
The big society is here
By Philip Bisatt

philip@brackenedge.wanadoo.co.uk
Bridgwater is a sizeable Som-
erset town with a population of 
35,000, served primarily by First 
Great Western’s Taunton-Cardiff 
service.  
The fine station buildings are 
Grade 2 listed, and were refur-
bished in the 1990s.  They now 
provide a welcome first impres-
sion of the town for visitors.
The qualities of the architecture 
are complemented by the efforts 
of the Friends of Bridgwater 
Station.  
Mike Hodge has been an active 
Friend for some years and he 
also finds time to be a Friend of 
Crediton station on the Exeter-
Barnstaple Tarka Line). After 35 
years as joint stationmaster at 
Crowcombe on the West Somer-
set Railway, Mike now attends 
to the gardens at Bridgwater that 
do much to brighten the scene for 
passengers.
I recently joined Mike – who is a 
member of Railfuture – in some 
gardening work on Bridgwater 
down platform. This involved 
putting in 150 bedding plants, 
many of which were paid for by 
First Great Western, while oth-
ers had been provided by Mike 

himself or generously donated 
by Wraxall Nurseries.
Planting and watering made for 
an enjoyable morning, broken 
only by the passage of Voyager 
CrossCountry trains – none of 
which serve Bridgwater – and 
periodic stops to watch the 
arrival and departure of local ser-
vices to and from Taunton.
As is sadly too often the case, 
there have been some problems 
with vandalism requiring a secu-
rity presence at Bridgwater when 
the station is not staffed. 
Station Friend Mike keeps a 
watchful eye and reports any-
thing untoward to the staff, Janet 
and Gail, who are at the station 
on weekday mornings. They 
look after the station well and 
provide a friendly service to the 
growing number of passengers.
Part of the station not required 
by the operator has been let to 
Bridgwater Model Railways, and 
it is hoped that the privately run 
refreshment kiosk, Dave’s Diner, 
currently located in a portable 
building on the forecourt, may 
also be moved into the station 
itself. After our day’s work was 
done, Mike and I adjourned to 
Dave’s Diner for a well-earned 
hot snack!

Will the Coalition listen to reason?
It is now six months since the 
change of government. Well 
what have they done so far? 
To my mind, the coalition is in 
danger of doing too much too 
soon, just as Labour did too little 
too late.
We now have instant 
management, seemingly 
knowing the answers without 
understanding the questions.
They use lovely sound bites 
like “devolved authority”, 
“local empowerment”, “doing 
away with 40 quangos”, “real 
value for money” – all regularly 
repeated in pro-government 
tabloid headlines.
But these little sound bites could 
prove a big threat to the rail 
industry and Sir Roy McNulty’s 
value-for-money study of 
the rail industry could make 
him a hero in our eyes – or Dr 
Beeching in disguise. 
If we are to keep on fighting 
our corner of the transport 
debate and putting constructive 
suggestions to opinion formers, 
politicians and government 
ministers, we have to remember 
two things. 
First, the oil lobby is still 
there despite the BP fiasco in 
America, and second, many of 
the largest and most influential 
train companies are in reality 
bus companies and are run 
by managers who draw their 
experience almost exclusively 
from the bus industry.
We should also not forget our 
recent history.
Remember the damage done to 
the industry by Gordon Brown 
and the Treasury, the long years 
of Alistair Darling as the safe 
pair of do-nothing hands at 
the Department for Transport, 
followed by Douglas Alexander 
and Tom Harris as the Rail 
Minister.
Ironically they all represented 
parliamentary seats in Scotland 
where a more enlightened 
attitude to the railway exists. 
Their tenure of 14 years allowed 
the flawed, fragmented railway 
to stagger on, sometimes 
leaderless, with many 
organisations feeding off it until 
distastrous crashes finally forced 
them to partially remedy the 
situation.
I say partially because Network 
Rail, to my personal knowledge, 
has pleaded guilty and had to 
pay compensation and heavy 
fines for unsafe practices.
However it still paid out 
substantial bonuses to senior 
staff! 
The creation of Network Rail (in 
a ludicrous and costly structure 

