
RMT dispute with Northern Rail

Your questions answered



Why is there a dispute between
RMT and Northern Rail? 
This dispute is nothing to do with pay and
conditions it’s about protecting passenger safety
and service. Northern Rail won’t agree that
passengers will continue to have the guarantee of
a Guard on every train and instead want to
introduce “Driver Only Operation” (DOO).  That
means passengers will lose the guarantee that
there will always be a Guard to protect their
safety, and provide assistance.  

Northern are
deliberately
misleading
passengers
By getting rid of
Guards, Northern
make more profits.
And because
Northern is owned by
Arriva, which is in
turn owned by German
State railways, passengers
in Germany will benefit
from these profits through
better rail services. In the
meantime passengers in the north of
England will get a worse, less safe service and the
north will also lose valuable skilled jobs. To hide
this fact Northern are trying to claim their
proposals are all about modernisation and new
trains.

But we can keep our Guards and
have new modern trains?
Yes. RMT has recently reached agreements with
other companies such as Transpennine Express
and Scotrail which have introduced new modern
trains and kept the Guards. We can also do the
same with Northern as the new trains are
configured to allow for the Guard to keep their
safety role.

Northern are also misleading passengers by saying
they want Guards to spend more time looking
after passengers. This is obviously nonsense
because if Northern get their way, trains will be
able to run without any Guards at all!

In fact originally the then Managing Director of
Northern Rail, Alex Hynes, said DOO was not
happening and it was better for passengers to
keep the Guards. He publicly said:

“We've got no plans to do DOO. Trains will be
modified for conductors [Guards] to open and
close doors. We have 464 stations, most of which
are not staffed and don't have any retail
equipment whatsoever, and actually it's far more

efficient to have someone on the train with a
ticket machine than it is to have

someone on the station with a
ticket machine". 

First Northern said it was
better to keep Guards,
now they are saying
the opposite. Can you
believe a word they
are saying?

Northern are
ignoring
passengers

A poll of Northern Rail
passengers found

overwhelming opposition to
Driver Only Operation, with 75% of

passengers saying they would be concerned
about their safety if their train no longer had a
Guard. 12,000 passengers took the time to write to
the Government opposing the proposals.
Thousands of other passengers are signing a
petition against DOO.

Will losing the guarantee of a
Guard also affect disabled
passengers?
Disabled passenger campaign groups are opposed
to Driver Only Operation. Sixty percent of
Northern’s stations are unstaffed so removing the
guarantee of a Guard will mean many people with
disabilities will not be able to “turn up and go”
and travel if there is no guarantee of a second
member of staff to assist them on and off the
train. Where Driver Only Operation (DOO) on
Southern Rail has recently been introduced there
have been a number of instances of wheelchair
users being stranded at stations. 
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What’s the Government doing to
protect passengers?
It’s government policy to introduce Driver Only
Operation and the franchise agreement signed by
Northern Rail with the Department for Transport
stipulates at least half of services must be Driver
Controlled Operation (another term for DOO).

Even worse, the Government have inserted a
clause in the Northern Rail Franchise which can
protect Northern Rail from losses incurred as a
result of industrial action - which may reduce the
incentive for Northern Rail to reach a settlement.
Northern Rail, through Arriva, is owned by the
German State railway, so the UK government
could be using taxpayer’s money to bankroll a
German company to attack the jobs of Northern
Rail workers!

Don’t Northern
Politicians have a
say? 
Yes they do, an
important one. Under
a rail devolution
deal elected
Northern Councils
and councillors
through a body
called “Rail North”
jointly oversee the
Northern Rail
franchise with
government. They
could insist Northern Rail
come to an agreement with
RMT and it is worth noting that
thirteen Northern councils have
already passed motions opposing Driver Only
Operation. 

So what’s the solution?
RMT recently made agreements with Transpennine
Express and Scotrail, which retains the guarantee
of a Guard on new modern trains. There is also
nothing in the franchise agreement to prevent
Northern Rail reaching a similar agreement with
RMT. Rail North Councils are also entitled to seek
changes to the franchise agreement.  

