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	PROJECT/PROGRAMME: Rail Connectivity Improvement Schemes

	Brief Description

	There are a number of regional strategic rail enhancements on the table that would benefit the Marches significantly, also presenting an opportunity to seek further investment. The Midlands Rail Hub project is a large and ambitious rail improvement programme, including enhancements between Hereford and Worcester, designed to improve east-west connectivity and boost the local economy. Alongside this, there are Midlands Engine Rail (MER) plans in place to increase line speed on the Shrewsbury - Black Country to Birmingham route through realignment and signalling improvements. There is a strong desire in the Marches to accelerate delivery of the strategic upgrades that would make the greatest contribution to local rail network ambitions and to bring forward complementary, intra-regional schemes that enable more local people to access the rail network in a sustainable way.   

	Current Status

	A £15 million proposal to upgrade and improve line speed on the Shrewsbury Rail Corridor was outlined to Government by Midlands Connect in August 2022 on the back of its MER Delivery Plan and Rails to Recovery report. The scheme is currently awaiting a decision to proceed to the next stage but, if the scheme is approved, construction could commence as early as 2025. There are longer term plans to electrify the route through Telford and the Black Country and to extend London services to Shrewsbury but this does not form part of the current proposition. 

An Outline Business Case for Midlands Rail Hub, including options costing from £925 million to £1.54 billion, was submitted to the Government in December 2022 by Midlands Connect in partnership with Network Rail and with the backing of 47 partner organisations. A Full Business Case is expected to progress later this year and, subject to funding, the programme would be delivered in phases between 2025 and 2033. Interventions on the section between Worcester and Hereford are currently expected to come forward in later stages due to a requirement for signalling upgrades on the line. 

Other high level study and initial business case work has been undertaken locally exploring new and improved rail links and stations within the Marches, with an emphasis on the three key urban centres of Hereford, Shrewsbury and Telford. The evidence base underpinning localised schemes that offer a strategic benefit is largely in its infancy and it is recognised that more work is needed to understand what is needed to improve connectivity with the rail network and to support rural mobility in particular. 

	Emerging Scope and Service Requirements

	It has been established that there is a pressing need to study the ongoing role of rail in dealing with more localised needs across the Marches; requiring further study. Business case development supporting big strategic rail enhancements continues to be driven by Midlands Connect. The focus in the Marches should be on the sub-regional opportunities offered by enhanced service levels and inter-modal connectivity improvements to maximise the benefits of those wider schemes. 
A number of options may be of relevance for a Rail Connectivity Package, as follows:
· New and improved stations e.g. transport hubs/interchange, P&R/Parkway, EV charging
· Active Travel connectivity to stations with integrated provision for walking, cycling and other micro-mobility solutions
· Demand Responsive Transport (DRT) links to rail stations providing flexible mobility
· Other schemes supporting a technology enabled and more dynamic network
[bookmark: _Hlk138199036]Existing rail proposals meeting high level criteria have been considered by the Marches Transport Officers Group (TOG) and a total of 5 schemes have been assessed using the Marches and Mid Wales Joint Appraisal Framework to date. Naturally, the Shrewsbury - Black Country to Birmingham Line Speed Upgrade and Midlands Rail Hub - Hereford to Worcester Capacity Upgrade have both been identified as a high priority. 
Shrewsbury Parkway Station has been identified as an initial priority at a local level. LEP partners could focus on the investment opportunity that the Shrewsbury line upgrade offers to address local connectivity needs within this corridor, with potential to improve rural mobility and network access. 
Proposals for the three existing schemes discussed are indicated on plans provided in Annex A. At this stage high level options can be described and are drawn on a map but scope and alignments may not be precise.

	Estimated Costs 

	The scale of investment required may be high depending on scale and phasing, typically over a long investment period. A high level indicative cost for Shrewsbury Parkway Station is as follows:
	Scheme
	Indicative Cost Range

	Shrewsbury Parkway Station
	£20m - £30m


Note: Illustrative cost is based on information provided in study work undertaken to date, where available, benchmarked against the cost of other similar schemes including Worcester Parkway. Includes for some wider connectivity elements e.g. active travel.  