only now being exposed) and 
the demolition of the Strategic 
Rail Authority effectively 
handed power back to the 
Department for Transport.
The DfT has concentrated on 
managing the detail of rolling 
stock provision and timetable 
specification to fit the financial 
rules when what is needed is a 
strategic view. 
I truly hope Sir Roy McNulty’s 
VFM study leads to a strategic 
view being taken of the network.
But I shudder to think how any 
strategy will work when there 
is talk of local empowerment at 
key locations.
By way of example, take the 
West Midlands. If Centro 
and the integrated transport 
authority enjoy parochial 
empowerment, any chance of 
putting back the key strategic 
route from south and west of 
Stourbridge through to Derby 
and beyond will be lost.
I have already given my views 
to the VFM study but I ask 
myself who can we turn to now, 
to guard the network concept 
and much-needed plans for infill 
electrification? 
There are local MPs who may 
be sympathetic and there is 
the Commons transport select 
committee and other rail groups. 
But it boils down to the essential 
fact that the industry has too 
many levels getting in the way 
of any worthwhile scheme, and, 
despite boasts to the contrary, 
has myriads of contractors, 
sub-contractors and sub-sub-

contractors.  You only have 
to read as you travel by train 
what’s written on the back 
of many high-visibility vests: 
Moomin Rail, Mickey Mouse 
Rail, and Donald Duck Rail. 
They are all getting a slice of the 
action. 
Second, we need a strategic, not 
parochial, look at the network.
Third, infill electrification 
is the key to new rolling 
stock provision as well as to 
environmental issues.
Only a strategic examination 
will prevent schemes like 
the Luton-Dunstable guided 
busway or a rethink of the 
Cambridge to St Ives guided 
farce-way. 
I am still convinced, as I said 
in previous Railwatch articles, 
that when the dust settles, Lord 
Adonis’ excellent plans will for 
the most part be axed, while 
the ludicrous Luton-Dunstable 
scheme will go ahead. 
The DfT claims its hands are tied 
because Luton Council nipped 
in the day before the spending 
review and hijacked a small 
piece of the railway network. 
Who do they think they are 
kidding?
I am reminded of many 
examples over the past 40 
years where the power of the 
establishment makes something  
happen despite strong and 
rational arguments to the 
contrary. The closure all those 
years ago of the Manchester, 
Sheffield and Wath line over the 
Pennines – now urgently in need 
of reopening – was based not 

on productivity but by those in 
the corridors of power simply 
buying the coal for Fiddlers 
Ferry power station from some 
alternative pits so the traffic 
faded away!  
But the fact that we are likely 
to lose the Luton battle is not a 
reason to stop fighting! 
Who else can we approach 
when the VFM study has been 
delivered to the politicians?
Certainly the select committee 
may be receptive to views on 
some issues and we need to be 
watchful of their calls for papers 
on different subjects.
The composition of the select 
committee is interesting, with 
key figures from all the parties 
who might listen to reason.
Tom Harris, the former rail 
minister, now in opposition, is 
one member.
He was not my favourite 
because he often pronounced 
on a subject he understood only 
from a “public affairs” angle. 
Perhaps I was hard on him for 
his remark that BR was a joke 
when he was growing up. 
Well, I regarded him as a joke 
when he was a minister and I 
can only hope he has changed.
He and Stephen Hammond are 
joint chairs of the Parliamentary 
Rail Group which is a forum that 
we should use. It has around 50 
MPs and Lords thereon. 
Those of us with connections 
to members of the committee 
should use them to argue the 
strategic case for rail and for the 
importance of electrification.
The spending axe is however 
already poised and rigorous 
local and national campaigning 
will be necessary.
The road lobby is always active 
and is urging that money is 
spent on roads not rail.
Railfuture members know that 
it is in everyone’s interests to 
invest in the rail system if only 
to conserve future oil supplies.
Finally Potters Bar. It has taken 
us a long time to get recognition 
for what some of us said on 
radio and television the same 
night as the crash, eight years 
ago. 
It is now clear for all, including 
Sir Roy McNulty, to see that the 
industry has layers and layers 
of management all protecting 
the most sensitive area of their 
anatomy.
Unless some of these layers 
are stripped off, we are going 
nowhere.

