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ABSTRACT

Rural railways have been in existence for 150 years and in contraction for the last 80
years. A national programme was instigated in 1963 to close those railways which
were not financially viable. Counter-closure arguments tended to highlight the

possible hardship this would cause certain sectors of the community.

Existing research on the subject reveals that rural railways have multiple roles. Not
only do they provide local accessibility but have implications for national rail travel,

for tourism, social exclusion and economic development amongst others.

The original research in this paper is based on the analysis of data from 216
householder questionnaires and 323 rail passenger interviews. These were conducted
in the spring of 2003 in West Dorset. This paper outlines the findings from this
research and concludes that rural railways in extreme rural areas have mostly local
catchments and have more leisure use than use for work and education. Rural
dwellers’ knowledge about rural railways is poor but rail use tends to exceed that of
bus use. Possible policy outcomes include higher profile marketing and information

and improved access through the creation of rail park and ride sites.
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1 INTRODUCTION

A passenger awaits a southbound train at Thornford station



1

1.1

1.1.1

1.1.2

1.2

1.2.1

INTRODUCTION

Introduction to study

As a topic for discussion over the last few years, UK railways can hardly be
accused of having a low-key media presence. Privatisation, a succession of
major rail accidents, the demise of Railtrack and the continuing wrangles and
changes of direction over re-franchising have, amongst other issues, never

been far from the front pages or headlines.

The publication of the transport white paper in 1998 was the first statement of
general government transport policy for over two decades. In terms of rural
railways, it asserted that 'rural rail services provide an alternative to the car and
for some journeys one that is not easily substituted by bus’. In addition it
considered that 'many of them are not delivering their full potential’ [Cm

3950:148]

Relevance to current government policy

Understanding the role which rural railways play is important for at least three
reasons.

e Firstly, the government is exhorting people to make a modal shift onto
rail and other non-car modes. It is not clear whether rural railways are
appropriate for this task.

e Secondly, the current government has launched the ‘New Deal for
Communities’ which seeks to overcome social exclusion, partly through
better transport links. Little research exists examining the degree to
which rural rail services reduce social exclusion.

e Thirdly, the possibility of closure makes greater knowledge all the
more important to assist in informing the debate surrounding their

future.



To conclude, many strands of government policy appear to make assumptions
about use of rural railways and people’s assumptions towards using them.

Little research exists to confirm these assumptions.

1.3 Research question and objectives
Research question
1.3.1 This research will investigate the detail behind government statements and

assumptions. The research question therefore asks:

What are the roles of railways in rural areas?

Objectives

1.3.2 This dissertation will aim to answer the following questions:

e For what journeys are rural railways used?

e How are rural railways perceived?

In answer to the government’s statement, (quoted in para. 1.1.2) this

research will also investigate whether:

¢ Rural railways provide an alternative or substitute for car and bus
journeys

e Rural railways are ‘fulfilling their potential’

1.3.3 The relationship of rural railways to social exclusion and economic
development issues is briefly commented upon in the literature review but is

not covered in depth in the original research.



1.4

1.4.1

Explanation of chapters

Chapter 2 examines previous literature on the subject of rural railways.
Chapter 3 concentrates on examining the various roles which have been
attributed to rural railways. Chapter 4 illustrates the location of rural railways
across the UK and informs the reader of the background to the Dorset case
study area. Chapter 5 sets out the methodology used in the research exercise
and the results of the research are analysed in Chapter 6. The results are
discussed is Chapter 7 and conclusions offered in relation to the research

objectives are set out in Chapter 8.



