact: 
Jonathan White 
National Policy Officer, RMT 
j.white@rmt.org.uk 
 

 
10 RMT Report - Parasites on exploitation.  
11 RMT Report - Parasites on exploitation. 
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