
From the Editor 

SARPA Newsletter No.22 

S A R P A :  W W W . S H R E W S B U RY - T O- A B E R Y S T W Y T H . O R G. U K 

No.22 

May 2002  

Chairmanõs Message 2 

News in brief 5 

User aspirations for 

the Cambrian line 

6 

Freight for the Cam-

brian? 

9 

Meetings 10 

Subscriptions 11 

Officers 12 

Inside this issue:  

I have travelled on the Cambrian lines, and beyond,  on a number of occasions in 
the past few months: to Leuchars in Fife, to Ludlow, and to Nottingham.  I also 
hope to travel on the forthcoming steam train from Shrewsbury to Aberystwyth 
and back.  There have been a number of delays, but on the whole I have found 
the performance on the Cambrian main line exemplary: where delays have oc-
curred they have originated elsewhere, and caused knock-on delays on the 
Cambrian.  Last Saturday, for example, a late-running train at Nottingham, carry-
ing a member of the train crew, delayed the departure of  a Shrewsbury-bound 
train.  This appears to have then held up the Birmingham to Aberystwyth train, 
which crawled from signal to signal, and we were 15 minutes late into Aber.  
However, this was an improvement of a few minutes on our timing at Shrews-
bury.  I am also informed that in general, timekeeping has been good, since the 
introduction of the revised timetable at the beginning of the year. 
Wales and West are to be congratulated on their performance. 

Up train at Caersws.  Photo: Gareth Marston 



Chairmanôs Message. 
 
Back in November 2000, I had a meet-
ing with members of the National As-
semblyôs Transport Directorate in Car-
diff, in which I conveyed a number of 
concerns for the Cambrian Rail user of 
the introduction of a Wales & Borderôs 
franchise.  The assumption was that it 
would be up and running ï in full & 
proper form and not just shadow form - 
by Winter 2001/2002.  The main un-
derlying point I made was that be-
tween November 2000 and the time 
that any investment would come 
through from the new franchise things 
could remain stagnant or move back-
ward.  At the time I was assuming the 
Wales & Border franchise would be let; 
however as we all know it is still not 

and the latest attempt has gone 
through a quite phase since the an-
nouncement at the end of January till 
the end of April. As Chris Gibb rightly 
pointed out at our January meeting, 
the delay in letting the franchise has 
seriously delayed improvements to our 
line.  It will now be Summer 2003 at 
the earliest before the franchise is let 
and running and a while after that be-
fore any real changes can be affected.  
 
Recently coming across my briefing 
document for the meeting back in 2000 
I thought it would be a good idea to 
see where we were now in relation to 
how things have panned out and see if 
my prophecies have come true.  I 

apologise if this bears any resem-
blance to any well-known national rail 
columnists ñannual predictionsò.  I list 
the five main areas of concern as writ-
ten at the time and a brief update on 
where the situation is at the moment, 
18 months on, in italics. 
 
1. Progress on re -instating the loop 

at Dovey Junction.  
 

CT, Railtrack, WDA and others an-
nounced a plan to reinstate the loop 
at Dovey Junction to allow the pos-
sibility of an hourly frequency ser-
vice. This is important to run a more 
frequent and attractive service and 
restore connections onto the coast-
line.  Our fear is that progress on 
this will be shelved or delayed with 

uncertainty over the new franchise 
until the new franchise is up and 
running.  The new franchise would 
in effect be holding up improve-
ments. 

 
The current status of this project is that 
it has been shelved but not for the rea-
sons I feared.  The complete and utter 
failure of the Railtrack organisation is 
primarily to blame and not the new 
franchise for the Dovey loop. 
 
2. The maintenance of all trains as 

through services to Birmingham . 
 

Currently approximately half of all 
passengers on the line use the ser-
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vice to travel between Shrewsbury 
and Birmingham.  There is a real 
need for all trains to be through 
trains as otherwise a large propor-
tion of the lines user will be incon-
venienced by the need to change. 
The SRA study on the new fran-
chise states that one path per hour 
between Shrewsbury & Birmingham 
should be reserved for Chester/
Aberystwyth trains.  How will this 
work in practice? Will Aberystwyth 
passengers have to change as the 
through path is already taken by en-
hanced Chester services? (Hourly 
frequency from summer 2001). 
Changing at Shrewsbury would be 
acceptable if Shrewsbury was an 
ñIntercityò station, however it is not. 

