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Why collaboration is key to delivering 
tomorrow’s railways 
To meet passenger demand we must keep building and modernising the world’s railways. 
But gone are the days when large-scale infrastructure projects were backed by governments 
alone, plus we face the complex challenge of delivering the new programme when the 
network needs to remain operational. Worldwide rail travel is booming, so we need to start 
thinking smarter – and only stronger industry collaboration will get the job done, says 
Richard George, Managing Director, Global Rail & Transit for SNC-Lavalin Atkins. 

As the world’s urban population expands, its railways 
must expand too. Passenger numbers are booming 
globally, and rail networks are widely regarded as vital 
infrastructure in both the established and developing 
worlds: the lifeblood of any economy, transporting 
people and goods. But building and modernising railways 
is arguably one of the largest, most expensive, and 
often complex feats of modern engineering. This is 
infrastructure on a massive scale and bringing it up-to-
date sets a number of challenges: from funding right 
through to delivery models, and the impact any work will 
have on passengers and the communities served. 

Towards seamless, shiny, speedy services 

While any responsible government would want to boost 
its nation’s economy, no government today is in the 
fscal position of footing the bill for multi-billion-pound 
rail improvement programmes. So collaboration has to 
be the only answer – in terms of funding and delivery if 
we, as an industry, are going to meet the expectations 
of modern rail passengers. Piecemeal, clunky, stovepipe 
projects must become a thing of the past. Because to 
any modern rail passenger, seamless access to goods 
and services is becoming the norm. We’re starting to take 
internet connectivity, smartphones, and a world where, 
increasingly, we as the customer are put at the centre of 
any transaction, for granted. We don’t expect anything to 
be clunky anymore – but ask any commuter to the South 
of London whether rail improvement programmes in their 
areas are a seamless, smooth experience, and they’ll give 
you a straight answer! The way we work now isn’t ft for 
delivering rail’s future. 

While a lot of the new trains, new equipment and new 
technology ftted onto the UK’s tracks has improved 
greatly in recent years – such as the new IEP trains 
replacing 40 year old HST’s – the problem is there’s still 
a lot of legacy equipment that no longer makes the grade 
and needs replacing. Problems are further compounded 
by the sheer strain on the network’s capacity: rail 
passenger numbers in the UK have doubled over the last 
20 years. That means we’re still largely trying to operate 
the legacy British Rail network with twice as many 
passengers. It’s a tough job. 

A different way of working 

But there is a solution. If we want to ensure that rail 
remains relevant, and thrives, at the core of the UK’s 
transport network, embracing a different mindset, and 
new ways of working, to deliver what rail companies 
and customers need in the future is vital. The answer is 
to take a fully end-to-end and collaborative approach. 
Only this will also enable us to create tomorrow’s rail 
networks today. 

Let’s consider for a minute, what does good look like for 
a rail-travelling customer? The answer is great services, 
a ticket that’s easy to buy and is value for money, and 
a journey with no delays or disruption, even if it’s taken 
at a time when network improvements are taking place. 
For major projects, by having an umbrella organisation in 
place, that’s involved in the design, operation, construction 
and maintenance of a new network upgrade, as a 
single, collaborative unit, held together by excellent 
communications and no horrible clunky interfaces 
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between operations, that will make for a better service 
for the customer? Yes, I think so. SNC-Lavalin Atkins has 
already helped clients deliver large-scale projects in this 
way, and we have the CV globally to prove it. 

The need to be better connected 

End-to-end working means all parties getting involved 
from the outset: from feasibility onwards, from pulling 
together the business case to designing the details, 
from engineering, construction to operation, then from 
maintenance to decommissioning. Thus giving any major 
project a better chance of smoother delivery, on-time and 
on-budget – than having different players coming in at 
every stage. It’s a collaboration from start to fnish. 

But does the UK rail network operate like this now? 
Defnitely not. There are numerous projects that are 
unconnected, uncoordinated and that cause massive 
disruption at every stage. 

One recent example in summer 2018 was caused with 
signifcant disruption across the network , and passengers 
being delayed not just by engineering and construction 
work, but also being hugely inconvenienced during the 
handover to operation process due to timetabling process 
errors. In the House of Commons the UK Secretary of 
State for Transport, the Rt Hon Chris Grayling MP, has 
already called for the industry to ‘bring together track 
and train’ when he delivered a speech in early 2018 
setting out his vision for a new East Coast Partnership. 

The UK has a 150-year old railway, so overhauling 
the full network from end-to-end is an unrealistic 
undertaking, it has to be piecemeal. But, if we  look at 
the network regionally, rather than nationally, delivering 
major transformational projects doesn’t seem such an 
insurmountable problem. 

