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So - where next for Community Rail? 

The great and the good of the community rail movement gathered at Camden Town Hall on the 7th June to discuss the vexed question of ‘Where next for Community Rail’.

The conference was organised by the Association of Community Rail Partnerships (ACoRP) and was chaired by railway journalist Alan Williams. The keynote address was given by Rail Minister Tom Harris MP, who reiterated the government’s support for the community rail movement, and highlighted some of the successful projects delivered by Community Rail Partnerships around the country. Mr Harris also restated the fact that there was no agenda for closure for any railway lines in the UK.

The conference also discussed the historical context of the community rail movement and areas that should be developed in the future, such as engaging further with all groups within the community and just as importantly, with front line railway staff. The need for detailed research into market segments on community rail lines was highlighted by Anthony Smith, Director of Passenger Focus, to provide a base for future marketing developments on lines. Anthony also highlighted work being undertaken jointly by Passenger Focus and some train operators on developing station travel plans to further develop the local railway station as a hub of public transport.

The subject of core funding for Community Rail Partnerships and more importantly their officers, was covered by Chris Watson, Community Rail Officer for the Poacher Line in Lincolnshire. He highlighted the need for longer term, secure funding for posts, and the need for officers’ work programmes to dovetail into local government agendas and outputs while still delivering the four main outputs of the DfT Community Rail Strategy.  The speed at which change can be implemented was also highlighted by Chris. This was answered by David Hibbs of the DfT’s community rail section, who said that it was not envisaged that the Community Rail Development Strategy should be limited to a five year life, and that one of the major strengths of the community rail movement was that it did adapt and develop along with the communities it served.

The role of Regional Development Agencies was discussed and while a number of RDAs are very supportive of community rail some are not, and Spencer Cooke from the Hope Valley and High Peak Rural Transport Partnership highlighted the need for ACoRP and Community Rail Partnerships to fully understand the regional agendas that RDAs are working to and indeed, integrate with them.

A radical approach to community rail was put forward by Stephen Sears of ECT Group, whose view was that rural branch lines might benefit from a change in the way they are operated and managed. Stephen outlined ECT’s plans and their manifesto for Community Rail, ‘Small is Beautiful’. 

Finally Steven Norris, originally a Transport Minister himself, reminded the audience that Community Rail was more than simply trains and that its biggest strength was being able to think out of the box and engage its ability to drive small scale social and economic regeneration on the rail corridors that it serves.

ENDS

More information please contact Neil Buxton ACoRP General Manager on 07779 795671.

Notes

1. The Association of Community Rail Partnerships (ACoRP) represents the interests of over 60 Community Rail Partnerships and Station Adoption Groups across the UK.

2. The full list of conference speakers were: 
· Tom Harris MP - Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Transport

· Anthony Smith – Director, Passenger Focus,  

· Jerry Swift – Account Director Community Rail, Network Rail,  

· Dr. Paul Salveson – Head of Community & Regional Strategies, Northern Rail,  

· Stephen Sears – Chief Executive, ECT Group, 

· Chris Watson – Partnership Officer, Poacher Line CRP   , 

· Neil Buxton – General Manager, ACoRP, 

· Stephen Norris – ECT Group, 

· Chris Austin – Director of Public Policy, ATOC

3. ACoRPs Community Rail Awards are now open – details of how to enter can be found on the ACoRP website at www.acorp.uk.com 
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