 
Our trains still go through to Birming-

ham but the Chester line has not gone 
hourly in frequency so the real answer 
to this point has not been made yet.  
However some Chester/Aberystwyth 
services now split at Shrewsbury on 
arrival from Birmingham, suggesting 
the way things might be. 
 
3. The allocation of rolling stock 

from Central Trains to the new 
franchise.  

 
Overcrowding has been the single 
largest problem in recent years: CT 
has provided extra stock this last 
summer to strengthen some of the 
more crowded services its impera-

tive that sufficient resources are 
transferred to the new franchise to 
ensure overcrowding does no re-
turn.  This is a complicated issue as 
CT does not allocate specific stock 
to the line, it comes from a common 
user pool.  Stock is used part of the 
day elsewhere in the CT network 
and extra stock drafted in on sum-
mer Saturdays.  Our understanding 
is that the other parts that will make 
up the new franchise do not have 
the resources or the ability to rotate 
extra stock to our line as at present. 
There is a real danger of going back 
to chronic overcrowding if this issue 
is not properly addressed. 

 
The 11 units transferred from CT for 
the whole of the Chester /Pwllheli/
Aberystwyth/ Birmingham services 

have proved inadequate already.  
Summer will allegedly see Wales & 
Borders draft in more stock, however 
we will need to see this in practice be-
fore making judgment.  

 
4. Passenger Information System.  
 

CT has installed a system linked up 
to the rest of its area in 2000.  This 
will become ñout of dateò on the 
commencement of the new fran-
chise a system linked up to the rest 
of the new franchise with up to date 
relevant information is needed. 

 
The CT system in incompatible with 

Page 3 SARPA Newsletter No.22  



the ex Wales & West ñProject Informò 
system favoured by Wales & Borders 
completely as predicted. 
 
5. Multi User Dimension of Current 

Services.  
 

This is linked to the rolling stock is-

sue.  Some Aberystwyth line ser-
vices whilst east of Shrewsbury 
ñdouble upò as West Midlands com-
muter services due to the times 
they run between Shropshire & the 
West Midlands conurbation, the ser-
vices being the 0540 ex Aberyst-
wyth and the 1637 ex Birmingham. 
Currently CT provides additional 
carriages on these services to cater 
for Shropshire commuters.   Will the 
Welsh franchise be able to do so? If 
not severe overcrowding could re-
sult. 

 
So far our fears are being realised, the 
corresponding 0507 ex Aberystwyth 
only runs as two coaches and is sadly 
overcrowded as predicted.  Those in 
the know take advantage of the trains 

lengthy wait time at Shrewsbury to 
transfer to Central Trains 0702 service 
to Nottingham; however this gets 
packed out to standing room also on 
its run into Birmingham.  The 1637 still 
departs Birmingham with four coaches 
however it runs as a combined Ches-
ter/Aberystwyth service so this exacer-
bates the situation by having Chester 

line travellers joining the train as well 
as the previous users.  The two-coach 
unit that carries on to Aberystwyth from 
Shrewsbury is regularly packed out till 
Newtown. 
 
Not wanting to blow my own trumpet, 
but if Iôm spotting things like this in 
what after all was my spare time as an 
individual eighteen months ago, itôs not 
saying a lot for the ranks of the well 
paid at the Strategic Rail Authority who 
cooked up the refranchising process is 
it?  A lot of new thinking and planning 
is due to come out from the SRA with 
its new leaders at the helm shortly, 
letôs hope they can learn from their 
poor planning exhibited in the past.  
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As well as boasting our own website- www.shrewsbury-to-aberystwyth.org.uk a 
lot of external correspondence is now done by e-mail in line with what the busi-
ness world is up to.  We have found it a useful way to communicate with mem-
bers in-between meetings and newsletters.  So far several of us regularly corre-
spond.  It has proved very useful in the recent consultations with the bidders for 
the Wales & Border franchise in drafting up our presentation and organising 
members to attend meetings.  If people would like to join this network then 
please contact the Chairman, Gareth Marston at tanygraig@breathemail.net  

Electronic Mail 



Shrewsbury  
 
Wales & Borders are looking to recruit 
more staff at the station, specifically 
Duty Managers, thereby reversing the 
trend since privatisation.  This is inter-
esting when compared with the find-
ings from the recent Rail Passengers 
Council investigation into First Great 
Western services, which amongst 
other things produced a striking graph 
showing how FGWôs train performance 
nose dived when plotted against their 
staff cuts and then rose again when 
they started recruiting more staff.  
 
