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SPEECH AT ANNUAL DINNER OF THE HERITAGE RAILWAY ASSOCIATION HELD AT THE LION HOTEL CRICCIETH 
ON 24 SEPTEMBER 2011

My lord, ladies and gentlemen.  

I am delighted to have this opportunity to respond to the generous words of my good and noble friend, Lord Elis-Thomas.  He and I now sit on the same side – although on adjacent benches – in the chamber of the House of Lords, and it is a privilege to know someone who has contributed so much to Welsh culture and parliamentary life in both Westminster and Cardiff.  When his colleague Dafydd Wigley was appointed to our house on 24 January this year, I was touched to have been asked to be one of his sponsors.  Needless to say, Lord Elis-Thomas was the other one.  I have not taken the Plaid Cymru whip, but I do feel close to them.

Just down the road from here – in the village of Lanystumdwy – is the boyhood home of another great Welsh parliamentarian, David Lloyd-George.  As some of you know, I possess a collection of Lloyd-George memorabilia – my father was a great fan – and I have lent the museum one or two pieces.  

One that’s on show there, and which is likely to be of most interest to people here is the David Lloyd-George nameplate from the Great Central Robinson B3 class locomotive, number 6167.  It only carried the plates for three years, until 1923, as Sir Frederick Banbury ordered their removal almost immediately after Lloyd George stopped being Prime Minister.

This has been another great year for heritage railways, and I would like to congratulate everyone who has contributed to their success.  

Many of you will be aware that there has been an unprecedented amount of activity in Parliament concerned with railway heritage issues.  The year started with a potentially very serious threat.  The government took the view that there was nothing sufficiently special about the railway to justify statutory protection for its heritage, and proposed in its Public Bodies Bill the abolition of the Railway Heritage Committee, and with it the scrapping of the RHC’s statutory powers to designate – and hence preserve – artefacts and records which were important to our nation’s railway history.  

There would have been two serious consequences for heritage railways.  First, those designated items which the RHC had agreed should be disposed of to the heritage railways would have lost their legal protection, as everything would have had to be de-designated.  And secondly it would have meant in most cases that items heading for the heritage sector would have had to be purchased, instead of donated.

Fortunately, with the help of many of you – particularly your indefatigable chairman and your secretary who has played a blinder as my successor as chairman of the Railway Heritage Committee - we were able to persuade ministers that this was not a good idea, and an alternative way forward has been agreed which will provide for the powers of designation to be retained and passed to the National Museum of Science and Industry.  

I am chairing the transition working group, and I hope that as far as heritage railways are concerned, present arrangements will continue.

Apart from debates on the Public Bodies Bill, there has been other activity in Parliament.  On 1 February this year I initiated a one-hour debate on the importance of heritage railways in Britain, and drew attention to the enormous contribution you make to providing employment, preserving skills, and generating tourism and other economic activity.  A number of other members of the Lords followed me with positive speeches, including the then very new Lord Wigley, who responded to some arm-twisting from Lord Elis-Thomas and me and spoke powerfully about the great narrow gauge railways of north Wales.

The next event was in the Commons – that extraordinarily successful tea party held on 21 May in the members’ dining room, hosted by Nicky Morgan MP.  Whilst not every MP who accepted the invitation turned up, scores did so, as did representatives of over 100 railways and tramways.  You will have read an account of the afternoon in Sidelines, and there’s no need for me to say more about it now – except a very big thank you to everyone who came up for it.

One immediate consequence of that event was the decision to set up the first all-party parliamentary group on Railway Heritage.  Nicky Morgan is the chair, and I am one of the vice-chairs.  Its status purpose – as on the register of interests – is “To brief parliamentarians about heritage railways, the contribution they make to their local and regional economies and the skills training opportunities involved”.
We’ve had one inaugural meeting so far, and the second is planned for 18 October, when Steve Davies will be the principal speaker.  As it is an official parliamentary group, only members of the Commons or the Lords can join, but we have agreed that the meetings will be open to representatives of heritage railways, if you wish to come and observe proceedings.

There is a lot more I could say this evening, but you have a heavy programme and I don’t want to bore you.  My main message to you is please engage with your local MPs and other parliamentarians who live nearby or who have expressed an interest in your railway.  We in Parliament will do our best to get them interested in you.


