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THE HEART OF WALES LINE FORUM:
LOBBYING FOR AN IMPROVED SERVICE

9th March 2009 

1. INTRODUCTION

.1  The 120 mile ‘Heart of Wales’ Line runs between Swansea and Shrewsbury via Llandrindod Wells. It is a much loved ‘Beeching Survivor’, prized as much for its everyday use by local people as it is by tourists accessing this unspoiled area. The route serves an area characterised by much rural deprivation. It is also one of the few links between the highly populated West Midlands / North West of England and South and West Wales.

.2 The Mon – Sat service, as specified in the franchise agreement set out at the time of privatisation, is of four trains each way ‘end to end’. There are two trains each Sunday. The service is operated by Arriva Trains Wales as part of the15 year franchise they won over 5 years ago.

.3 Train times are dictated by the optimal use of rolling stock rather than meeting the needs of passengers. The service has gaps of almost 4 hours between trains, and normally consists of a 72 seat single rail car. This capacity is often too low – only last week a local school wanting to send 30 pupils for a study trip up the line was refused a booking because of fears of overcrowding.

.4 Some services are, in part, little used because of their timing (eg in order to be able to arrive at Shrewsbury at 08.23: the first Northbound train leaves Swansea at 04.36. Unsurprisingly, it is very little used for the first half of its journey). 

Users frequently tell us that the paucity of the service means that even if they can get to their intended destination on time there is no train suitable for their return – or vice versa.

.5 All concerned, whether they are residents using the line for local trips, the very many attending conferences at Llandrindod, or tourists, find the service unfit for purpose. However, any enhancement to the service will need to be financed by Welsh Assembly Government, as in common with virtually all rail services in Wales the service does not make a profit.

2. WHY IS THE SERVICE SO POOR?

.1  In the 1980’s the service was of five trains each way. British Rail, seeking to cut costs, reduced the service to the current level to save on rolling stock. Recent anecdotal evidence from the senior manager in charge of the line at the time tells that costs were, indeed, reduced – but that passenger numbers plummeted, and revenue fell even more! 

.2 However, as the four train service was in place at the time of privatisation this is what was used by the Department for Transport in its specification for the franchise agreement. It is instructive to note that the weekday service on the Cambrian coastal line – serving similar rural communities – is currently 8 trains each way, because this is what was in place when the franchise was specified.

.3  Sustained marketing by the Heart of Wales Line Forum has raised passenger numbers to a total higher than when five trains were run. But the service remains inadequate. No ‘four train’ timetable, with the last train leaving each end at around 6pm, can meet the needs of a 120 mile route. It is impossible to use the line for a day visit to London, despite the new through services to the capital now calling at Shrewsbury.

.4  For some years, the Heart of Wales Line Forum has been campaigning for service improvements, and the better use of this important part of Welsh transport infrastructure. We have received universal support ‘in principle’, and now seek to get this put into practice. 

.5  Arriva Trains Wales recently carried out a review to see what service improvements could be achieved by altering current train times, using the present level of resources allocated to the line. They would have been able to operate a slightly enhanced service, but only at the expense of all trains terminating at Llanelli. All ‘through’ passengers would have needed to change trains, often with a wait and the need to use the footbridge. The Forum did not believe this to be in the interests of passengers, especially the elderly and disabled.

3. THE CURRENT SITUATION – AND WHY IS THERE A NEED FOR CHANGE?

.1 Following representations, the Welsh Assembly Government has included the improvement of services on the line as part of their forward Rail Project programme for 2009, subject to the provision of a satisfactory business case.

.2 To maintain the campaign for an improvement in services, the Forum (together with one of its members, the 1200 member Heart of Wales Line Travellers Association - HoWLTA), is taking the following actions:

· all four principal political parties in Wales have been invited to address the next meeting of the Forum, to be held in Llanelli on March 13th;

· Nick Bourne AM is arranging to put a Statement of Opinion before the Senedd on the need to make better use of the line;

· Martin Caton MP is arranging for an Early Day Motion on the matter to be placed before the House of Commons. He also plans to speak in an adjournment debate;

· The Chairman of the Forum, Cllr Mansel Williams, has written to WAG Deputy First Minister Ieuan Wyn Jones AM, seeking his agreement, initially for an extra service on the line on Saturdays and Sundays. This would use rolling stock that normally provides the weekday peak hour capacity on the Cardiff Valley services, and would thus incur only marginal costs.

· HoWLTA – a member of the Forum - has relaunched its development strategy calling for significant service improvements – ultimately the provision of a two hourly service for the route.

The Forum believes that the Heart of Wales Line is underperforming. We live in an age when the concensus is to move more freight and passengers from road to rail. We have an ageing population which nevertheless wants to be mobile. It makes no sense that the key public transport ‘spine’ for the very Heart of mid Wales is kept open, - but then only used for the current minimal service.

4. NEXT STAGES

. 1 The Forum awaits the results of the above initiatives with keen interest. It has also given its support to plans recently announced by the Mid Wales Regional Transport Consortium (TraCC).

These plans are for an in-depth strategic study on the line to be carried out by specialist external consultants. The study will inform TraCC’s Regional Transport Plan and will seek to define, for the long term:

· how the line is best developed as a part of the transport system in Wales

· a detailed examination of existing and potential markets

· the role of the route in moving freight

· how the route can play a more significant part in the improvement of  transport between the North West and South Wales

ENDS

Lobbying for an improved service: March 9th 2009 