Also in the pipeline are connecting 
times being reduced to five minutes in-
stead of seven, and talk of restoring 
Platform 3 to regular passenger use. 

 
Newtown  
 
The station refurbishment has started 
at long last, though it is not being done 
at any great pace.  Users will shortly 
be able to benefit from disabled ramp 
access, the relocation of Newtown Sta-
tion Travelôs office and improved bus 
services from outside the station.  
 
Llanbrynmair  
 
The media and the usually ill informed 
local councillors made a great fuss of 
Railtrack introducing crossing keepers 
on a couple of crossings near the vil-
lage in April, though it was hard to see 

what exactly they were up in arms 
about.  Trains no longer slow down at 
these locations thereby cutting journey 
times.  
 
Freight  

 
Unofficial sources within the rail indus-
try suggest that freight will return to our 
line soon, in the form of ballast trains 
running from Minfordd on the coastline 
to Cornwall twice a week.  
 
Steam 
 
April saw a successful steam excur-
sion to Tywyn; this will be followed on 
May 18 by one to Aberystwyth.  
 
Carmarthen line  

 
In April Ceredigion County Council ap-
proved their own application to de-
velop more of the old track bed into cy-
cle/bridleway making its reinstatement 
as a heavy rail line harder. SARPA 
members had lodged complaints along 
the lines of pointing out that provision 
must be made to easily allow the 
routes conversion back to heavy rail.  
We were not against any worthwhile 
temporary use.  The generally anti-
public transport County Council blun-
dered on regardless with its own 
agenda and were totally dismissive of 
the concept that the line could one day 
reopen.  
 

News in brief 
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SARPAôs aspirations for the Wales & Bor-
ders franchise ïMay 2002. 
 
The list beneath is no way exhaustive or in 
order of priority: rather a reflection of the is-
sues and concerns about the use of the 
Shrewsbury to Aberystwyth line, which have 
been built up over recent years. The 20 aspi-
rations below are listed and followed by a 
brief explanation. We are more than happy to 
go into depth about any of these, but have 
kept the detail deliberately brief at this stage. 
 
Our aspirations are as follows: 
1. Decent connections between Aber-
ystwyth and the Cambrian Coast line and 
vice -versa. Currently any journey between 

say Aberdovey and Aberystwyth involves 
waits of over an hour at Machynlleth or 
Dovey Junction.  Aberystwyth is the nearest 
large amenity centre to the communities on 
the north shore of the Dovey estuary, yet 
they are effectively cut off from it by the poor 
connections. 
 
2. Decent connections between all 
Cambrian Coast line trains and services 
to Shrewsbury.   Despite some improve-
ments recently, there are still huge gaps in 
the timetable where travelers can find them-
selves stranded at Machynlleth (a station with 
no refreshment facilities) for over an hour and 
a half awaiting an onward connection. 
 
 
3. Improved connections at Shrews-
bury with all radiating lines.  This is a long-

standing issue.  Currently the good connec-
tions traveling to Cardiff or Manchester are 
complemented by waits of over an hour in the 
return direction. Though connections to 
Chester are set to improve.  Other journeys 
such as onto the Heart of Wales line are near 
impossible without lengthy waits. 

 
4. Commuter timed service to/from 
Shrewsbury and possibly Telford from 
stations in the Upper Severn Valley. i.e. 
Caersws, Newtown, and Welshpool.   This 

sort of journey is currently not available: the 
nearest timed arrival on a weekday into 
Shrewsbury is at 0916. 
 
5. Earlier Westbound departure from 
Shrewsbury (Monday to Saturdays).   An-

other long-standing issue. Currently from 
east of Machynlleth, Aberystwyth cannot be 
reached till c.1120, Barmouth c.1150 and 
Pwllheli c.1400. No commuting journeys can 
be made from Welshpool into Newtown ei-
ther. A whole plethora of journey opportuni-
ties are effectively not available or unattrac-
tive.  
 
6. All year round Sunday morning ser-
vices.  Peopleôs travel habits have changed 
over the years: there is a demand for morn-
ing travel on a Sunday all year round, which 
currently is only catered for in the summer 
months. 
 
