Rail Tourism: developing the tourism offer on the Heart of Wales Line
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[bookmark: _Toc26200662]Executive Summary

The purpose if this report is to provide strategic recommendations for key stakeholders of The Heart of Wales Train line which will help to further develop rail-based tourism. It will discuss the background of the railway line and the developments being made. The report will use The West highland Line to benchmark against the Heart of Wales line. Recommendations and strategies about volunteering, accommodation and seasonal trains/activities are also put forward in this report. An environmental analysis is also included along with a PESTLE analysis which can be found in Appendix 1.
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[bookmark: _Toc26200663]Introduction

Communities in rural areas are often at risk of social and economic exclusion, the Heart of Wales (HOWL) rail line helps to connect these communities to other areas and enhances this connection which enables development opportunities for the HOWL. The railway has developed a plan/strategy for 2022 which will see Transport for Wales provide the line with two new 170 class car units which will allow more local people/tourists to travel. The development will also see an additional service every day on the line (www.tfw.gov.uk) and a late evening train between Cardiff to Llandovery and Crewe to LLandrindod by 2023 (www.heart-of-wales.co.uk). The trainline is customer driven and creates a social positive impact by optimising the use of the railway. There is a ‘silent problem’ of transport poverty in Wales according to the Welsh Assembly, a quarter of all households in Merthyr and Blaenau Gwent do not have a car and more than 1.5 million people feel they are isolated and unable to gain access to important services because of inadequate transport (www.assembly.wales.co.uk) and this is something the Heart of Wales Line is trying to overcome. 
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The Heart of Wales line has a history of carrying freight traffic, serving the steelworks at Bynea and the main industrial areas such as Ammanford and Pontarddulais, serving a purpose of linking them to Llanelli. The line currently has 121 miles of track and stretches from Shrewsbury through Powys and Carmarthen then terminates in Swansea (www.walesonline.co.uk). It’s a vital link for rural communities and provides views from the train that tourists/locals are unable to see from the roadside. The Heart of Wales line development company has turned the stations buildings at Llandovery into an event space and community space/café and launched a ‘hub’ that local food producers are able to use as a food outlet (www.theguardian.com). They also introduced a new network of footpaths aimed to bring in more walkers and tourism which can take up to 10 days to be completed (www.heart-of-wales.co.uk). 
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The West Highland Line is a Scottish rail line that offers its customers the ‘most scenic rail journey in the world’ (www.scotrail.co.uk). The line provides its passengers with discount cards which they are also able to use to get discount at local hotels. The line is heavily included in Visit Scotland’s itineraries and tours which helps to create tourism for the line and helps with advertisement and spreading awareness of the different attractions the line has to offer (www.visitscotland.com). 
The Royal Scotsman is one of the lines main attractions for the wealthy, prices can range from £2,000 to £3,500. It offers a unique way of seeing Scotland in luxury within 3-7 days. It operates 7 times a month from May to October and offers 3-night land cruises from Edinburgh up the West Highland Line and back with all meals, alcohol, afternoon teas and excursions, private cabins as accommodation included in the price (www.belmond.com).
Different stations along the route have cafes, museums and some provide accommodation. Glenfinnan station provides accommodation in the style of converted railway carriages allowing a place for tourists to stop and rest during their travels whilst still having that ‘train experience’. The station has also converted a 1958 coach which was has always been part of the museum’s collection, into bunkhouse accommodation for 10 people, which is now advertised as ‘the sleeping car’ (www.glenfinnanstationmuseum.co.uk). Their ‘Jacobite’ steam train is one of the tours they provide, which runs daily and only during summer months, which has created a wealth of tourism for itself as it is listed as one out of ’18 of the worlds’ best rail journeys’ (www.theguardian.com) due to its attractions and appearing in the Harry Potter Films. Bookings are made easily available to tourists through a range of different websites (www.westcoastrailways.co.uk). 
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B. Bramwell & B. Lane (2000) stated that the aim of partnership is to ‘bring about stakeholder negotiation and consensus building about mutually acceptable proposals about how tourism should be developed’ and the HOWL, Arriva Trains and Transport for Wales demonstrated this by coming together in partnership. Arriva providing trains and day tickets and Transport for Wales operating the line, investing money whilst promising to introduce refurbished car units and add an additional service every day from December 2022 (www.tfw.wales).
Volunteers and local communities make up a big part of the line as unlike urban stations and rail lines the HOWL doesn’t create a huge footfall compared. Each station is made available to rail enthusiasts, walkers, volunteers, local people and small rural enterprises with local school children maintaining the gardens behind the station (www.heart-of-wales.co.uk). 
Rail ramblers, The Long-Distance Walking Association and Council Rights of Way teams are also stakeholders for the HOWL providing funding and helping to work out which way would best lead the trails to local businesses whilst also helping to build the trail (www.railrambles.org). 
