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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The transport of tourism has generally been seen as the way to reach a destination whether for a day visit or holiday and not as part of the experience or even the whole experience such as on heritage lines. (Hall, 1999)  However, Lumsden et.al, (2004, 2005) remarks that determining the tourism journey from the transport journey is not easily distinguishable as both these forms of journey can be for a joint purpose. 

The Heart of Wales trail line is a beautiful scenic line that has been given a new lease of life by the reopening of the trail which runs alongside the line.  This trail has opened up the much-needed tourism in this area through the walkers, backpackers and rail enthusiasts. Duval, (2007); Page, (2009) Suggest that there are two sides to the analysis of the successful transport and the tourism relationship which are accessibility and connectivity.  This report will highlight some of the issues facing the stakeholders regarding the accessibility and connectivity to the destinations from the Heart of Wales line.  The report will also highlight  the impact of tourism which has had an added bonus to the economic and social benefit to the communities along the line, from tourists hopping on and off the train at the stations of their choice along the trail.  These communities have the added benefit and security in the knowledge that the line will not be closing any time soon due to the increase in tourism, and that their lifeline to the rest of Wales will continue. 

INTRODUCTION

This report will analyse the strategies in place for the Heart of Wales line, which includes the relevant stakeholders and development of rail-based tourism, with regard to integration of transport modes, which will take advantage of the proposed increased capacity of the line in 2022.  It will highlight the need for all stakeholders to combine their efforts to provide a service that not only benefits the tourism industry but also benefits the rural communities both economically and socially that run along the line.  According to the Heart of Wales Line Forum (2016) at the Senedd, this did not appear to be the case and they did not feel that rural mid and south wales was achieving this, as the whole area was in decline and rail transport was the key factor to aid regeneration. This report will try to establish if this has been achieved by reviewing the strategies and the use of a Pestle (See Appendix 1).





BACKGROUND

The Heart of Wales line trail is a scenic route that follows the railway line for 140 miles from Craven Arms to Llanelli.  In 2015 walkers and rail enthusiasts set about creating a walk that would follow the 150-year-old line.   A feasibility study with the help of Professor Les Lumsdon, was instigated to see if the trail was feasible, which was funded by Arriva Trains and has now been taken over by Transport for Wales.  The work was completed by the Trail Steering Group and volunteers and still needs regular supervision and repair work.  The rural and scenic route is very popular with walkers and ramblers because they can use the train to hop on and off the trail at regular stations along the route.  The trail can be used for day trips or can take up to 10 days to complete the whole trail.  (heart-of-wales.co.uk, 2019)

STRATEGIES  

Transport for wales (TfW) strategy has committed to supporting the Welsh Government policies and providing a safe and reliable infrastructure within wales and the borders. (tfw.gov.wales, 2019)  Some of these strategies include more capacity and introduction of more trains, this will enable the heart of wales line to have increased the amount of carriages on the route from 2 to 5 by 2022. This will allow the capacity for tourism to grow, with new facilities like WIFI and sockets.  Thus, encouraging an increase in economy to reach the more rural towns and villages along the root, by increased tourism numbers. 

Transport for Wales has also made a commitment to the improvement of the service and timetable. (tfw.gov.wales, 2019) However, this line is a single line and is still open to delay issues and cancelled trains, which could have an impact for tourists and communities, who are left at the unmanned remote stations along the line.  Therefore, it is important that (TfW) make a commitment to improving the communication in these remote stations and can deliver the high quality of customer service in their strategy for the rail systems in Wales.  

According to Network Rail strategy report (2019) their commitment to their customer base has encouraged them to set up scorecard system that measures their performance and have accountability to deliver a safe reliable service.  However, the performance on some of their more remote stations fell and stakeholders felt that more focus on issues such as vandalism and anti-social behaviour at stations and level crossing misuse hotspots.  These issues could be cause for concern on the stations on the heart of wales line as some are unmanned and open to vandalism and lack of control on anti-social behaviour.  Therefore, having a detrimental effect on the tourism industry and local communities. 