7. Increased frequency of services 
generally including Sundays . Infrequency 

of service is one of the main reasons given 
by people in Mid Wales for not using the 
train. A service every two hours is just not 
perceived to be meeting modern travel re-
quirements. Regular users also bemoan it as 
the two-hour gap often results in long waits 
on return legs of journeys. 
 
8. A Passenger Information System 
that works.  The current system installed by 

Central Trains is, to be honest, as much use 
as a chocolate fireguard. Passengers de-
serve up to date real time information and not 
just to be told when the next timetabled ser-
vice is due as the current system does. Most 

User aspirations for the Cambrian Lines Timetable 
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of the stations are unmanned or have no staff 
presence in the evenings, which makes accu-
rate information points even more crucial.  
 
9. Elimination of overcrowding.  An-

other long-standing issue. Running two 
coach trains at two hourly intervals is asking 
for trouble. This is a spring, summer, autumn 
and winter issue and has been well chroni-
cled ad nauseam over the last decade, and is 
generally easily predicted. Simply stated 
there has not been enough rolling stock allo-
cated to the line since the end of locomotive 
hauled services. 
 
 
10. Resolution of the conflict of interest 
with long distance Aberystwyth services 
doubling as Shropshire/West Midlands 
commuter trains.  Certain Aberystwyth ser-
vices, because of the time they run into and 
out of the West Midlands conurbation double 
up as commuter trains from Shropshire. This 
causes widespread overcrowding and dis-
comfort for long distance passengers mixed 
in with the commuters. 
 
11. Punctuality levels to be c95%.   
Punctuality is a problem due to the lack of 
capacity at either end of the Aberystwyth to 
Birmingham run where any delay is multi-
plied. West of Shrewsbury far too many pass-
ing loops have been taken out to guarantee a 
reliable service and east of Wolverhampton 
too many trains have to fight their way into 
Birmingham along a two-track section. The 
current 80% punctuality level is far from ac-
ceptable. 
 
12. Appropriately laid out and designed 
rolling stock for the type of traveller using 
Aberystwyth services . The current Class 
158ôs have been designed to cram as many 
seats in as possible; this combined with over-
crowding sees catering trolleys that canôt 
come through the train and exits blocked by 
luggage and cycles because their owners 
have no choice as where else to put them. 

Trains must be designed to cater for more 
than just bums on seats. 
 
13. Connecting integrated bus/coach 
links with through ticketing available be-
tween Aberystwyth & Carmarthen, New-
town & Brecon and Welshpool & Os-
westry.   These once connecting lines need 
to have some form of public transport link re-
stored especially between Aberystwyth and 
Carmarthen, which should be a precursor to 
the restoration of the route to the national rail 
network. 
 
14. Possible station reopenings at Llan-
dre or Bow St, Carno and Hanwood . Popu-
lation patterns and travel patterns have al-
tered considerably since these stations were 
closed in the 1960ôs. We have identified 
these three or four as possible contenders for 
reopening.  
 
15. Welshpool Station ïa proper inves-
tigation into how the stationôs many short-
comings can be overcome.  Since its relo-

cation and rebuilding due to the townôs by-
pass being built a decade ago, there has 
been a ñyes I see what you meanò followed 
by a shrug of the shoulders approach to the 
many well documented shortcomings it has: 
this must end and action be taken. 
 
16. Creation of a Local Users Railcard.  

To encourage local people to get out and use 
the service more, it should cover the Coast-
line to Pwllheli also. 
 
17. Secure car -parking facilities at all 
stations.   There is currently a mixed bag of 

facilities; many people from outlying villages 
in Mid Wales have to travel by car regard-
less. If they are catered for they might 
change mode mid journey to rail instead of 
continuing their journeys by car. 
 
18. Permanent elimination of speed re-
strictions at certain unmanned level 
crossings . An aggravating and annoying ef-
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fect of recent Health & Safety directives. In par-
ticular there is one crossing a mile and a half 
east of Newtown where the line runs alongside 
the A483. What message is given about train 
travel when the motorist speeds past a train that 
has slowed to twenty miles an hour? 
 
19. Station areas including tracks within 
stations should be clear of rubbish and 
weeds.  More attention must be paid to this: a 
very bad impression is given out by the state of 
some stations and it discourages use. 
 