	PART A – Strategic Case

	The Case for Change

	Transport Connectivity Problems

· There are deep, long standing rail challenges on the Marches, Shrewsbury to Birmingham, Hereford to Birmingham and Shrewsbury to Crewe lines which limit the movement of people, goods and services. The Marches has historically suffered from relatively low levels of transport investment compared to other areas and is ill prepared to link people with HS2.  
· There is only one direct AM peak service from Hereford into Birmingham arriving before 9am and one train per hour between Hereford and Worcester. The route experiences a high train load in excess of seated capacity but any future increase in patronage on the line could be constrained by the form of signalling system in operation.
· There are two services per hour between Shrewsbury and Wolverhampton, however these are known to be slow, often unreliable and overcrowded. Pre-Covid it was three trains per hour.
Official figures from the Office of Rail and Road (ORR) show that Shrewsbury was the most-used station in the Marches in the year to March 2022 with 1.6 million passengers entering and exiting. The figures also show that over 1 million passengers used Hereford Station and 1.2 million passengers entered and exited train stations in Telford and Wrekin that same year.
· Vehicular traffic congestion is an increasing problem in the three key urban centres of Hereford, Shrewsbury and Telford and car ownership in the Marches remains high at 84% (Census 2021). Schemes that remove traffic from centres e.g. parkway station will be key to realising visions set out in local strategy documents and increasing rail patronage sustainably. 
· Outside key economic and employment centres the Marches is predominately rural with dispersed communities creating problems in terms of travel choice and ease of access to the transport network. Communities in Mid-Wales are generally isolated from the rest of the union. 
· Multi-modal accessibility to key training and employment sites is limited by low levels of transport integration. This is a particular issue for those from dispersed communities. 
Socio-Economic Conditions

The Marches covers an area of 2,300 square miles with a population of 690,180 people, providing 289,000 jobs at over 30,000 businesses (see ‘Main Beneficiaries’). Its economy contributes £15.1bn in economic output measured as Gross Value Added (GVA) or £21,752 per person (based on 2019 data.) Sustainable modes will be key to accommodating further growth.
Significant population growth is expected in the Marches, with both Shropshire and Telford & Wrekin projected to grow by 11-12% by 2031. This aligns with large numbers of new jobs forecast; Telford is expected to see an increase of 22% in new employment and an additional 4,000 jobs in the professional services sector.
The population is older and ageing more rapidly than the national average (over 22 per cent compared to around 18 per cent in the UK) with a lower proportion of young people, contributing to an ageing workforce and lower skill base. Only 16.6% of the population are aged 20 to 34, much lower than the UK average of 19.9%.
· A predominantly rural geography and significant variations in density hinders social and economic mobility. The three main urban centres are home to 41% of the population but rural areas are home to a large numbers of residents.   
· Urban areas include several LSOAs that fall within the top 10% most deprived LSOAs in England. There are pockets of deprivation in both rural and urban areas, and isolated communities close to major business clusters, with productivity and wages lower than they could be. There is an evident need to expand travel horizons to secure quality employment. 

	Strategic Fit

	Current and emerging local, regional and national transport policy and strategy documents have been reviewed to steer the initial approach to identifying and assessing strategic transport priorities. The following key themes are reiterated across the reviewed documents: 
· Multi-modal inter-connectivity - door-to-door access for people and businesses. 
· Creation of sustainable places - minimising the harmful environmental impacts of transport on public health and contributing to decarbonisation targets by improving air quality.  
· Improved rural mobility and inclusion - levelling up disadvantaged/excluded communities.
· Economic growth and productivity - through job creation, access to employment, education and services as well as improved journey times and reduced congestion.  
Rail network connectivity improvements will contribute towards achieving all of these aims and are considered a critical element of a wider transport system improvement programme in the Marches. 