Although the marketing of the Heart of Wales line has increased recently there is still the problem of how to improve its popularity and reach the wider tourism market.  The Guardian (2019) reported on the best travel discoveries of 2018, which the heart of wales was one of.  It highlighted the single-track line and the footpath set in magnificent welsh landscapes and described it as a hidden gem.  However, hidden gem could be described as a poor reflection on the basis of how it is marketed within the tourism industry. 

ScotRail are running a similar service to the heart of wales line, but it does seem to have been more popular and well supported by the Scottish government. The West Highland line runs from Glasgow to Oban or Fort William and Mallaig and also offers an extra bonus of being able to buy Rail-sail-bus tickets and rovers, which enables the tourist to buy their tickets to the end of their journey without the hassle of trying to find where to book a ferry when they are travelling over to the islands. (ScotRail 2019) There is also the Jacobite steam train, which operates during the summer months between Fort William and Mallaig, once a day, which is an added bonus to this line. (www.westcoastrailways.co.uk)  Visit Wales does promote the heart of wales line in their website but it is not easy to find unless you are specifically looking for it.  Surely, for such a beautiful heritage line that is a fairly new attraction there should be more emphasis on the marketing of the line.

Accessibility and connectivity are very important to the strategy of the heart of wales line, although the line allows access to the destinations along the line it has not yet built a transport strategy to allow tourists to connect with these destinations unless it is through their own means.  It would be beneficial for all stakeholders, such as hotels, restaurants, bars, walking clubs etc., to work together to achieve the connectivity with the line, which is especially important for tourists or the local community who may not have access to their own transport or who prefer to leave their car behind. (Dallen, 2005, Salveson, 1997) The Devon and Cornwall Rail Partnership – Visitor information is a case study that puts this connectivity into practice by using Visit Newquay travel information to highlight the local and national bus services to connect to destinations such as the Eden project, it also provides services such as selling coach cards and National Express bus tickets. They also inform tourists on the travel website how to access “plan your journey” which lists all transport options to and from their chosen destination.  These strategies can all be associated with the heart of wales line to improve the tourism along the line.


RECOMMENDATIONS

Transport for Wales promise to deliver a high quality public transport network and improve their services.  However, the stations along the heart of Wales line, are mainly unmanned, therefore, when the trains are delayed or cancelled this can impact on the service, not only for tourists but the local communities.  Communication with passengers at these stations is important, if the train is cancelled a bus service could be provided to transport passengers to reconnect to their route.  Technology is an important factor in this area as communication is paramount in keeping the tourists waiting at the stations informed of the situation on the line (tfw.gov.wales 2019)

The increase in anti-social behaviour and vandalism in rural stations and communities is on the rise.  Network rail may need to be more engaged and responsive to this increasing problem in rural areas, using automated cameras to react with movement to alert a central communication hub or local police stations. (cdn.networkrail.co.uk)  

The carriages in use at present, are tired looking and not very comfortable, with a lack of facilities.  When tourists buy a train ticket, they are looking for comfort and value for money, Network Rail could provide more luxurious carriages possibly a of buffet car, allocation of room in carriages for bicycle racks for cyclists using the line.

There is a gap in the marketing of the heart of wales line, which does not meet the wider tourism market.  Network rail /(TfW)  promotes the line as a modern rail service with up to date facilities within the carriages and the added tourism bonus of the trail running along-side.  It is a heritage line, therefore, as part of the journey a heritage train could be added to the service on weekends, such as the Jacobite train on the West of Scotland line.  Heritage has a great influence within the tourism industry and can draw large number of tourists, this could help to increase the number of tourists to the line.  Should a heritage train be used it could also contain a restaurant car, which uses local ingredients and produce, as per the ScotRail train.  It could also promote the produce of the local communities by offering sample hampers.