And, when you have the full collaboration between 
parties, an end-to-end picture, and you can add at every 
stage end-to-end digitalisation, too: and digitalisation of 
everything is essential or the industry simply won’t meet 
its customers’ needs. 

Market-based funding models are emerging 

Collaboration can open up many, many new opportunities 
to get things moving, and to get delayed projects on the 
slate and ready to go. Propositions are emerging, for 
example, to fnd a market-based collaborative funding 
solution to construct both Southern and Western Rail 
Approaches to Heathrow Airport, the proposed link to 
create an additional connections between London’s 
Heathrow Airport and the Great Western Main Line and 
with services south of the Thames. Showing government 
interest in new funding models – and highlighting 
how Highways England are already embracing new 
funding models for large-scale road building projects – 
commenting on the Heathrow proposal, Chris Grayling 
MP, said: “I want the knowledge and expertise of 
investors and local partners to contribute to delivering 
new connections, more services and better journeys 
for passengers. This has already proved effective on a 
number of roads schemes in the UK. By encouraging 
innovative ideas and new investment on our railways, we 
can relieve the burden on taxpayers and fare payers with 
projects that match our transport needs. This can also 
support our economic and housing aspirations to ensure 
everyone benefts from an enhanced rail network.” 

Another regional project that is seeking an element of 
private investment and using the end-to-end model is 
East West Rail, a proposed link to connect Cambridge 
in the East of England to Oxford in the West. Both these 
projects certainly don’t lack ambition in terms of size and 
scale – and delivery of each seems much more feasible 
if they’re executed with a full project-based end-to-end 
mindset and tackled by breaking down the challenge into 
manageable parts, perhaps by county. 

Our investments will meet demand for more 
capacity on the network, adding new links, 
restoring lost capacity and connections, and 
supporting the Government’s Industrial and 
Housing Strategies… We will also bring more 
private sector fnance, funding and expertise on 
board to help provide capacity for the future. 
Extract from the UK Government’s Connecting people: 
A strategic vision for rail November 2017 



 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Making an Olympic effort for passengers 

Let’s look overseas at a good example, and a project 
where SNC-Lavalin was involved from feasibility 
and fnancing, right through to design, construction, 
procurement, and operations – the Canada Line in 
Vancouver which has been in operation since 2010. 

Canada Line - Vancouver, Canada 

It had backing from the Canadian Government because 
it was needed for the 2010 Winter Olympics, and it was 
delivered using the end-to-end approach, co-funded by 
private fnance. There are many more examples of this 
kind all over the world; including new metro systems in 
Malaysia, Australia and Canada. 

In the UK, I believe we can ft elements of this way of 
working to improve our older railways systems too, it 
doesn’t just have to be new metro systems. Just look at 
the principles that are being applied to constructing HS2. 
It’s a huge project, but thanks to political backing from 
all sides and an innovative working model – a company 
being set up that’s entirely separate to the rest of the 
rail network – it has ownership of its aims, objectives, 
and delivery. As such, it’s following the same end-to-end 
principles as building a metro line within a region. There’s 
plenty of private investment and central government 
funding going in, so there is a push from institutional 
bias, but there’s also a priceless ingredient: collaboration. 
From day one, HS2 was driven as much by a state of 
mind, as by a delivery schedule. All companies involved 
came to the party wanting to share in the process, and 
its eventual success. That’s because it set common 
goals, had common expectations, and agreed common 
outcomes for every one of the companies involved. 

Crossrail: where collaboration was critical 

For HS2, mindset was essential – from briefngs to 
branding – in terms of getting a loyal, dedicated team 
together behind the project. We’ve already seen another 
strong example in the UK: Crossrail, which involved 
employees from Network Rail and Transport for London 
working together alongside many other big contractors 

Crossrail - London, UK © Matt Brown 

and private sector companies, in the UK, and its success 
of encouraging a collaborative spirit and collaborative 
processes has been used widely in other countries as an 
exemplar. 

In Crossrail’s ‘Learning Legacy’ document, it states: “At 
Crossrail’s peak, over 10,000 people worked on the project 
across more than 40 construction sites with a supply 
chain that stretched over UK and Europe. This in itself 
presented challenges, with all individual organisations 
needing to come together to operate as one team. 
Effective team alignment and collaboration has been 
critical to developing high-performing and effective teams 
to secure programme delivery.” Read the full report. 