n Peter Rayner is a former British 
Rail operations and safety manager.
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n n Helsby station crossings
Rail campaigners are continuing 
their fight for the restoration of 
pedestrian level crossings at 
Helsby station on the Chester-
Runcorn line. The removal of the 
“barrow” crossings by Network 
Rail in 2008 caused outrage 
among rail users, particularly 
wheelchair users. North 
Cheshire Rail Users objected 
that there was no meaningful 
consultation with rail users and 
they have enlisted the support 
of new MP Graham Evans. This 
year, in May, Network Rail finally 
issued the consultation document, relating to the removal of 
the crossings.
NCRUG has made it clear people still arrive at the station. 
expecting to use the crossings, reports Frank Thomas. The 
group says the original consultation was sent only to Arriva 
Trains Wales, even though the volunteer Helsby Working 
Party had written permission from Network Rail to use the 
crossings.
Simon Pickering has collected all the responses and sent 
a detailed report to Network Rail. NCRUG is now awaiting a 
decision. 
 
n n Replacement buses cause anguish 
Richard Greenwood of Support The Oldham, Rochdale and 
Manchester line group came to the rescue of a family with 
three young children (one in a carrycot) who were stranded 
at Castleton when a rail replacement bus on the Rochdale to 
Manchester Victoria route failed to turn up. The family, who 
were on their way to Ludlow and were becoming distressed, 
had to wait well over an hour for a bus. Richard discovered 
from First Bus that some buses were so full, and so delayed 
by road congestion, that they omitted the stop at Castleton. 
Richard has written to Northern Rail asking for the bus 
contact number to be published on the rail replacement 
posters.
On the same day, a party of three young people from Slovakia 
arrived off the bus at Castleton, looking for the Blue John 
Cavern. Staff at Manchester Piccadilly had misdirected them 
to Manchester Victoria when they had asked for Castleton for 
the Blue John Cavern. Blue John Cavern is in fact more than 
40 miles away – in the opposite direction from Manchester – 
near Castleton, Derbyshire. The nearest rail stations are Edale 
and Hope.
 
n n £400 million airport tram deal is agreed
Campaigners were delighted by news that contracts had been 
signed for the nine-mile extension of Manchester’s Metrolink 
tram system to Manchester Airport by 2016. The airport is 
contributing £50 million to the £400 million project to extend 
Metrolink to serve Chorlton, Northern Moor, Baguley and 
Wythenshawe. The aim is to run an all-night service from the 
city centre which will help staff and passengers get to the 
airport. Metrolink is also being extended to serve Oldham and 
Rochdale town centres.

n n Network Rail’s rescue plan for Manchester Victoria  
Users of Manchester Victoria station were delighted to learn 
from a Manchester Evening News report that the station,  
named the worst in the country last year, will be modernised, 
even though the Department for Transport has withdrawn 
a £5 million contribution towards the £30 million scheme. 
The paper predicted that Network Rail would go ahead with 
a modified version of the scheme, including fixing the leaky 
roof. Work on a £3.6 million scheme to rebuild platforms one 
and two and renew their railway tracks is almost complete.
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BLOCKING THE LINE: A bus was driven on to the Luton-
Dunstable railway to ‘launch’ the busway project in June. 
Conservative MP Andrew Selous joined rail campaigners in 
calling for the project to be scrapped while Labour MP Kelvin 
Hopkins attended the ceremony                                  Picture: BBC   

FRIEND: Mike Hodge gardening at Bridgwater station
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A Journeys without Borders 
report from the European 
Passengers’ Federation was 
issued in September.
It is intended to be read in 
conjunction with the updated 
list of cross-border services, now 
available on the EPF website 
www.epf.eu. Thanks to Ian 
McDonald for updating this list, 
to Simon Hope for new new 
maps and to Lloyd Butler for 
the final design work. Thanks 
are also due to many members 
of organisations which make up 
EPF for providing information 

on recent developments. The 
report was written by Trevor 
Garrod and looks at positive 
and negative developments 
and what can be learned from 
these. It concentrates on rail 
border crossings but also draws 
attention to places where the bus 
provides an effective service, 
for example in a mountainous 
border area between 
Switzerland, Austria and Italy. 
The report is available from 
Trevor Garrod at 15 Clapham 
Rd South, Lowestoft, NR32 1RQ. 
Please send an SAE.

Journeys without borders