The marketing of the line, and its tourism destinations could be brought into the 21st century by using modern technologies such as social media to reach wider markets such as Ireland and Germany, who are among our nearest tourism market, promoting family activity and cultural tourism in the future.  Stakeholders at destinations on the line could combine their efforts in creating a new marketing partnership to benefit all the hotels, restaurants etc, offering a pass it on scheme, if they do not have a vacancy, suggest one of their partner hotels along the route.  Carriages could be updated by installing guided tours, which could be digitally replayed by the tourist, it could also offer suggestions for destinations and places to visit along the line and how to connect with them once the tourist leaves the train.

The connectivity to destinations along the heart of wales line is an issue that needs to be addressed by all stakeholders involved.  Transport between the line and these destinations is imperative to increase the tourism market.  Llanwrtyd Wells spa town is an example of a town that will rely on the added tourism industry from the heart of wales line.  The smallest town on the line lays claim to Beer Festivals and the World Bog Snorkelling Championship as well as  award winning restaurants. (heart-of-wales.co.uk)  These stakeholders such as the Abernant Lake Hotel should be considering their transport mode; how can they make life easier for the tourist to reach the hotel and enjoy their stay.  The Retreat Group in St.Davids, which has three hotels in the locality, Twr y Felin, Roch Castle and Penrhiw, have taken their service to another level by providing transport from the train station in their company cars and transferring guests between the different hotels free of charge.  Although the Abernant Lake Hotel it not part of a group, it could use the same example by working with other stakeholders in the town to offer a similar service to the tourists who are arriving. (retreatsgroup.com)

CONCLUSION

The Heart of wales line trail is a unique niche tourism attraction that has only just begun its journey.  It has had immense support from stakeholders and partnerships within the communities along the line so far, although there is still a lot of work to be done to bring this line to its full potential.  The communities along the line not only rely on it as a life line to connect with the rest of Wales it also has the added bonus from the tourism industry to increase their economic and social benefits such as increased employment and free rail travel for pensioners.  To stop the line and trail stagnating there should be continued dialogue between all partners of the line and the outlying communities to aid the growth of the tourism along the line.  The use of technologies can work hand in hand with the heritage of the line to enhance and improve the effectiveness of the tourism attraction but still maintain its natural uniqueness.  The marketing of this niche tourism attraction should be developed not only for the benefit of the line but all the hidden gem tourism attractions along the line.  It should be marketed to a wider audience, as presently it is not widely known and used within Wales and outside of the UK.  If it is to become a niche tourism success and not just a forgotten branch line all the parties and stakeholders involved must take their part in committing to strategies to bring the line into the 21st century while still retaining its heritage.
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APPENDIX 1

PESTLE FOR THE HEART OF WALES LINE


	FACTOR
	IMPACTS


	
Political
	
Potential change in government due to election.  Brexit-how it will affect EU and governmental funding. Possible economic downturn after Brexit. Transport Wales and governmental commitment to future strategies for the line.


	
Economic
	
The threat of alternative ways of travel from lo-cost coach and bus services, due to the current economic climate. However, the line does have the benefit over road transport with regard  to it being more environmentally friendly than road transport. Economic benefits from tourism along the line to communities and tourist attractions receiving increased tourism marketing resulting economic benefits and increased employment.


	
Social
	
The line will accommodate the future needs of the communities along the line with the increase in tourism, this will secure the life of the line so that remote communities can connect with other destinations in Wales and UK.  The benefits to stakeholders and partners within destinations from increased tourism activity along the line resulting better connectivity to destinations

	
Technological
	
Technology has improved greatly benefiting not only the line and stations but also the tourism industry as communication systems can ensure better connectivity to tourists. The investment by Transport Rail and Network Rail will result in more carriages being added to the line allowing a more efficient service to operate along the line.


	

Legal
	


Network Rail and Transport Wales are governed by the Welsh Government, the Office of Rail Regulators, The Health & 
Safety Executive, Environment Agency.


	
Environmental
	
Transport Wales/Network rail is responsible for the upkeep of the line and the stations along the line.  Ensuring that infrastructure is running and maintained to meet the needs of the local communities and the tourism industry.  Also, to operate as environmentally friendly as possible and reduce their carbon footprint.