Crossrail: an exemplar of what good 
collaboration can deliver 

› Europe’s largest infrastructure project 
› Running from West to East across London 
› Total cost £14.8 billion 

› £1.9 billion contribution from Transport for London 
› £4.1 billion from the Crossrail Business Rate 

Supplement 
› £600 million from developer contributions 
› Around £500 million from over-site development 

opportunities 
› Stretches over 100km 
› More than 10,000 people working on the project at its 

peak 
› More than 40 construction sites 
› It will be called The Elizabeth Line 
› It will contribute an estimated £42 billion to the UK 

economy 

Source: Crossrail in Numbers and Crossrail Funding 
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Inventive, collaborative, economic approaches are 
imperative if we want to deliver massive-scale 
infrastructure projects that cost billions and new railway 
infrastructure that’s truly for the twenty-frst century. 

The good news is, increasingly, we’re seeing new fnance 
models emerge whereby governments are providing 
the long-term security – the railway asset, and long-
term investors such as pension funds are providing the 
fnance. There are numerous companies that specialise 
in investing money in infrastructure, as 30 or 40-year 
projects mean 30 or 40-year returns, which serve to 
underpin sizeable pension funds. 

A change in attitudes to PPP 

This kind of funding model has been named variously 
and can be structured in different ways. In Canada it’s 
called AFP (Alternative Financing and Procurement), a 
public-private partnership, where it’s widely regarded as 
a good solution, because it unlocks private capital for the 
public good, and most importantly, it demonstrates to the 
public that it holds real value for money in the longer-
term, giving the asset back to public ownership once the 
30-year period is elapsed. It’s favoured across Europe too, 
for unlocking investment to boost economic growth, and I 
think it will continue to boom. However, in the UK, public-
private partnerships are perceived as big business making 
lots of money from badly-constructed deals that have in 
the past proven too costly to the UK taxpayer. 

But, if we reposition the narrative, and call it the private 
sector backing taking a substantial part off the risk by 
putting in the money that the government can’t afford 
– and a few years later a new improved railway service 
appears – might we see attitudes change? Hopefully. The 
key is in ensuring that any private sector deal is highly-
disciplined in its structure and has a tangible result that 
communities appreciate. 

We can’t afford not to embrace new ways of working, 
and new ways of funding. We know that railways are 
key to economic growth. Build a railway, and an area 
will prosper. There are endless examples: London’s 
Metropolitan line, which in the late 1800s/early 1900s 
was developed north into the Middlesex countryside, 
stimulated the development of new suburbs. 

The Dockland Light Railway, in the early 1980s, linked-
up new developments, provided a new commercial 
base in London for the fnancial services sector, and a 
whole new seam of residential property was developed 
soon afterwards. HS2 is a prime, current example, too. 
Reacting to a report into the productivity benefts of 
the new line and how it will close the gap between the 
UK’s worse-performing economic regions, David Higgins, 
Chairman of HS2 Ltd, said: 

This report is the evidence that HS2 will boost 
productivity in the North and Midlands. This is 
a once in a generation opportunity to join up 
and amplify the many centres of excellence 
around the country, as we prepare to exit the 
European Union. 

Read the full report. 

The mechanics of any thriving economy dictate that 
demand needs to meet supply. We know there’s growing 
demand the world over for more and faster rail networks. 
So, it’s up to us to push away boundaries, collaborate, and 
adopt some fresh thinking. We need to start constructing 
those new commercial, delivery and funding models, to 
deliver major infrastructure, to keep the world connected, 
and keep people and goods moving. It is absolutely 
incumbent on us as industry experts to make these 
programmes happen. 

The mechanics of any thriving economy dictate that 
demand needs to meet supply. We know there’s growing 
demand the world over for more and faster rail networks. 
So, it’s up to us to push away boundaries and adopt 
some fresh thinking. Only through closer collaboration 
and uniting with complementary expertise to increase 
the sum of our parts will we be able to construct those 
new commercial, delivery and funding models, to deliver 
major infrastructure, to keep the world connected, and 
keep people and goods moving. It is absolutely incumbent 
on us, as industry experts, to make these programmes 
happen – through closer collaboration in funding, in 
design, in operations and maintenance – the whole piece, 
end-to-end. And the time to start adopting this new 
mindset is now. 

Richard George has worked in the railway industry for 40 
years. He spent 20 years in the public sector with British 
Rail followed by 20 years in the private sector managing 
major transport undertakings and projects. As the Director 
of Transport for LOCOG, the organising body of the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games for London 2012, Richard ran all the 
internal transport and managed all the external transport 
interfaces for the Games. Following the 2012 Games Richard 
joined SNC-Lavalin where he now leads on Global Rail & 
Transit following the merger with Atkins.. 




