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After four years running East Midlands Trains, Tim Shoveller takes over South West 
Trains on 1 January. He tells Paul Clifton about the challenge of running Britain’s 
busiest passenger franchise 

The train I got to meet Tim Shoveller was 20 minutes late into Waterloo. It crawled through 
south London at little more than walking pace, every signal at red. ‘Emergency engineering 
work’ apologised the guard, although South West Trains’ new Twitter feed helpfully 
informed passengers that the work would continue ‘until further notice’. 

‘How was the passenger information?’ is Shoveller’s first question on arrival. He knows 
about the delay. His interest is in how passengers take the consequences, and what more 
could be done to make an unpleasant delay more bearable. ‘It’s the biggest passenger 
company in the country,’ he enthuses. ‘A real mix between deeply, deeply urban trains and 
frequencies, contrasting with the Weymouth and Exeter services. In recent years I’ve been 
into businesses that have had huge difficulties where the challenge is to turn them round. 
SWT isn’t like that at all.’ 

Shoveller has worked all over the country. Starting with British Rail, he went to Eurostar, 
National Express’s Wessex Trains, Virgin and East Midlands Trains. ‘The “railway tart” 
phrase some people use is unfair,’ he protests. Unlike most of the current generation of high 
fl iers, he did not spring from the fi nal batches of the former British Rail graduate trainee 
scheme. As a teenager growing up in Farnborough he worked as a volunteer on the Mid 
Hants Railway at Alresford, playing with steam trains. 

‘I learned a lot. The old BR management was very much command-and-control: almost 
military in style. One of the great things about the Mid Hants is that they were all volunteers, 
very different from the rigid line management in the railway. People expect and want to be 
inspired by leaders, rather than instructed and ordered. I learned that very early. Yesterday’s 
approach doesn’t get the best from people. 

‘SWT is a very dispersed railway. There are 4,500 people out there – we can’t supervise them 
all the time. The way to make them work well is to inspire them through leadership to take 
responsibility. So when something goes wrong – as inevitably it will – the member of staff is 
inspired to find a way to put it right and do it better; not consider that it’s someone else’s 
problem to solve.’ 

After working on steam trains, the appropriately named young Shoveller went to the 
University of Southampton – for three days. He walked out. Was it really that awful? 
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‘There are some really serious challenges to be faced on the longer journeys,’ he grins. ‘In the 
peak, the busiest trains are already 12-car. So to go beyond that we have to run more trains. 
This is where is gets really exciting – we already have 24 an hour on the Up Fast at the 
moment: that is a busy, busy train set. What do we have to do to turn this into a metro-type 
operation with trains on even shorter headways? A mix of technology and ways of working 
smarter, shaving seconds off dwell times. ‘Terminal capacity will be the key limitation here. 
It would be really difficult to make Waterloo platforms longer. So do we need Crossrail Two 
to avoid the terminal altogether and dive off at Wimbledon to get people to where they want 
to go? There are already discussions – this is way beyond SWT’s remit. Long term there’s 
got to be a vision. For us, I am keen to work with DfT and Network Rail to get more capacity 
into the railway I have got.’ 

Shoveller has already left East Midlands Trains. His predecessor at SWT, Andy Pitt, does not 
retire until the end of December. It’s obvious that Shoveller is already itching to get going. 
But he won’t be moving back into what used to be his home patch. With a young family in 
Kettering, he’s staying put. ‘I said I have never been motivated by career,’ he concludes. ‘But 
there is one job that I really want to do before I retire [remember he’s only 39] – I want to 
make sure we build the high speed line to the north and I want to open it. That’s my dream 
job. 

‘It’s a shame it’s called High Speed Two because it is about capacity more than speed. I 
know from my days at Virgin that the West Coast line is full. I absolutely understand the 
challenge: we need a new railway. At some point I want to be the one that opens that 
railway.’ 

 


