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Executive summary 

 
This report considers the case for developing a heritage railway and public transport facility 

between the town of Alnwick and the East Coast Main Line (ECML) at Alnmouth. Original 

plans to develop this route ñlinking coast to castleò have been modified with revised 

proposals forming the basis for this study. The principal findings are as follows: 

 

 Financial grounds alone rule out the feasibility of developing a heavy rail link (with 

or without main line connection) between Alnmouth station (ECML) and the former 

Alnwick station site. Construction of two bridges needed to reinstate the former 

Alnwick branch line make this version of the project prohibitive from a financial 

perspective. 

 

 It is feasible that a heritage railway could be established rapidly and at relatively 
low cost to provide Alnwickôs growing tourism economy with another visitor 

attraction; thus taking the number of annual visitors to above 1million. 

Development of a heritage railway should be considered as the first part of a two 

phase project. 

 

 Phase 1, through provision of a park and ride facility at the Lionheart base of the 
heritage railway could become a springboard for the development of a public 

transport facility incorporating, from a range of options (light rail, ultra light rail or 

mini tram), a much needed facility to transport visitors from Lionheart to Alnwick 

centre and tourist attractions. With shared access to heritage railway track, it is 

feasible that a commuter service be provided for Alnwick residents travelling 

between Alnwick town centre and Alnmouth (ECML).  Also, relatively short door-

to-door journey times might encourage modal shift for visitors travelling to 

Alnwick and its attractions. 

 

 Developing phases 1 and 2 will call for several partnership arrangements with Aln 

Valley Railway Society and its volunteer members playing a pivotal role. Alongside 

other volunteer groups, ownership by the local community presents a significant 

opportunity for meeting policy objectives aimed at social inclusion, protection of 

rural/heritage environments as well as integration of public transport through the 

local transport planning (LTP) process. 

 

 Developing a heritage railway facility (phase 1) and public transport facility (phase 
2) jointly with other groups such as cyclists and walkers would create a ñgreen 

corridorò linking the historic town of Alnwick to the coastal village of Alnmouth. 

Serving as a ñlinear parkò it would offer an amenity of value to local residents as 

well as an attraction in its own right for inbound tourists.  

 

 Several spin-off benefits could be envisaged if both phases come to fruition. Some 
remodelling of Alnmouth station would address problems of parking at and around 

this vicinity. Also it would provide an incentive to take on board government led 

initiatives regarding accessibility to public transport. Switching to public transport 

(or some partial switch involving park and ride) would decrease pressures to 

develop extra parking facilities within Alnwick and at its tourist attractions. 
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 A route providing direct access to Alnwick centre and Alnwick Gardens would 

facilitate greater ease of movement of visitor flows between attractions and other 

centres of interest.  Retail activity is likely to be a major beneficiary of this type of 

tourism/transport infrastructure improvement which is also sympathetic to the fabric 

and character of a historic town. 

 

 The Aln Valley Railway Society is well placed in terms of physical resources and 
expertise to establish and maintain a heritage railway as a successful operation. 

Through partnership arrangements, it would carry a strong case when bidding for 

external funding to supplement the considerable support already offered. 

 

 In terms of land use, development of a heritage railway on a site adjacent to 
Lionheart industrial estate to the east of the A1 trunk route will make minimal 

visual impact and noise associated with operation of steam traction. Also, a light rail 

system extending into Alnwick would, with its associated ñgreen corridorò, produce 

a relatively small footprint in terms of land area required. However, it is essential 

that no further encroachment is made upon the former track bed if this innovative 

and relatively inexpensive transport solution is to succeed.   

 

 The largest single capital expenditures for this project are a bridge (£1.1m) spanning 

the A1 trunk route and a station/interchange and (although not essential) a visitor 

centre (£1.5m) at Lionheart adjacent to the A1. Given the multiple-use to be derived 

from these supporting facilities, wider public benefit becomes an important addition 

to normal investment appraisal criteria. Of major importance are the likely 

economic and psychological benefits associated with Alnwick being reconnected to 

the national rail network.   

