Agenda item No

Derbyshire County Council
Cabinet Meeting
21 September 2004

Report of the Director of Environmental Services

Feasibility Study of Re-opening the Matlock-Buxton/Chinley
Section of the Derby to Manchester Railway: Response to the
Consultants’ Report (Environment and Highways)

Introductory Summary This report is concerned with the findings of
the feasibility study into the possible re-opening of the Matlock to Buxton
section of the Derby to Manchester Railway. It summarises the consultants’
main findings, outlines the representations received since publication of their
report and recommends a response.

The consultants found that while there were no insurmountable engineering
difficulties to re-opening the railway, the project was unlikely to be
economically viable, at least in the short term, and that the environmental
benefits did not outweigh the adverse environmental effects. On the basis of
these findings they recommend that no further work should be undertaken in
the immediate future, but that the line of the route should be safeguarded for
possible construction in the longer term when they expected the financial case
to improve.

This report recommends that the broad thrust of the consultants’ findings
should be accepted. It suggests that the continuity of the route should be
safeguarded as a transport corridor, but that north of Rowsley there should be
no presumption that the reinstatement of the railway is necessarily a ‘preferred
use’. In the light of these recommendations, the report suggests that
discussions should take place with the relevant authorities to consider
opportunities to improve accessibility and promote sustainable tourism in the
corridor.

(1) Purpose of Report To draw to the Cabinet's attention the
findings of the feasibility study, to outline representations received and to
agree a response.

(2) Information and Analysis In October 2002 Scott Wilson
Railways were appointed to carry out a feasibility study into the viability of re-
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opening the Matiock to Buxton section of the former Derby to Manchester
railway. The study was in two parts: the first required the consultants to
examine the overall viability of the project and make recommendations on a
preferred option, while the second was intended to develop the scheme in
more detail. There was a period of review between the two phases to enable
the County Council and its funding partners to consider the consultants'
findings and to decide how to proceed.

The report on the first stage of the study was published on 15 June 2004. A
copy will be available at the meeting or in advance of the meeting from the
Director of Environmental Services. This report briefly summarises the
consultants' findings, outlines the representations received since publication of
the report and suggests a response to the study findings. Informal discussions
with the other funding partners suggest that their response will be compatible
with that suggested in this report.

Study findings

The consultants’ findings are set out in detail in the Derby to Manchester
Railway: Matlock to Buxton/Chinley Link Study Main Report published in 2004,
They may be summarised as follows:

Passenger demand - a re-opened railway could be expected to attract up to
a million additional rail journeys per year in the year of opening, the actual
number depending on the choice of route and the frequency of service.
Passenger demand, and hence revenue, was expected to grow over the life of
the project. Much of this, however, would be at the expense of existing rail
services, particularly in the early years.

Freight demand — the consultants concluded that the line was unlikely to be
attractive as a strategic freight route. The only freight traffic using the line was
likely to be limestone and cement traffic from quarries in the Buxton area.
This could increase in the longer term if quarry operators were able to serve
new markets in the South East.

Infrastructure — there were considered to be no insurmountable difficulties in
constructing a line along the route. of the former railway. Capital costs were
estimated to be in the range £84.1m to £123.6m depending on the level of
service, the choice of route, and whether provision is made for freight traffic.

Economic evaluation — the consuitants concluded that the railway would not
provide a good rate of return on the capital investment and that rail services
would require an ongoing subsidy, albeit that the financial performance would
be expected t6 improve in later years.
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Environmental impact — the report identified a number of environmental
impacts including noise (which would increase as use of the line intensified),
the need to relocate the Monsal Trail, and the potential impact on SSSIs and
the candidate Special Area of Conservation (cSAC). Whilst some transfer of
traffic from road to rail was identified in the longer term, the consultants
concluded that the environmental benefits did not outweigh the adverse
effects.

Public consultation — there was considerable public support for the idea of
re-opening the railway, although there was significant opposition from those
most directly affected including residents living close to the line and users of
the Monsal Trail.