20. Staff levels to be increased, both on-
board trains and at stations.   For the obvious 

reasons of customer service, safety, confidence 
in the service and lasting impression. A ludi-
crous situation exists at Caersws where for-
merly until the advent of Railtrack the crossing 
keepers sensibly doubled up as the station staff.  
Since 1994 they still sit in the box at the en-
trance to the platform yet are not allowed to give 
assistance to customers at the station. 
 
 
How is this to be achieved?  
 
Whilst we recognise that not all can be done 
overnight or without significant expenditure, a 
good starting point would be the immediate 
commencement of the project to rebuild one of 
the passing loops at Dovey Junction station and 
the introduction of an approximately hourly ser-
vice between Shrewsbury and Aberystwyth.  
Please note that this project has already been 
planned and money allocated to it (not least 
from the National Assembly for Wales). Rail-
track claimed it did not have the resources to 
carry out the work and suspended the project in 
October 2001. 
 
Careful considerations of the implications of this 
project will show that it solves in part or full no 
fewer than eight of the above aspirations we list, 
they are as follows: 
 
Aspiration 1. The doubling of frequency of trains 
going to Aberystwyth will fill the holes in the cur-

rent timetable so that passengers traveling 
from Aberystwyth will be able to choose ser-
vices that connect at Dovey Junction with 
coast line and passengers from up the coast 
will have an Aberystwyth bound service with-
out too much of a wait. 
 
Aspiration 2. Likewise by filling the holes in 
the current timetable the increased fre-
quency of service will see passengers being 
able to choose a connecting train when trav-
eling from the Shrewsbury end of line and 
passengers coming off the coast will have 
reduced wait times at Machynlleth.  
 
Aspiration 3.  A greater choice of trains will 
see wait times at Shrewsbury reduced. 
 
Aspiration 4. There should be an arrival in 
Shrewsbury with an increased frequency 
timetable between the current 0654 & 0916 
arrivals opening up this journey opportunity.  
 
Aspiration 5. To maintain a regular flow of 
trains between Aberystwyth and Birmingham 
for an approximately hourly service an ear-
lier arrival from east of Machynlleth will be 
needed. 
 
Aspiration 7. No explanation needed 
 
Aspiration 9. Even if all trains with an hourly 
service were two coaches in length this 
would in theory increase seating capacity in 
total for the day on the line.  
 
Aspiration 12. The extra passing loop would 
help recovery of lost time, especially as it is 
so close to the Machynlleth passing loop.  
 
 
It must be stated that the root of a lot of the 
problems with the Shrewsbury to Aberyst-
wyth line stem from the stripping of its infra-
structure post the 1960ôs rationalisations. 
There are now just four passing loops along 
the 82 miles of track, thirty years ago there 
were nine plus Aberystwyth station had three 

Could this be freight on the Cambrian? 
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operational platforms compared to one today. 
This lack of flexibility causes punctuality prob-
lems, planning attractive timetables becomes 
harder, it limits the lines use for charter traffic, 
freight traffic and for more passenger trains. 
Whilst recent talk of investment in our line has 
been along the lines of restoring one loop, this 
is not good enough: at least three of the loops 
ripped out need to be restored.  
 
As a quick fix in part to some of our aspirations 
it is also possible to run an enhanced frequency 
service over parts of the line without any infra-
structure work. We demonstrated back in 1997 
that it was feasible using the then existing time-
table (which is almost identical to todayôs) to run 

an approximately hourly frequency service 
between Newtown and Shrewsbury with 
some additional services as far west as 
Machynlleth.  The outputs are not as exten-
sive as the Dovey Junction loop but this 
could be done as an interim measure pend-
ing the loops completion. 
 
I can also mention what we donôt want to 
see from the new franchise holder namely 
maintaining the status quo, a token London 
service involving a circuitous route using 
current rolling stock and viewing line speed 
improvements as the be all and end all of 
investment.  

When in the north of Scotland recently, I was 
able to see a little of the lines north of Inver-
ness.  A daily freight train runs to Georgmas 
Junction, between Wick and Thurso.  Included 
in the train are container wagons, carrying 
closed containers for Safeway, as well as 
closed vans.  At the junction there was a mobile 
crane, used to transfer loads to road 

(presumably including the containers). 
Could we see this for Safeway at Aberyst-
wyth?  Although the north of Scotland is 
considerably more remote than Mid Wales, 
is there the possibility of traffic of this sort 
being developed? 
 

Denis Bates 

Freight on the Cambrian? 