 

 Sustainable transport and tourism developments increasingly need to consider issues 
relating to ñsoftò factors such as quality of life and community well being. Survey 

data show strong public approval from would-be users for both phases of the 

project. Again, the impact of modal shift will have to be judged against the wider 

benefits featuring in government targets on transport, economic activity and the 

environment.  

 

 Local circumstances present an unusual opportunity for the development of a light 
rail system linking Alnwick to Alnmouth (ECML). The strategic importance of this 

part of the rail network and the strength of Alnwickôs tourist economy are, given the 

relatively low capital costs involved, compelling factors for this development. 

However, realising the potential benefits to be derived from phase 2 requires the 

Government policy conundrum pitched against light rail and biased towards bus to 

be broken. Also, given that many light rail schemes have an urban setting, an 

innovative approach towards local transport planning could produce a scheme that 

bucks the national trend; in particular rejection at the proposal stage. Provided the 

physical basis (i.e. the complete track bed of the former railway) remains available 

and a suitable commercial formula for operation be developed, Alnwick could 

become a pioneering model for community rail partnership. Government policy 

statements, if not financial support, appear to be heading in this direction as well. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 

Scope of study ï potential options for appraisal 
 

Although the consultantsô brief for this project gave clear direction to assess phases 1 and 2 

of developments proposed by the Aln Valley Railway Society, it was felt necessary to 

cover other options which those engaged in the creation of a heritage railway may aspire to. 

At an early stage it became clear that, options 3 and 4 are theoretically feasible but unlikely 

to materialise because of the enormous resource implications and current direction of policy 

initiatives towards development of rail services. 

 

As a consequence, the focus of this report is on options 1 and 2 which are in effect phases 1 

and 2 as specified in the project briefing.  

 

In the broadest sense options to be considered for this project may be summarised as: 

 

1. Heavy rail: Alnmouth-Lionheart  

2. Heavy rail: Alnmouth-Lionheart/Light Rail: Lionheart-Alnwick  

3. Heavy rail: Alnmouth-Alnwick (without mainline connection) 

4. Heavy rail: Alnmouth-Alnwick (with mainline connection)  

 

Ranging from most realistic to least feasible the following order is suggested: 

 

1.1 Option 1 - Heavy rail: Alnmouth -Lionheart  
 

This entails provision of a heritage railway between Alnmouth and Lionheart (a site 

adjacent to the A1 trunk route). It corresponds to phase 1 specified in the consultantsô brief. 

The type of facilities envisaged at Lionheart (car park, visitor centre etc) make for the kind 

of flexibility required to offer some degree of public transport provision. 

 

Given the seasonal demand typically facing a heritage railway operation, greater utilisation 

of resources could be achieved if the Lionheart site is developed as a Park and Ride (P + R) 

facility for Alnwick as a whole. However, site location and lack of rail connection to the 

centre of Alnwick with this option would require Lionheart to be developed along the lines 

of a bus hub or bus/rail interchange to cope with tourist traffic generated by the townôs 

visitor attractions. This would take pressure off demand for extra parking provision within 

the town and at specific attractions. 

 

Additionally, this option could include a light tram service for commuter traffic between 

Lionheart (serving as a P + R facility) and Alnmouth station. For commuters this does 

present an extra stage and cost to their journey but limited parking (and little scope for 

expansion) at Alnmouth station make this an option worth considering. 

 

This option is represented in schematic diagram 1, on page 17. 
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1.2 Option 2 - Heavy rail: Alnmouth -Lionheart/Light rail: Lionheart -

Alnwick  
 

Effectively this is the progression from phase 1 to phase 2 through a hybrid development 

involving heritage railway facilities interfacing with modern ultra light rail to provide a 

complete rail link between Alnwick and Alnmouth. From an operational standpoint this 

presents a considerable challenge because of the mixed enterprise required and 

arrangements needed for sharing facilities. However, it also presents potential economies of 

scale and other benefits to the tourist economy and transport system around Alnwick. This 

option is represented in schematic diagram 2, on page 18. 

 

1.3 Option 3 - Heavy rail:  Alnwick -Alnmouth (without connection to 

ECML)  

 

This option is viewed as only moderately more advantageous than option 4; the principal 

factor being the savings associated with not having a connection to ECML at Alnmouth. 