In the light of these findings, the consultants recommended that the study
partners should:

e on the basis of longer term forecasts, safeguard the corridor for future
public transport use

e if the route is to be safeguarded, consider how blight can be removed or
reduced including the possible use of a 'not before' date

e limit further development of the project, until such time as a funding
mechanism can be identified

e consider opportunities for private finance to reduce the requirement for
public sector funding

e if the route is to be safeguarded consider how the condition of the route,
and in particular the structures, can be maintained.

Representations on consultants report

At the time of writing some 38 representations on the consultants’ report have
been received and these are summarised in a separate schedule, a copy of
which will be available at the Cabinet Meeting or in advance from the Director
of Environmental Services.

Given the conclusions of the report, it is perhaps to be expected that the
majority of representations have come from those in favour of reinstating the
railway. Many of the representations made similar points, and a number seem
to have been influenced by a critical article that appeared in Entrain, a
specialist railway magazine.

Some of the main points made in the representations include:
e a general welcome for the study and the supporf given to it by the funding
partners

e concern that the focus of the report was too narrow, in particular a view
that the wider ‘network benefits’ had not been adequately captured
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» a belief that rail freight had a more significant role than that identified in the
report

« comments about the importance of the Monsal Trail and the need for a
satisfactory alternative to be provided should the scheme go ahead

e concern about the location of a new Buxton Station and in particular a fear

- that a new station could be too far from the town centre

» a view that the passenger forecasts were unduly pessimistic and failed to
take account of initiatives and service options that could increase demand

e concern that the capital costs of the project had been over-estimated

» the potential to adopt a phased approach to re-opening (eg extension to
Bakewell first, with the rest of the route at a later date)

» concern that the report under-estimated the impact on important nature
conservation sites

» a view that too much weight had been given to environmental issues

» general support for Peak Rail and the potential for enhancing its role in
providing local setvices

» the need to give more consideration to the potential for developing the line
as a Community Railway

In addition to the comments summarised in the schedule and outlined above,
a detailed submission was received from Peak Rail that outlined proposals for
pursuing an ambitious programme of initiatives focussed on the Matlock area.
These include the extension of their existing services into Matlock Station:
extension northwards to Rowsley village; the integration of Derby - Matlock
and Matiock - Rowsley services; and extension of heritage train services
southwards to Cromford or Ambergate.

Officer comments and suggested response to the study findings

Scott Wilson Railways have produced a wide-ranging and objective report on
the feasibility of re-opening the railway. There are some reservations about
specific points of detail in the report and representations have also been
received to the effect that the report is too narrow in its focus and, in
particular, that the study has failed to capture the wider ‘network benefits’ of
re-opening the railway. This point has been put to the consultants and they
have confirmed that the appraisal that was undertaken complied with
accepted methodology and that even the enhanced level of revenue that has
been suggested would not alter their fundamental conciusions about the
overall viability of the project.

There are also risks to the delivery of the project that remain unresolved.
These include the difficulty of identifying a site for a station at Buxton that
complies with modern safety standards; concerns about the potential impact
on sites of nature conservation importance leading to the possibility of
objections from statutory consultees; the need to establish and agree an
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alternative route for the Monsal Trail; and last, but by no means least, the
difficulty of securing capital and ongoing revenue support for the project.

In the light of these findings it is recommended that the broad thrust of the
consultants’ report should be accepted and that, in line with their
recommendations, no significant amount of further work on the project should
be undertaken at present.

In the longer term, the report envisages that the prospects for re-opening the
line will improve. The financial forecasts indicate that the railway would break
even (ie the revenue would exceed operating costs) some 20-25 years from
now and that thereafter the financial position will continue to improve. This
improving financial performance, together with the absence of any readily
identifiable alternative, has led the consultants to recommend that the corridor
should be safeguarded to facilitate the re-opening of the railway at some
future date.

While it seems reasonable to assume that the financial performance of the
railway could improve over time, the report provides no evidence that the
performance of this line will be any better than others of a similar nature.

Given that other projects may already have a stronger economic case, it is
difficult to see how this project could be accorded a higher priority in, say 15-
20 years time, than it is now. While increased pressure on the road network
may result in more calls for ‘something to be done’, it seems equally likely that
the perceived amenity and environmental value of the disused railway will
increase over time, thereby strengthening opposition to the scheme. Viewed
in this context, the consultants' views about the longer-term prospects for re-
opening the line may seem rather optimistic.

