
DEVELOPING THE TOURISM OFFER ON THE HEART OF WALES LINE
Rail Tourism


Executive Summary

This report begins with an introduction laying out the aim of the report, which is to create strategic recommendations for the development of tourism along the line. It then continues to introduce the Heart of Wales line whilst looking at the Welsh Government framework report and the Heart of Wales Development Company.

The main body consists of an overview of the importance of strategies for a business. A SWOT is included looking at the company’s internal and external factors.  A brief discussion and overview of a visit from the previous month is also included.
Benchmarking is also then undertaken against the West Highland Line, specifically looking at positive initiatives the line has adopted which has increased tourism figures to the line- such as a local produce hamper, bike storage and producing an itinerary.
Two of Porters Five forces are then evaluated in reference to the Heart of Wales Line and whether these could cause potential problems for the line. 
Tourism along the line is discussed, looking at the influx of visitors the Riyal Welsh Show has to the area as well as the events and heritage sites located in Shrewsbury and how these can be utilised to increase customer numbers on the train line.

A brief conclusion has been added along with seven strategic recommendations which are reinforced with examples of these strategies being in place successfully on other lines across the UK. 
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Introduction
This report will look at creating strategic recommendations for the Heart of Wales line after evaluating the current position in the market, their aims and objectives whist also benchmarking other similar lines. It will evaluate their initiatives which have proved successful and whether these initiatives can be adopted on the Heart of Wales line for successful tourism growth on the train as well as facilitating tourism in the various villages and towns the train stops at.  
The Heart of Wales line is a rural railway which opened in 1868 (Scenic Rail Britain (2019) which connects over thirty stations between Swansea and Shrewsbury and is operated by Transport for Wales (Heart of Wales Line, 2019). 
The line is supported by volunteers which are referred to as champions of the station. The line acts as a transport link for rural communities and towns across Mid Wales, which have limited access to major transport infrastructure. Tourists also make up the visitors on the trains as it is said to be ‘one of Wales’s most beautiful train journeys’ (Dalling, 2018). It famously was listed in The Guardians Best Travel Discoveries of 2018 alongside Mount Palomar Observatory in California, Teshima Art Museum in Japan and Southern Catalonia amongst others (Rushby, 2018). 
Transport for Wales, who operates The Heart of Wales Line have promised to spend £800 million on new trains which will increase capacity and modernise Wales’s train network. The redevelopment of its fleet will double the passenger capacity from 64 passengers to 120 as part of its strategic transport plan which offers an opportunity for additional tourism along the route (BBC News, 2018). 

The Welsh Government announced a goal in their framework action plan in 2014 to ‘Increase the use of public transport for journeys to and within Wales’. One of the initiatives from this framework was to develop tailored traffic free itineraries on the Heart of Wales Line, as well as public transport series linked to annual events, such as Hay Festival and Swansea cultural events and improved website connectivity and regional press and PR. (Framework Action Plan Year 2, 2014)
 
The Heart of Wales Line Development Company created a long-distance walking trail linked to the line after securing a £5,000 grant. It is one of the most scenic trails in Britain. The Development Company describe their three core aims as;
Encourage sustainable tourism
Encourage healthy outdoor activity and the use of public transport, particularly on the Heart of Wales Line;
Promote local produce and local businesses/accommodation such as B&Bs, camping, cafes and pubs as part of the visitor experience.
(ACoRP, 2019)
 
Heart of Wales Line’s Strategy

‘Strategy is the determination of the basic long-term goals and objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these goals’ (Chandler, 1962).

This quote reaffirms that the Heart of Wales Line needs a strategy in order to move forward with its business if it wants to grow its visitor numbers, income and tourism offerings.  Having a strategy will enable Heart of Wales to define their current position, future position and the plan they will undertake to get to their future position in the market.
 
GÜREL (2017) is quoted as describing strategic planning as ‘a way to help an organization be more productive by helping guide the allocation of resources in order to achieve goals’. 