So why would Northern Rail and
the Government want to remove
the guarantee of a Guard on every
train? 
Profit before safety and accessibility.  The Railway
Employers body, the Rail Safety Standards Board
(RSSB), has said getting rid of Guards throughout
the country will allow the train companies to
make an extra £1.2bn in profits and that the
savings come from “employing fewer staff, and
from replacing Guards with cheaper non-safety
critical on-train staff  …safety critical training for
Guards would no longer be required, which would
reduce the training requirement from 12 weeks to
4 weeks for the second staff member on board”.

So how many Guards jobs are
under threat?

1200 jobs. Any savings will be a false
economy because as the outgoing
Managing Director of Northern
Rail has said  “most stations
are not staffed and don't
have any retail equipment
whatsoever, and actually
it's far more efficient to
have someone on the
train with a ticket
machine than it is to
have someone on the
station with a ticket

machine".

The Northern economy and
communities will also be losing

decent, skilled, secure rail jobs.
And as Northern Rail are owned by the

German State railways any profit they make from
getting rid of Northern Guards will go to
supporting rail jobs and services in Germany.  

So why is Driver Only Operation
called a “strike breakers
charter?”
When rail bosses in Scotland wished to extend
Driver Only Operation documents were accidently
released which said one of the main benefits
would be to reduce union power because services
could run without a Guard during industrial
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action. This is the other reason why the
Government and employers want Driver Only
Operation – with weaker unions they can drive
down pay and conditions and boost profits. 

The Guard’s Role   
The dispute is about passengers keeping their
guarantee of a second safety critical Guard on all
trains. The train Guard’s safety critical role means
Guards training and competencies are
deemed so important for passenger
safety that the Guard must be on
every train. These duties
include protecting the
train, safely securing the
doors and dealing with
emergencies such as
derailments,
evacuation, fires,
driver incapacity and
if there is a failure of
train safety systems.
In fact Guards have
thirty five areas of
safety competency
which they have to
undergo extensive training
and retraining for. They are
also required to hold detailed
knowledge of the routes which they work
and an understanding of signalling systems. This
knowledge has to be refreshed every two years
with stringent exams. 

Have you got any examples of
what the Guard does?
Recent examples include, 

• On Merseyside, following a collision
between a train and a road vehicle the guard
isolated the electric rail and evacuated passengers
to safety, while the driver remained in his cab
suffering from minor concussion.

• In Watford there was a landslide
derailment the driver was effectively trapped in
his cab and it was the guard who played the
crucial role in dealing with the emergency,
including evacuating passengers.
• A Merseyrail Northern Line Guard faced
down a sex attacker who had just assaulted a
female passenger and attempted to rob her. The

Guard alerted the police and ensured that the
victim was able to get home safely.

• A Guard on a service from Manchester
Airport assisted a passenger who had been
assaulted, helping her report the incident to
police. The victim praised the Guard’s
“unbelievably kind and compassionate manner”
and said she did not know what would have
happened had there not been a Guard on the

train.

So surely the
safety regulator
has taken a
view on
whether it is
safe to get rid
of the
guarantee of

the Guard?
Astonishingly not. The rail

regulator, the Office of Rail and
Road Regulation (ORR) have made

no assessment of whether there are
increased risks. This is despite the fact that
passengers will clearly be more at risk if they no
longer have the guarantee of a safety critical
Guard on their train to deal with anti-social
behaviour or if there is a fire, derailment,
evacuation or driver incapacity.

Unfortunately the ORR is not impartial. It is
funded through a levy on the rail companies who
will profit from getting rid off the Guard. The ORR
is also the economic rail regulator that with the
Government jointly endorsed the McNulty rail
report calling for Driver Only Operation (DOO) to
be introduced to save money. 

Even the ORR has not been able to bring itself to
say that drivers being solely in charge of door
operation and train despatch is safe.  That is
because the ORR is also the body that would be
responsible for bringing a prosecution if there was
an accident on a DOO train. The ORR has hedged
its bets and said driver only train dispatch “can”
be safe, but it is up to the Train Operator to
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decide. Obviously if something “can” be safe then
that means it cannot be as well!  

