
Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a privilege to have been asked to speak to you this afternoon.

My subject is the value of heritage railways to tourism and the work of

the all-party parliamentary group on heritage rail.  You may remember

that this is the group which members of both houses of parliament

formed following the very successful reception held in the House of

Commons a couple of years ago.  Many of you attended that and met

many of your constituency members of parliament and friendly

members of the House of Lords.

I described the work of the group in some detail in my speech at the

AGM in February, and I won’t go over that ground again today.  We

have continued to hold regular meetings in Westminster and

undertake visits to various heritage lines, generally hosted by the

local MP.

There was general agreement amongst our members that there was

insufficient knowledge in Parliament about the role and value of

heritage railways, so we decided to establish our own enquiry, based

on select committee lines, with a call for written evidence and a

succession of appearances by witnesses, some of whom I can see in

front of me today.

The inquiry was chaired by the group’s chairman, Mark Garnier, MP

for Wyre Forest – the constituency through much of the Severn Valley

Railway runs.

Our terms of reference were four-fold:

•  To establish the current and future value of heritage

railways to the local and national economy.



•  To identify the contributions they make to their local

community including education and training, employment,

sustainable tourism and health and wellbeing.

•  To establish best practice amongst heritage railways.

•  To identify and advise on current and future Government

policy affecting the heritage railway industry.

We published our report in July, and this was something of a

milestone, partly because it is the first ever produced by a

parliamentary group on heritage railways, but also because it was

effectively your report.  Whilst it represents the views of us - MPs and

peers - who make up the group, it is based on evidence provided by

HRA members and other experts with a great deal of practical

experience of heritage railways and their effect on the communities

they serve.

Let me say a very big thank you to all those who gave evidence to the

inquiry, whether it was in the House of Commons, or in completing

the questionnaires circulated by Bill Hillier.  As you can see from the

report – we have lots of copies available here today - we made good

use of the information you supplied.

The report’s value is that it provides an authoritative reference point

for discussions with local authorities and politicians, and enjoys the

status of a paper by a parliamentary group.  So I urge you to make

full use of it when you are debating the value of your railway to the

community, or in making the case for planning consent or for funding

for a project.  The material is there to be used.



There are eight main findings.  The first, and in my view most

important one concerns the economic benefits of heritage railways.

We make the point that they make a huge contribution to the

economies of the areas they serve, both in terms of attracting tourists

and in stimulating spending on local services.  Research undertaken

for a number of railways told us that for every pound that is spent on

a heritage railway there is a benefit to the local economy of around

£2.70.

This suggests that the economic benefit nationally is just under

£250m.  That is a great figure for you all to use when you are talking

about what you contribute to the nation.

Secondly, we drew attention to the part heritage railways play in

providing employment and skills training - especially apprenticeships

for young people.  We make the point that your railways are typically

in areas of the country where employment opportunities, particularly

for skilled workers, are low.  You also offer a productive use of the

time of 18,500 volunteer supporters who devote their own time and

money to running, maintaining or developing their railway.

For some younger volunteers, they provide a valuable training ground

for subsequent jobs on the main line network or elsewhere.  For older

volunteers, they offer a sense of achievement and the health benefits

of steady exercise – something we could all benefit from.

Third, you can emphasise that your railway is not a drain on the

taxpayer.  From railway preservation’s beginning in the 1950s it’s

been subsidy free and self sustaining.  Over 100 railways operate



throughout the United Kingdom today with no financial support from

central or local government.

Our fourth conclusion was a plea to reduce bureaucracy.  In common

with other small businesses, many of you who gave evidence to us

were concerned at the growing requirement for onerous processes

required to comply with legislation and regulation.  The group doesn’t

suggest that you relax your vigilance and stop complying with safety

legislation, but we were given a number of examples which

suggested that the unnecessary or unreasonable application of other

regulations is as much to do with heavy-handed local interpretation as

with the regulations themselves.

One recommendation in the report – the fifth one - which members

felt strongly about was the role of heritage railways in providing public

transport.  I have to say that this proposition was not met with wild

acclaim by all witnesses from the HRA, but as the movement grows

and as transport pressures increase, it cannot be ignored.

We were impressed by Paul Lewin’s point that the transport role is

not necessarily about providing a “commuter” service to take people

to work but may be to provide a “tourist transport” service to take

people, without their cars, into sensitive areas such as national parks,

areas of outstanding natural beauty or small coastal towns that are

gridlocked with traffic.

In my view, we are on difficult ground if we operate as a self

contained tourist attraction, and in doing so generate huge numbers

of car trips and put pressure on local parking facilities.  We have to

encourage more visitors to come by public transport (or by bike or on



foot)  and where sensible to do so, we need to be able to offer some

sort of public transport service to mitigate the environmental effects of

all those car trips.

We accept that the demands of a regular public transport service

would need to be met with support payments where a commercial

service could not be provided, and there is no reason why heritage

railways should not be paid on similar criteria to train operators on the

national network, where they are providing a public service.

We also reckon that more should be done to develop the potential of

heritage railways to offer public transport on their lines as well as the

experience of a steam train ride.  This should be supported by local

authority grant or franchise payment where justified, in the same way

as applies to National Rail operators.

Sixth, we were surprised to discover that as far as government

departments are concerned, there is no single ministry responsible for

the heritage railway sector.  For railway operations, the role lies with

the department for transport and the Office for Rail Regulation, but

DCMS is responsible for tourism and BIS for skills training and

apprenticeships.    We say that a nominated minister within the

Department for Transport should take the lead responsibility on policy

issues.

The Group’s report does contain some words of criticism for heritage

railways themselves and says that you could do more to promote

your services through websites and through social media.  We’d like

the HRA to encourage dissemination of best practice amongst



heritage railways, drawing on the techniques used by other visitor

attractions and transport operators.  In particular, we believe more

use could be made of Twitter and Facebook.