To develop a strategic management framework, it is key to look at a business’s internal strengths and weaknesses as well as the external factors of opportunities and threats.
Looking at the external factors identifies the critical threats and opportunities in its competitive environment as well as how competition in this environment is likely to evolve and what implications this has for the business. The internal analysis helps an organization identify its organisational strengths and weaknesses. Based on SWOT Analysis, organisations can choose the appropriate strategy. (GÜREL, 2017)
A swot of the Heart of Wales line has therefore been created, as seen below;
Strengths	Lack of competition	Convenience 	Heart of Wales trail	Opportunities	Growth of villages and towns along route	Emission control	Link with other trails – Glyndwr’s way and Offa’s Dyke
Weaknesses	Lack of access for disabled guests	Lack of bike space	Need of modernisation	Lack of facilities at many stations	Threats	High expenditure 	Customers use alternative options such as car	


Henry Mintzburg argued that strategy is hard to get right and therefore developed his 5Ps of strategy in 1987 (Mintzberg, 1992). These consist of strategy as a plan, ploy, pattern, position and perspective. The 5Ps are to be used while developing a strategy and will highlight problems in the implementation of a strategy. 

The Heart of Wales Line

After a visit on The Heart of Wales line as well as a talk from a member of the Heart of Wales Development Line, a number of problems were noted. These included, the lack of food service on the train, limited number of seats, a clear need for modernisation, lack of facilities at smaller stations, as well as limited bike and wheelchair storage and only four trains per day. There is also no facility for guests who want to learn more about the scenery and culture that they pass by whilst on the train. 
A similar, comparative railway line in the UK is the West Highland line. The Heart of Wales line will be benchmarked against this line to evaluate where improvements could be made. 
Benchmarking- West Highland Line

The West Highland Line is located in Scotland. It won ‘Most Scenic Railway Line in the World’ by readers of an independent travel magazine (BBC News, 2009).
The line is comparative with the Heart of Wales Line as they both feature picturesque routes which tourists flock to as an attraction in itself, rather than any purpose of visiting an end location, being hailed as being one of the greatest rail journeys in the world and travels through many Lochs, National Parks as well as the Glenfinnan Viaduct, which was used in the filming of the Harry Potter films (Visitscotland.com, 2019). 
The line has developed into an attraction in its own right, as well as the stunning scenery, guests can also enjoy a ‘great scenic tasting box’, filled with local produce. This has been extremely successful and can be bought at stations along the line whilst generating income for small local businesses and solving the problem of a lack of food and drink facilities onboard the train. Scotrail.co.uk, 2019). 
The West Highland line has also introducing dedicated carriages for bikes, ski bags and larger rucksacks. The first of its type in the UK, according to ScotRail project manager it will ‘support tourism, and bring wider economic benefits, along Scotland’s most scenic railway’ (BBC News, 2019).
The West Highland Way has also been developed which similar to the Heart of Wales Trail, is located along the line, with easy access on and off the train for walkers to travel between walks. The website for this has a detailed itinerary which enables potential visitors to easily plan their trip and encourages tourists to visit. The itineraries span from two days to seven days. The trail also operates a baggage transfer service which allows walkers to leave their luggage with the service when they disembark the train, spend the day walking and then have their luggage ready at their accommodation. This creates a service which helps customers and creates a sense of ease.

Five Forces
Porter (1980) created the five forces to analyse an industry’s attractiveness to evaluate its likely success. Not all five forces apply to the Heart of Wales line. Threat of substitution is a threat, as travellers could use another means of public transport to travel. The threat of new entry is another potential threat, as National Rail own the line so other transport providers could tender for the route depending on how successful people value Transport for Wales’s service. 
Tourism along the line

A number of large events happen along the line throughout the year, such as The Royal Welsh. The Royal Welsh attracts over 240,000 visitors over the four days in July (ITV News, 2017). The event is located in between just over a mile away from Builth Road train station, located on the Heart of Wales Line (Royal Welsh, 2019).  
Another town on the line which hosts events which could work in partnership with the Heart of Wales line is Shrewsbury. There are a large number of events held in Shrewsbury such as Christmas markets and fairs, farmers markets and Shrewsbury Folk Festival (Originalshrewsbury.co.uk, 2019).
Shrewsbury is also home to an Abbey, Cathedral, museum and art gallery and the famous Theatre Severn. These attractions are all popular with visitors who favour cultural and heritage trips. 