And another employer funded body the Railway
Safety Standards Board have been forced to admit
that “DOO does not create additional undesired
events but may increase the likelihood of an event
occurring or increase the severity of its
consequence.”

Even if there is not the guarantee
of a Guard won’t there still
always be a second person on the
train?
No. Where Driver Only Operation has been
introduced by other train companies, trains often
go out with only the driver because there is
nothing to prevent this happening. So,
some trains may have a second
person and some will not. In
effect Northern Rail will be
playing Russian Roulette
with passengers’ safety
and keeping their
fingers crossed that
nothing will go
wrong on a train
which only has the
driver.  Even where
there is a second
member of staff on
the train they will not
have the same rigorous
safety training (and
retraining) requirements as
the Guard.   

Won’t Driver Only trains mean
less delay at stations and fewer
train cancellations? 
No and the Government have admitted in official
parliamentary answers that they have no evidence
for this claim. The speed and frequency of rail
services is based on the quality of the track
signals and trains. RMT has recently reached deals
with Transpennine Express. Scotrail and Great
Western which have retained the guarantee of the
Guard whilst introducing new faster trains.  Also,
as most Northern Rail stations are unstaffed the
guarantee of a Guard is essential to ensure

problems that may be causing delays are dealt
with and passengers are encouraged to join trains
promptly. 

But isn’t Driver Only Operation
increasingly the norm on our
railways. Why should Northern be
any different?  
No it’s not the norm.  DOO is only the method of
operation on 30% of the railway, despite first
being introduced over three decades ago when
passenger numbers were in decline. Since then
there has been a substantial increase in passenger
numbers.  Between 2002 and 2012, rail demand in
the North of England grew by a total of 66% with
89.8 million passenger journeys on Northern in
2012.  

According to Rail North’s analysis,
the demand for rail travel will
continue to grow by around
2.5% a year across the
North of England,
leading to a 50%
increase by 2029. With
such an increase in
passengers the need
to have a guarantee
of a Guard is greater
than ever. 

What can I do to
help resolve the

dispute? 
The Northern Rail franchise is jointly

overseen by the Rail North Councillors.
Please contact the councillor from your area (see
overleaf) and ask them to tell Northern Rail to
reach an agreement with RMT to ensure
passengers continue to have the guarantee of a
Guard on every train and that the Guard will keep
their full safety role.

