
Ten steps to 
more efficient 
AfA delivery
Challenges facing the Access for All programme are well 
documented. Matt Smith, Managing Director, Octavius Rail, 
offers some practical steps to re-energise its delivery



Nearly 20 per cent of the funding allocated to the 
Access for All (AfA) programme remains, in the last 
five years, unspent. That’s £65 million. Although - 
thanks to AfA - more than 200 stations have been 
upgraded to offer step-free, accessible routes, the 
UK has over 2,500 rail stations; so delivering the AfA 
programme’s goals remains highly challenging.

With more than 30 AfA projects completed 
successfully, and many more in progress, Octavius 
Infrastructure is arguably one of the UK’s most 
experienced AfA delivery partners. Here, based 
upon our experience, are some of the most 
common stumbling blocks to the delivery of AfA 
projects, and solutions - focusing on the risks 
which derail schedule or capital cost - that should 
help bring the programme closer to achieving its 
vital purpose.

Scope, cost and  
schedule baseline

CHALLENGE:  
Requirements/scope can be poorly defined or 
insufficiently developed in early engineering stages, 
leading to late changes in scope causing inefficient 
design re-work, cost escalation and delays. 

SOLUTION:  
Use Project Acceleration in a Controlled Environment 
(PACE) 1 to:

  �Properly define requirements and the single preferred 
option, not only from a multi-disciplinary engineering 
point of view, but also a full project lifecycle cost which 
is accepted as affordable

  �Properly define schedule including key route and 
national milestones 

Then manage any risk/change to this clear scope, cost 
and schedule baseline using the Design to Cost (DtC) 
process. Establish an effective panel of key stakeholder 
decision makers, led by an effective, accountable and 
empowered member of the AfA Portfolio Sponsorship 
Team (PST), who is also the point of escalated decision 
making should stakeholder dispute/conflict arise.

Swift and pragmatic 
decision making

CHALLENGE:  
Delays in schedule-critical decisions has held projects 
back; often because the large number of, frequently 
conflicting, stakeholder requirements makes reaching a 
decision challenging.

SOLUTION:  
The type of panel outlined previously would help address 
this challenge. In addition, ensure project teams embrace 
a Swift, Pragmatic and Efficient Enhancement Delivery 
(SPEED) mindset to drive value, force out inefficiencies 
and foster swift decision making.
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Lift and footbridge 
selection

CHALLENGE:  
The single selected option of lift and footbridge type 
can have a significant cost impact, constraining the 
ability to demonstrate projects are within benchmark. 
Conflicting requirements and extensive stakeholder 
consultations have led to significant time being spent 
on optioneering and reassessing decisions.

SOLUTION:  
Use PACE 1 to review and agree single selected option 
for both items and ensure the selected option is, 
from an estimated cost perspective, accepted as 
affordable before proceeding into PACE 2. Ensure 
requirements have been vetted with influential 
stakeholders to avoid programme creep.

Fire and security 
requirements 

CHALLENGE:  
Requirements for these sub-disciplines differ 
across stakeholders, teams and regions. This has 
led to significant cost escalations and schedule 
delays, due to late changes in requirements 
and a preferential or subjective perception of 
requirements, rather than one of minimum viable 
product (MVP).

SOLUTION:  
Use PACE 1 or latest the start of engineering stage 
4 (Approval in principle design) to determine and 
challenge fire and security requirements scope. If 
the requirements proposed are not perceived as 
MVP, the DtC process should be the final arbiter.

Proactive management 
of third-party consents 
and interfaces

CHALLENGE:  
Third-party matters such as land access, local authority 
permitted development consent, utility diversions, 
distribution network operator (DNO) upgrades, funding 
streams, etc have caused significant project delays and 
cost escalation. Requirements and interfaces are not 
always properly addressed in early PACE stages, and 
timely escalation and resolution mechanisms are not 
always accessible.

SOLUTION:  
Use of PACE 1 or latest the start of engineering stage 4 
(Approval in principle design) to identify a complete 
list of known/likely third-party consents and interfaces; 
then create a stakeholder management plan, with the 
relevant parties, to manage them in a timely manner.  
For significant and consistent third-party issues (e.g. 
DNO upgrades) consider a national service level 
agreement with the PST providing confidence and 
consistency in how the issues are managed.
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Proactive MVP reviews
CHALLENGE:  
Value engineering/MVP/peer reviews are often held too 
late in the project lifecycle leading to abortive design work 
and schedule delay.

SOLUTION:  
Ensure proactive value engineering/MVP/peer reviews 
held with the right and competent personnel, early in 
each engineering stage. Use 360° imagery and virtual 
walkthroughs to aid reviews and minimise site visits.

Entry into service  
(EiS) strategy

CHALLENGE: 
Delays to EiS and handback extend preliminary costs and 
pull resources away from future AfA schemes.

SOLUTION:  
Use the asset management process properly, develop 
clear EiS strategy and embed it into design and full 
lifecycle programme, in conjunction with mission critical 
stakeholders and third-party funders.

Get surveys right  
first time

CHALLENGE:  
Site surveys take a lot of time and cost to plan, align 
access and undertake. They are often on the critical 
path for PACE 2 design to commence. Too often, multiple 
rounds of site surveys are undertaken which extends the 
programme and is inefficient.

SOLUTION:  
Ensure sufficient time is given early in the project to 
specify and agree a full suite of surveys for the whole 
project lifecycle. This requires the right people from design 
and construction because the surveys inform both the 
permanent works design and temporary works and 
constructability. Undertake/complete surveys at the start 
of ES4 to inform the Approval in Principle design.
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Better understand 
operational constraints

CHALLENGE:  
Intended construction methodologies are often integral 
to the permanent works design proposed and can 
have a temporary impact on the station and general 
railway operations. Sometimes operators/stakeholders 
have not been suitably consulted sufficiently early in the 
development of the design and construction methodology, 
leading to design re-work or a change in construction 
methodology negatively impacting time and cost.

SOLUTION:  
Undertake temporary works preliminary designs for 
elements that could impact rail operations during 
PACE 2, for review and acceptance in principle from 
Network Rail and train operators. This will create a better 
understanding of operational impacts and ensure 
proposed methodology, and associated price and 
programme, is agreeable before seeking final investment. 
Complete an exhaustive list of derogations, both 
permanent and temporary, in ES4 and seek acceptance 
of these derogations as early as possible in the project 
lifecycle to remove later objections.

Contract/investment 
authority strategy

CHALLENGE:  
Many AfA projects in CP6 were estimated using 
Governance for Railway Investment Projects (GRIP) 4/ES4 
design information which informed the final investment 
decision. Following this there was a lot of design growth in 
ES5 which led to significant cost escalation.

SOLUTION:  
Undertake early review of AfA scheme complexity - 
this could align with Network Rail’s AFA configuration/
complexity assessment - in PACE 1 to agree a suitable 
contract/authority strategy. Recommend a PACE 1-2 then 
3-4 strategy as the business-as-usual approach unless 
there is suitably low complexity and sufficient confidence 
in seeking earlier final investment authority.
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S E E  A L L

Click here to learn more about 
Octavius’ Access for All expertise 
or contact our AfA team using  
AfA@octavius.co.uk

https://www.octavius.co.uk/resource-centre/afa-resource-centre-essentials/
mailto:afa@octavius.co.uk