Local Policy 
New and improved rail-related infrastructure will increase accessibility to the network and enhance travel horizons, consistent with local study and masterplan work carried out. The schemes identified as a priority will meet the objectives and core policies set out in current Shropshire (2006-2026), Herefordshire (2011-2031) and Telford & Wrekin (2011-2031) Local Transport Plans (LTP). 

Regional Policy
It has been demonstrated through the Joint Appraisal Framework that this programme aligns with the vision set out in the emerging Strategic Economic Plan (SEP) for the Marches as follows:  

	Key - Level of Contribution
	+2
	Strong Positive
	+1
	Positive
	0
	Neutral (or N/A)
	-1
	Slight Negative 
	-2
	Negative



	SEP Vision (Emerging)
	Fit
	How

	A Place that is Open for Business
	+2
	Providing for sustainable modes with improved links to key economic centres will encourage clean, inclusive growth, increase the job catchment and attract local investment.

	A Growing Place, Attracting More People
	+2
	Connectivity improvements will contribute to a sense of place where people want to build their careers and businesses.

	Sustainable Connectivity
	+2
	Driving sustainability and supporting modal shift in the Marches with new and improved sustainable transport infrastructure.

	A Destination Not a Boundary
	+2
	Providing a high quality experience and greater travel choice for residents and visitors alike. 

	Collaborative and Proactive
	+2
	Authorities working together with key stakeholders to identify and deliver critical transport connectivity improvements. 

	Economic Participation in Later Life
	+1
	Improvements will support inclusivity, wellbeing and healthy ageing including for those on low incomes. 

	A Global Centre of Excellence
	 +1
	Schemes may provide improved access to key economic centres and enterprise zones in the region.  

	An Inclusive Place
	+2
	Enabling people from all communities to thrive and develop by increasing travel choice and accessibility to job and skills. 



Fit with Wider Objectives 
Implementation of these schemes will aid in achieving other regional and national policies as follows:

	Policy
	Fit
	How

	Midlands Connect Strategic Transport Plan (2022)
	+2
	Improving rail and public transport is a key strategic transport commitment made in the Plan. Midlands Connect plans to accelerate the delivery of the transport infrastructure that the region needs through its improvement programmes. The proposals fall within Intensive Growth Corridors identified.

	West Midlands Rail Investment Strategy 2022-2050 (Consultation Draft 2022)
	+2
	Delivery of the Midlands Rail Hub programme is essential to the strategy, which seeks to maximise the benefits of HS2 to the West Midlands and support high growth corridors. The Hereford to Worcester line is also identified as a priority for electrification.

	Network Rail North West and Central Delivery Plan (2022 Update)
	+2
	The schemes align with NR’s vision and strategic themes identified as a priority for the business, including train service delivery, sustainable growth, customers and communities.  

	[bookmark: _Hlk124339666]Levelling Up the United Kingdom (2022)
	+2
	Improving public transport connectivity will increase productivity by linking more people to jobs, education and businesses to each other, boosting social and economic mobility.

	Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener (2021)
	+1
	The schemes aim to reduce emissions from vehicles by providing more sustainable travel options connecting urban centres. This will be particularly beneficial in the AQMAs in Herefordshire and Shropshire, and AONB areas.

	DfT National Infrastructure Strategy (2020)
	+2
	Supports delivery of the strategy, which sets out Government’s commitment to invest in infrastructure improvements that link towns and cities in a fairer, faster, greener way.   

	DfT Decarbonising Transport: A Better, Greener Britain (2021)
	+1
	Implementing the proposed schemes will help accelerate modal shift from private vehicles to sustainable transport through the Marches, thus reducing transport emissions. This will be particularly beneficial in the AQMAs currently found in Herefordshire and Shropshire, and AONB areas.