Our final recommendation was aimed at the ORR.  You will know that

the future of charter train operations was threatened by the proposal

to remove the cap on liability for delays and is an example of the law

of unintended consequences.  It underlines the need for rail industry

bodies to consider the implications for heritage railways before

promoting legislative or regulatory change.  We are pleased that our

advice has been heeded and that the cap will be retained..

The initial response from Government has been encouraging.  We

had an initial positive response from DfT and I shall be joining Mark

Garnier in meeting the Transport Minister Simon Burns in October to

discuss the report.

I am hopeful that we will be able to achieve the recommendations for

Government, particularly in terms of clarifying the position on deemed

planning consent, and simplifying the Transport and Works Act

procedure for some small schemes.  I think we may also be able to

get the Department for Transport to take the lead on policy issues

relating to heritage railways and tramways.  The aim of this is to

overcome the problems of the past in terms of divided responsibilities,

where departments have simply been unaware of the effect on

members until reminded by you Mr Chairman or by Geoffrey Claydon

One of the benefits of an all party group is that dialogue can be two

way.  The report tells you what we think.  Equally, we would like to

know what you think, so that if you have any issues that you would



like us to consider in the future, or any successes that you want to tell

us about, then get in touch.   Keep Geoffrey and the Legal Services

Committee in the loop as your point will almost certainly be relevant

to other member railways as well.

Better still, encourage your local MP to join the group if they haven’t

yet done so.  I’m sure you know who they are, but we can help

identify them for you, if you like.  The group’s secretary is Chris

Austin, and he’s the best point of contact, but your MP or friendly peer

can also get in touch with Mark Garnier or with me.

The principal economic benefits of heritage railways, which are the

subject of the report, derive from tourism and it is here where heritage

railways have been so successful.  The pioneers pointed the way as

tourism replaced slate mining and agriculture as the principal

economic activities around the Talyllyn and Ffestiniog Railways.

Today, the railways are the principal tourist attractions in places like

Bridgnorth, Bury and Loughborough.  Even in popular tourist areas

such as the North York Moors, Exmoor or Norfolk, heritage railways

are a mainstay of the local economy.

Just as railways were Britain’s gift to the world, so too was the

concept of the heritage railway.  We have more heritage railways and

steam museums than other countries, the season tends to be longer

and the scope of the operation tends to be more ambitious, quite

apart from the programme of main  line steam excursions, involving

over 500 trains a year on the national network.  It is something that

Britain does particularly well and thus attracts a lot of overseas

visitors.



This is a strong platform on which to build, but I believe there is a lot

of building to do.  We have a very good product to offer visitors

although we can always think of ways of improving it.  This is

demonstrated by the long list of projects to extend lines, build new

stations and restore more locomotives and rolling stock to meet

growing demand.

But I believe we are still only at the starting gate, and that the

potential remains huge.  We have to be smart about this and, as the

report identifies, we have to get better at marketing ourselves.  A few

railways do this well, and most have improved enormously since the

arrival of the world wide web, but there is still a long way to go.

Websites need to improve, and in particular to offer other languages

for overseas visitors.  In the near future it will become essential to be

able to offer versions for Chinese visitors, for example.  ‘Virtual tours’

can give a really good idea of what will be a different experience to

many overseas visitors.  We need to get better at offering packages

with local hotels, restaurants or other tourist attractions.  For many

visitors there needs to be more than just the train ride.

We need to give more thought as to how people are going to get to us

other than by car, and help them with through rail tickets or bus links.

This is the big challenge identified in the report, and I am delighted

that we are focussing on this most important subject this afternoon.

In a moment I shall be handing over to Brian Simpson who has great

experience of the issues through his work for the European

Parliament’s Transport & Tourism Committee.

Before I do, there are a couple of other matters I want to mention.



Some of you may know that Gordon Rushton is in the process of

making a video How to Drive Steam Locomotives, with the specific

object of providing a bench mark for those crewing steam

locomotives, with me playing the part of his stooge.  We hope it will

be sufficiently interesting that steam enthusiasts in general will wish

to acquire it.

The objective has been to make the project cost nothing for HRA –

apart from those copies that HRA may wish to obtain. The video is

currently in production, with excellent support from the Severn Valley

Railway. The first items shot have been a long session on the naming

of parts and what they do.  We’ve received much assistance and

advice from Mark Smith, and we hope to go to West Somerset in due

course. There will be other railways too, and the final production is

expected to be 1hour 40 minutes long.

Of course such a video will not act as a footplate trainer - it is

education and entertainment - but it will have a bearing on footplate

competence.

Finally, I just want to bring you up to speed on where we have got to

with establishing the new arrangements to replace the Railway

Heritage Committee, which was abolished by the government on 31

March this year.  You may remember that I succeeded in persuading

ministers that the statutory powers of designating artefacts and

records should be retained, and taken over by the trustees of the

Science Museum.



This is now happening and I am chairing the Railway Heritage

Designation Advisory Board of the Science Museum.  We have

specifically asked the HRA Heritage Committee to provide advice,

particularly on suitable heritage railways and museums to receive

designated artefacts.  Two members of the HRA committee – Peter

Ovenstone and Helen Ashby – serve on RHDAB.   We’ve already had

two meetings and the arrangements seem to be working well.

These are good times for heritage railways, and I am determined to

do all I can to help ensure that they get better.  You have great stories

to tell, are immensely important to the tourist and regional economies,

and are playing a huge part in introducing young and the not so

young to the delights of train travel, to the history of Britain’s greatest

invention, and to a family which is overwhelmingly a power for good in

our society.

Thank you for all that.