Please also sign the petition at
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/175682
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Council Rail North Councillor Email Phone
Blackburn with Darwen  Cllr Mohammed Khan OBE democraticservices@blackburn.gov.uk 01254 585321
Borough Council
Blackpool Borough Council Cllr Simon Blackburn cllr.simon.blackburn@blackpool.gov.uk 01253 477477
Cumbria County Council Cllr Stewart Young Stewart.Young@cumbria.gov.uk 01228 606060
Lancashire County Council Cllr John Fillis* john.fillis@lancashire.gov.uk 0300 123 6701
Cheshire East Council Cllr Michael Jones michael.e.jones@cheshireeast.gov.uk  0300 123 5500
Cheshire East Council Cllr David Brown* david.brown@cheshireeast.gov.uk  0300 123 5500
Cheshire West and Cllr Samantha Dixon             samantha.dixon@cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk 01244 972867
Chester Council  
Staffordshire County Council Cllr Philip Atkins philip.atkins@staffordshire.gov.uk   0300 111 8000
Stoke-on-Trent City Council Cllr Dave Conway david.conway@stoke.gov.uk                              01782 232468
Stoke-on-Trent City Council Cllr Ruth Rosenau** ruth.rosenau@stoke.gov.uk    01782 234234
Warrington Borough Council Cllr Terry O’Neill toneill@warrington.gov.uk 01925 443322
City of York Council Cllr Dafyyd Williams cllr.dwilliams@york.gov.uk 01904 551550 
West Yorkshire Combined Cllr Keith Wakefield* keith.wakefield@leeds.gov.uk 0113 251 7272
Authority
West Yorkshire Combined Cllr Judith Blake** judith.blake@leeds.gov.uk 0113 251 7272
Authority
Darlington Borough Council Cllr Bill Dixon* bill.dixon@darlington.gov.uk 01325 380651 
Hartlepool Borough Cllr Christopher christopher.akers-belcher@hartlepool.gov.uk        01429 266522
Council Akers-Belcher
Middlesbrough Council Mayor Dave Budd mayor@middlesbrough.gov.uk 01642 729701
Redcar and Cleveland Cllr Sue Jeffrey sue.jeffrey@redcar-cleveland.gov.uk 01642 465796
Borough Council
Stockton-on-Tees Cllr Robert Cook robert.cook@stockton.gov.uk 01642 393939
Borough Council 
Derbyshire County Council Cllr Anne Western** anne.western@derbyshire.gov.uk 01629 533190 
Derbyshire County Council Cllr Dean Collins* dean.collins@derbyshire.gov.uk 01629 533190
Lincolnshire County Council Cllr Chris Brewis cllrc.brewis@lincolnshire.gov.uk 07951 365831
Nottingham City Council Cllr Jon Collins officeofcllrjoncollins@nottinghamcity.gov.uk       01159 155555
Nottinghamshire County Cllr Alan Rhodes cllr.alan.rhodes@nottscc.gov.uk 03005 008080
Council
East Riding of Yorkshire Cllr Stephen Parnaby OBE councillor.parnaby@eastriding.gov.uk                 01482 393939
Council
Hull City Council Cllr Stephen Brady councillor.brady@hullcc.gov.uk 01482 300300
Hull City Council Cllr Martin Mancey** councillor.mancey@hullcc.gov.uk 01482 300300
North East Lincolnshire Cllr Ray Oxby ray.oxby@nelincs.gov.uk 01472 231613
Council
North Lincolnshire Cllr Liz Redfern* Cllr.LizRedfern@northlincs.gov.uk 01724 297000
Council
Greater Manchester Sir Richard Leese* r.leese@manchester.gov.uk 01612 343124
Combined Authority
Liverpool City Region Cllr Liam Robinson* liam.robinson@liverpool.gov.uk 01512 330420
North East Combined Authority Cllr Nick Forbes* nick.forbes@newcastle.gov.uk 01912 787878
North Yorkshire County Council Cllr Chris Metcalfe* cllr.chris.metcalfe@northyorks.gov.uk 01609 534527
Sheffield City Region Cllr Julie Dore* julie.dore@sheffield.gov.uk 01142 649950

* Director of Rail North Board
**Alternative member

Association & Directors
Twenty-nine Local Transport Authorities are members of Rail North, and each nominates a Councillor plus one alternate to
represent them on the Association of Rail North Partner Authorities. Authorities are then grouped into 11 areas; each group
nominates one person to act as a Director of Rail North Limited. (Rail North Website correct as of 1 July 2015.)



That this House welcomes that Northern Rail
passengers are currently guaranteed a safety
critical Train Guard on board every Northern Rail
train to assist in protecting the safety of the train
and passengers, provide advice and assistance and
to allow disabled passengers to embark and
disembark at unstaffed stations;  is deeply
concerned however at proposals for the Arriva
Northern Rail franchise let by the Department for
Transport and jointly managed with Rail North
Councils that will end the guarantee of a guard on
every train by introducing Driver Only Operation on
at least fifty per cent of services; is further
concerned that this has resulted in a industrial
dispute between Arriva Northern Rail and the RMT
union;  believes however there is no need for a
dispute if Northern Rail is allowed by the
Government and Rail North to reach a similar
agreement to those recently reached by
Transpennine Express and Scotrail which have
retained Guards and calls on the Government and
Rail North to act urgently to facilitate such and
agreement.

“

”

Parliamentary motion tabled by Northern MPs



www.rmt.org.uk/keepyourguard


