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The Western Route Upgrade will see an investment of £70million per route mile and during the upgrade it will be Europe’s biggest building site. These was two of the many statistics Patrick Hallgate, Network Rail Route Managing Director for the Western Route regaled the IRO SW with when he gave us a talk in early October. 
Patrick started his talk with a quick quiz to test the knowledge with the audience on their knowledge of the Western Route. One point which he emphasised from this was the Western Route upgrade involves 13 different programmes with Crossrail, a £2 billion programme in its’ own right, electrification and associated bridge works, station improvements, track renewals, re-signalling schemes, ETCS, Reading Station Area remodelling (RSAR), Oxford remodelling, Filton Bank 4 tracking and re-doubling of Swindon to Kemble to name but a few. Patrick illustrated this on a route map which showed all the programmes overlaid and the time line for the works, demonstrating the scale and complexity of works as well as the interdependencies between the programmes. 
Work commenced on RSAR in 2009 and work to date has primarily been to early off network works such as the construction of a new depot, new platforms and construction of a new transfer deck (footbridge) whilst minimising the impact on the operational railway. Stage F over Easter 2013, when the railway will be closed through Reading for the weekend, will see the commissioning of this off network infrastructure which in turn facilitates construction of the flyover at the west end of the station. As with the works at Christmas 2010 passengers will be kept on rail as far as possible with trains diverted via the Chilterns Lines and to Waterloo.  Work on RSAR will be completed on early 2015. 
Electrification of the route from London to Newbury, Oxford, Bristol, Swansea in readiness for IEP and Crossrail is also a massive undertaking. There are 200 sites where work is required to facilitate electrification and work has already commenced on bridge reconstruction. A High Output Overhead Line Installation System (HOPS) is currently being built in Germany at a cost of £40 million and will be based at Swindon. The use of HOPS will increase the rate of electrification mast installation. Previously traditional systems only achieved a of 4 piles per night. With HOPS this will increase to 30 piles per night. Signalling is also being renewed in advance of electrification works to make it compatible and ensure that it is immunised. 
At the same time control of signalling is being transferred to the Thames Valley Signalling Centre at Didcot which will ultimately become the Western Route Operations Centre and also house the Route Control.  The signalling will then be overlaid with ETCS. 
Infrastructure upgrades will not only provide much needed capacity on a route where passenger traffic has grown by 40% in recent years but, in the case of Swindon to Kemble redoubling will create the capacity required for trains to South Wales and Cheltenham to be diverted during electrification works.   
Patrick expressed a desire to increases productivity still further through extended possessions possibly achieving this through greater Alliancing with the Train and Freight Operators on the route.
With so many programmes a lot of work has been going on between the Teams to integrate the programmes and the resources they use. For example there are only 4 Kirov cranes in the UK and therefore the team have to ensure that they do not overbook them. The same applies to possessions trains ensuring that there are sufficient drivers for route conducting. 
These alone amply demonstrated the scale and complexity of the works to be completed on the Western route over the next 7 years, which the Industry working with Network Rail are gearing up to deliver . Clearly this represents both a challenge but in the long term with new trains and Crossrail all the work creates the capacity or further growth in passenger numbers. 
Patrick finished his talk with a couple of examples of the thinking which was going on beyond 2020 with a quick overview of plans to enhance the interchange at Paddington and the planned interchange station with High Speed 2 at Old Oak Common. With so much work going on the Western is the place to be. 
The IRO SW would like to thank Patrick Hallgate for his detailed presentation and look forward to future talks on the progress which is being made with the upgrade programme.  