Limited remodelling of the down platform would enable passengers to connect with both 

services. Again a joint heritage railway/community rail partnership (CRP) venture could be 

envisaged. From a heritage rail perspective, the length of running line would be 

advantageous as Alnwick would be one of the end destinations. However, such a line might 

suffer the problems encountered by other preserved lines where customers are offered only 

one attractive starting point for their journey. Concentrating supporting facilities (e.g. car 

parking) at Alnwick would prove problematic for AVR given the limitations of the site 

available. 

 

For either a CRP initiative or heritage rail venture, a heavy rail scheme between Alnmouth 

and Alnwick might prove a daunting task without substantial injections of funds from 

external bodies. Also, from a heritage railway perspective, this option rules out the scope 

for bringing in mainline charter traffic from the national network. Several preserved lines 

have, in recent years, undertaken substantial development programmes to secure this type 

of traffic which, by its nature, produces a modal shift towards rail. 

 

1.4 Option 4 - Heavy rail:  A lnwick -Alnmouth (with connection to 

ECML)  

 

This option, if considered, would see restoration of the former branch line from Alnmouth 

to Alnwick; a position similar to that found in pre ñBeechingò days. 

 

Turning the clock back might have some appeal from the perspective of creating a heritage 

railway that is an authentic representation of a branch line from this era and, over the years, 

several preservation societies have succeeded in this respect e.g. West Somerset Railway 

(one of Britainôs most successful) and, on a smaller scale, Keighly and Worth Valley 

Railway. 

 

Having a mainline connection is desirable for many preserved railways, but not essential. 

For example the Great Central Railway has for many years developed a preserved railway 

to mainline standards but without a mainline connection. However, where branch lines have 

been saved with a view to offering a public transport facility, being network connected is 
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seen as a strong factor in the case for retaining a physical link to either a mainline or feeder 

services. Several community rail initiatives are probably driven by motives of this kind. By 

way of comparison, substantial population centres such as Corby in Northamptonshire and 

Leek in Staffordshire may well suffer economic disadvantage (real or perceived) through 

not being ñnetwork connectedò.  

 

Whilst much smaller in terms of catchment area, a similar case could be made for Alnwick 

to regain direct links with the national network. In terms of feasibility, such a case would in 

all probability fail because of circumstances specific to this particular route. Whilst no 

attempt has been made to quantify costs for this option, the following factors are presented 

as overwhelming evidence against such a development: 

 

Capital costs ï substantial costs would be incurred through changes to track layout and 

platforms at Alnmouth station. The current climate for railway investment indicates that 

such a development would be regarded as low priority, if considered at all. If a connection 

to ECML was in place, expenditure on key bridge points (A1 trunk route and South Road in 

Alnwick) are likely to be beyond the resources of a body such as AVR Society or a CRP 

arrangement offering a public transport facility. 

 

Operating costs ï Policy statements covering CRP initiatives offer little hope for the 

creation of new schemes. Thus, a joint heritage railway/CRP venture would need to be a 

stand alone scheme with little support by way of subsidy. Any subsidy would in effect 

come predominantly from the volunteer inputs associated with a heritage railway and CRP 

participants. Both might secure a wider range of revenue generation opportunities but 

expected traffic levels are unlikely to cover the substantial operating costs associated with 

heavy rail. Importantly, other modes of transport, most notably buses, would achieve lower 

operating costs and greater flexibility over rail. However, it is recognised that quality of 

service issues may exist with this arrangement. 

 

Other factors ï Whilst Alnwick station offers potential for development into the finest  

heritage railway terminus in Britain, the mix of products supplied through a heritage 

rail/CRP initiative would present problems. The Alnwick station site, currently home to 

Barter Books, a major attraction in its own right, would struggle to cope with the demands 

from a public transport element. The seasonal nature of heritage railway business, in 

particular peak demand generated from special events, would prove problematic. Hence the 

Alnwick site is considered to offer little scope for development of core and peripheral 

services associated with both CRP and heritage rail products. 