Conclusion

Transport for Wales has taken a step in the right direction with the increase in capacity for the Heart of Wales line, however there are a number of strategies that could be put in place to help attract travellers to use the train. 
This report will conclude with recommendations that could enable the Heart of Wales line to increase numbers as well as working in partnership with stakeholders and help promote local businesses. 
The benchmarking against the West Highland Line was imperative to devise these recommendations and benchmarking against other lines will help Transport for Wales in increasing the number of people travelling on the line.



















Recommendations 
After reviewing the benchmarked railway lines and the positive initiatives they have put in place, a list of recommendations can be suggested, these are;

1) Food and drink trolley OR a locally sourced hamper
Whilst looking at TripAdvisor, it is regularly commented on how there is a lack of food and drink available to buy during the journey, and most of the stations the line passes through also lack any offer of refreshments. A suggestion would be to have either a self-service food and drink machine on board if there is not enough demand for a manned trolley. Another option could be to create a hamper, just as the West Highland Line has done. This will help limit the number of negative responses to this aspect and create revenue for the line too. If locally sourced produce is used this will help smaller businesses involved and create a better relationship with these stakeholders as well as increasing the attention and customers of these businesses.  

2) On board audio tour 
The use of an on-board audio tour guide would enable tourists wanting to find out more about the line the opportunity to do so, without disturbing other travellers. The cost of implementing this would be relatively cheap, only needing recording once, and then only the cost of headphones and the maintenance of the devices. This would help educate and inform guests of the heritage and scenery along the line, which many people are travelling along the line purely to see.  

3) Bike Hire
There are currently only five stations along the Heart of Wales line which offer bike hire facilities. With the lack of facilities for more than a small number of bikes, as well as the type of customers which travel by the Heart of Wales line, such as; active explorers, cultural explores, scenic explorers and family explorers, an increase in the offering of bike hire would be a positive recommendation as the new trains will not offer an increase in bike storage, so this would be the next best thing and will enable more activities to be undertaken at each location. 

4) Luggage Drop Service
A luggage drop service would enable walkers to leave their luggage at the station and head off for a walk whilst their luggage gets dropped off at the accommodation they are staying at. This will hopefully increase the numbers of walkers using the line as well as increasing the relationship with stakeholders such as campsites, B&Bs and hostels. This idea has already been used on the West Highland Line and has been very successful. There would be a small cost of this which could be shared between the customer and the hotel as they will be gaining revenue which beforehand, they may not have.

5) Attraction tickets \ Marketing of events
Boosting relationships between the line with external stakeholders, such as attractions and events along the line is vital for the redevelopment of the line. A recommendation is to offer discounts to customers who use the line when purchasing attraction and events tickets. This idea has already been implemented with Merlin Entertainment offering two for one attraction tickets with a valid railway ticket to Central London (Londontoolkit.com, 2019). 
CADW also offer a partnership with Transport for Wales, enabling visitors to gain two-for-one admission if they have a valid train ticket for that day. This increases the number of people travelling to the attraction via public transport, as well as the number of visitors to the heritage sites (Cadw.gov.wales, 2019). 





6) Itinerary
The West Highland Way has developed a number of itineraries which are on their website. A recommendation is for the Heart of Wales line to produce a number of itineraries to advise people who want to walk the Heart of Wales Trail, or even just visit various attractions along the journey. An itinerary could be produced easily and would take a couple of days to create but having long lasting impact. It could be displayed on the Heart of Wales line website as well as in leaflets and would again, boost tourism for attractions and events along the line. 

7) Integrating other modes of public transport
As mentioned previously, there are a large number of popular events along the line, such as Royal Welsh, which attracts over 240,000 visitors over a four-day period. This influx of visitors to the area could have a huge impact on visitor figures for the line as well as many other events that the train passes by. The line would benefit from integrating with other transport modes, such as creating links with bus services to provide guests the option to easily travel via public transport without the worry of travelling from the train station to the event itself.
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