The likelihood of the project being implemented at some future date is one of
the factors to be to be taken into account in considering the degree of
protection that should be afforded to the corridor to facilitate construction of
the railway at some future date. In practice the current ownership and use of
the route (operational railway, multi-user trail, private estate and heritage
railway) means that it is unlikely that there will be wholesale changes in land-
use that would rule out future re-opening of the railway.

While it is always tempting to keep options open, this needs to be balanced
against the uncertainty it creates for policy makers and for those living or
working along the line of the route. In the circumstances it is suggested that
planning policies should continue to protect the continuity of the route between
Rowsley and Blackwell Mill as a transport corridor. This would provide for the
protection and development of the former railway as a recreational route for
walking, cycling, horse riding or other uses. While this would not preclude the
restoration of rail services at some future date, there would be no presumption
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that reinstatement of the railway was necessarily a ‘preferred use’. South of
Rowsley most of the route is already being used as a heritage railway and it is
suggested that the Derbyshire Dales Local Plan should continue to protect this
section of the route for the possible re-opening of the railway.

This approach to safeguarding would seem to be preferable to the
consultants’ suggestion of establishing a ‘not before’ date which could conflict
with Government guidance that development plans should only include those
schemes where there is a strong commitment from the delivery agency.

The consultants also recommended that consideration should be given to
investigating private finance opportunities and to maintaining the condition of
the route to minimise future costs of railway reinstatement. Given the findings
of the study and the doubts about the likelihood of the project proceeding, it is
suggested that no specific action be taken on these points.

The concept of re-opening the railway forms part of the South Pennines
Integrated Transport Strategy (SPITS) and a decision not to proceed with the
project has potential implications for the delivery of the strategy. While the
consultants concluded that there was no obvious alternative to reopening the
railway, there may be merit in the local authorities and public transport
operators exploring the scope for enhancing bus services in the corridor or
pursuing other initiatives to further the SPITS objectives.

Finally, it is suggested that the relevant authorities should have discussions
with Peak Rail to consider the extent to which their proposals could make a
contribution to promoting sustainable tourism and providing integrated
transport services in the light of the Government's emerging policy for
Community Railways.

(3) Financial Considerations The feasibility study was funded by a
consortium of private and public sector organisations. In the event of a
decision not to proceed with further investigations, the surplus funds will be
returned to the funding partners on a pro-rata basis.

(4) Equal Opportunities Considerations The study took account
of the need to address the needs of people with impaired mobility. Re-
opening the railway also has the potential to provide new travel opportunities
for people without access to a car.

(5) Environmental and Health Considerations Environmental
considerations were a key component of the feasibility study. As reported in
the main body of the report the consultants concluded that the environmental
benefits of the scheme did not outweigh the adverse impacts.
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(6) Property Considerations The disused railway is owned by
Derbyshire Dales District Council, Haddon Estates and the Peak District
National Park Authority. No County Council property is known to be affected
by the scheme.

In preparing this report the relevance of the following factors has been
considered: prevention of crime and disorder, legal and human rights, and
personnel considerations.

(7) Background Papers Derby to Manchester Railway: Matlock to
Buxton/Chinley Link Study Main Report, Scott Wilson Railways, June 2004

(8) Key Decision Yes
(9) Officer Recommendation That Cabinet is recommended to:

9.1 Accept the broad thrust of the conclusions set out in the consultants’
report.

9.2 Agree that no significant amount of further work should be undertaken
at present.

0.3 Seek to continue safeguarding of the former route north of Rowsley as a
transport and recreational route, but without any presumption that
reinstatement of the railway is a preferred use.

9.4 Seek to continue safeguarding a route south of Rowsley for the possible
re-opening of a railway.

9.5 Consider, in conjunction with other local authorities and public transport
operators, the scope for transport initiatives in the Matlock — Buxton
corridor compatible with the objectives of the South Pennines Integrated
Transport Strategy (SPITS).

9.6  Support further discussions with Peak Rail, public transport operators

and relevant local authorities with a view to improving accessibility and
promoting sustainable tourism in the wider Matlock area.

David Harvey
Director of Environmental Services
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