 

Also, in terms of integrating access to Alnwick town centre and existing/potential visitor 

attractions, this option would fall short in several respects, most notably distances from 

Alnwick station to Alnwick Gardens and Alnwick Castle. Provision of integrated bus 

services would prove less costly and ultimately more effective through being part of local 

transport plans.  

 

Although outside the brief of this project, if a case for freight provision can be made, 

Option 4 might stand an outside chance of being viable.   
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1.5  Methodology 
 

The brief for this project covers options 1 and 2 hereinafter referred to as phases 1 and 2 as 

specified in the consultantsô brief. Research was conducted for both phases using primary 

and secondary research. 

 

For phase 1 secondary research consisted of desk based research covering case material 

relating to heritage railways in the UK. Since a heritage railway operation is yet to be 

established at Alnwick, it was considered appropriate to use historical analogy to gauge 

feasibility. In effect, this amounted to considering what might be widely regarded as 

examples of good practice from a heritage railway or visitor attraction perspective. 

 

With previous studies (MMU West Somerset Railway: Economic Impact Study) indicating 

the likely market segmentation for such a product, it was decided to collect primary data 

from surveys of potential visitors to this attraction. A preliminary study conducted in 

summer 2005 gave some indication of market characteristics for the peak holiday season. 

Given the large percentage of customers likely to come from the day market, primary 

research conducted in 2006 was targeted at potential catchment areas. Surveys of residents 

and visitors to the Newcastle/Gateshead area were conducted between March and June. 

Over the same period additional data were collected from surveys targeted at residents 

living in and around Alnwick. 

 

Survey instruments used for phase 1 also contained questions covering the public transport 

aspects making up core issues for phase 2. It was necessary to test the demand for a 

relatively innovative solution, so a survey of Alnwick residentsô attitudes towards phase 2 

proposals was conducted. Similarly it was considered appropriate to survey a key potential 

user segment, rail commuters at Alnmouth station. With co-operation from Northern Rail, 

the week commencing 24
th
 April 2006 was chosen for data collection. With both surveys it 

was considered that attitudes showing levels of acceptance of phase 2 proposals would be 

more relevant than measures designed to establish expected volumes of traffic. It is 

recognised that Alnwick residents and Alnmouth commuters, whilst making up potential 

user groups, also occupy, through the local government process, the position of 

stakeholders in other respects (i.e. as taxpayers/providers of external funding). 

 

The direction of survey work, especially for phase 2, was guided by the policy framework 

providing the backdrop against which this project will have to be considered. Therefore, 

desk research involved a review of relevant transport policies covering various modes of 

transport over a planning horizon of up to twenty years (e.g. North East Planning 

Assessment for the railway, 2006). 

 

Whilst some outcomes from this study require testing using techniques based upon 

mathematical modelling, resources available have prevented this from being undertaken. 

That a substantial number of variables will inevitably remain unknown to researchers on 

this project justifies a decision not to generate an exhaustive list of scenarios for potential 

development. For example where modal shifts have been suggested as possible outcomes, 

no attempt is made to evaluate impact(s) at specific locations. More technical aspects 

detailing the nature of survey work undertaken are to be found in section 5.0 covering 

analysis of primary data. 
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Map 1.0 Alnwick Centre-Alnmouth Station (ECML): Overview showing areas 

covered by maps 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Image produced from the Ordnance Survey ñGet-a-map serviceò. Image reproduced with kind permission Ordnance 

Survey and Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland 
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Map 1.0 Area covered: Alnwick Centre to Alnmouth Station (ECML) 

 

 
 

 

 
Image produced from the Ordnance Survey ñGet-a-map serviceò. Image reproduced with kind permission Ordnance 

Survey and Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland 
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Map 1.1: Alnwick centre-A1 crossing section 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

   
 

Image produced from the Ordnance Survey ñGet-a-map serviceò. Image reproduced with kind permission Ordnance 

Survey and Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland 

 
 

 

 

Map shows light rail section from Lionheart to possible sites for terminus in centre of 

Alnwick.  Variations in costs for each terminus option are given in Table 11 p 50.
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