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Transportation is an integral part of the tourism industry and can have an affect on tourism numbers if it’s not developed together correctly, understanding the tourists use of public transport at the destination is important for sustainable mobility, destination satisfaction, public transport management and destination management (C. Michael Hall et al, 2014, pp.785-803). The HOWL line can benefit from having clear transport links from the station such as buses with short waiting times or taxis outside ready to take passengers to their required destination. The line is increasing their seating capacity by 2022 which means there will be more of a footfall across the line’s stations. Depending by how much this increases people could become unattracted to the line if there isn’t an effective integration of buses/taxis available to them. Providing a bus after the train will benefit the rail line by encouraging tourism as people would gain trust and confidence in using the service. 
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M. Porter (1996) said that a strategy is ‘about being different. It means deliberately choosing a different set of activities to deliver a unique mix of value’. The HOWL provides a set of unique scenes for its passengers however it needs to develop a thorough understanding of tourists needs and wants. The train is facilitating the tourism/locals but the HOWL needs to create and develop their current tourism strategy in order to pull passengers off the train and into surrounding areas to create a positive economic and social impact. 
The Heart of Wales Line could also improve on their advertising strategy, using platforms such as Instagram and Facebook to show off their attractions (views) could help to attract new customers and by continuing to work closely with Transport for Wales and Arriva Trains it will help to develop and improve on delivering consistent, trustworthy, high quality community transport provision, making it more likely of them to reach their 2022 goal, to create more services for the line and new tourism opportunities. 
A strategy to attract new volunteers would also benefit the rail line. They can start by recognising their current volunteers and creating awareness through them that they are looking for more. They could also advertise this on their social media platforms by using videos of current volunteers stating the benefits of volunteering with the line and why they need volunteers help. The number of hours can also affect the reason why volunteers will apply so advertising minimal hours could help attract local people who only have an hour or two to spare. Using M. Porter’s (1980) 5 forces strategy framework the HOWL could get a simple understanding of their competitive environment and use what their competitors have done to gain volunteers and improve on other strategies. 
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This report recommends that the HOWL should investigate the worth of providing seasonal attractions. For example, a Halloween or Easter train which could attract new demographics such as families and young adults. The line could put on Easter egg hunts throughout it’s walking trails meaning people would have to catch the trains in order to find the eggs or for younger children just use the newly developed walking trails. If proving to be successful, this could become an annual event bringing in tourism for local businesses and making profits for the HOWL. 
Using the West Highland Line as a comparison they have developed their trains to meet customer demands such as developing ‘The Royal Scotsman’. The HOWL doesn’t currently provide different types of service (apart from first class) and this could be down to customer demand, however they could develop a service for every type of person, providing audio talks/tours as the train travels instead of travellers having to look at leaflets/maps in order to find out the history of the area or find out where they are. Using audio would also be more cost effective and time effective for volunteers rather than having to employ local people to do the job. Transport for Wales could help to invest in the technology by providing audio on the walking trails as well, with a guide to the local wildlife and surroundings. 
Volunteering is a huge part of the line and applicants should be able to apply with easy access. However, there is currently no way to apply through their website creating a problem for people who aren’t local who want to become volunteers. The line should consider creating a platform for volunteers who want to apply on their website as this is easily accessible for all, cost effective and less time consuming than over the phone or face to face. 
[bookmark: _Toc26200670]Stations on this journey are remote and rural, providing accommodation at the station and enhancing on its history to tourists could be financially beneficial in the long term for the HOWL. The West Highland line provides converted railway carriages for its passengers which has proven to be popular with hikers after their walking/rail journey. (www.glenfinnanstationmuseum.co.uk). This is something that the HOWL could adapt and develop to attract more walking tourists, if any old trains or vehicles from around the station were not operational or within use they could develop and refurbish these to make accommodation for their passengers which would also create secondary spend for local shops/cafes/businesses. 




















Conclusion

In summary, this report has provided recommendations to key stakeholders of the Heart of Wales line to help develop tourism in the area and on the train itself. It has shown strategies that the line can put in place to further develop the line and create more tourism whilst using the West Highland line as a benchmark. It has shown more can be developed by the HOWL to create the tourism they need. 
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	POLITICAL
· Brexit
· Government Input (£)
· Regulations
· Tax policies
· Infrastructure
· Stakeholders

	ECONOMIC
· Labour costs
· Fuel prices (if they rise could attract more people to the trains)
· Travellers income
	SOCIAL
· Connects communities
· Attitude of passengers (perceived idea of train being late)


	TECHNOLOGICAL
· Any electric or mechanical issues on the line
· Research and Development 
· I.C.T trends (Wifi, use of plugs for laptops etc, information screens). 
	LEGAL
· Passenger safety
· Office of rail and road – Health and Safety laws
· Train driving licences
· Fire laws

	ENVIRONMENTAL
· Responsible/sustainable way of travel (cars are not environmentally friendly)
· Civil works (noise, waste, dust, vibrations)
· Climate change
· Weather conditions (Ice freezing etc)
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