	Other Sources
	+1
	The following documents were also used to inform the strategic direction of the proposition:
· Midlands Connect: Rails to Recovery (2021)
· Midlands Connect: Freight Routemap for the Midlands (2022)
· Union Connectivity Review (2021)


..

	Setting Objectives 

	A set of high level objectives has been identified to align directly with the emerging SEP, and intended to respond to the problems and opportunties in the Marches. These are as follows: 
[image: ]
Objectives will need to be refined and updated to SMART objectives as part of the business case development process, made specific to the schemes as designed. Definition of a set of indicators to demonstrate how the objectives will be measured will form part of the Monitoring and Evaluation Plan.

	Impact of Doing Nothing

	· Resilience of rail network decreases - Increased patronage on lines with stretched capacity will risk network failure, decrease the reliability of the services and prevent or deter investment.
· Damage to perceptions of place - Long and indirect journeys have a detrimental effect on the user-experience and will lessen the appeal to visit, live, work and invest in the Marches. 
· Extended social deprivation - If people cannot access public transport and more reliance is placed on cars to access jobs and skills, areas of the Marches will become further isolated and deprived which will be detrimental to rural inclusion and the quality of life of residents. 
· Continuing dependency on cars - An increase in vehicular traffic will further affect accessibility to public transport and safe use of roads for walking and cycling. This will result in more car use and will have a detrimental impact on noise and local air quality. 



	PART B – Delivery (Qualitative Assessment)

	Likely Constraints 

	Key constraints have been identified as follows: 
· Topography, views and landscape features including green space/undeveloped land. 
· Air Quality Management Areas (AQMAs) declared in Hereford City and Shrewsbury. 
· Other environmental constraints including interface with AONB, watercourses, flood zones and tree preservation orders (TPOs).
· Station operations, timetabling and technical constraints such as track standards.  
· Existing signalling on the Hereford to Worcester line is old and needs to be brought up to modern standards before Midlands Rail Hub can upgrade the route.

	Inter-Dependencies 

	At this stage it has been identified that the scheme programme may be dependent on the following: 
Outcome of Statement of Opinion (Phase 2 update) for Shropshire Council exploring the strength of the case for the Shrewsbury Parkway proposal in current context. This is expected to inform a decision to proceed to SOBC stage.
May need to form part of or may be affected by Network Rail’s Long Term Planning Process. 
Progress on HS2 Phase 2a to further support improvements on links to it.
Network Rail delivery of signal upgrades on the Hereford to Worcester line. 
Midlands Rail Hub and Midlands Engine Rail delivery programmes, and the ability to meet line speed and capacity ambitions. 
Interface with local strategy development, and other projects and programmes such as those identified in the Hereford City Masterplan, Telford Town Deal and forthcoming Shrewsbury Big Town Plan – rail has a particularly close association with bus, cycling and walking schemes. 
Committed rolling stock improvements.
Incorporation of sufficient Park & Ride spaces and other integrative measures. 
Political and private sector backing.
Appropriate levels of funding from streams to be identified.
Successful liaison with the local communities ensuring they are included in regular updates throughout the scheme development processes.
Planning Permission granted on behalf of the local authorities where required.
Successful Land Acquisition/CPO process to acquire any land required.
Timely procurement of a capable supplier.

	Key Risks

	The key risks that have been identified to date include:
· Current uncertainty over the funding and future of the Marches Local Enterprise Partnership as a body charged with driving economic growth across the sub-region. 
· Approvals and the availability of funding to progress the case/construct the scheme/s.
· Increased scheme costs due to levels of uncertainty at this stage, inflation assumptions and delays in scheme development.
· Potential service gaps i.e. resources available to deliver the scheme/s.
· In the case of Shrewsbury Parkway it will be important to demonstrate that it scores better than other options that might be considered. This includes, for example, whether there are non-rail solutions, whether existing stations can be adapted and whether other locations for a new station have been considered. 
· Agreement with Network Rail and potential need for inclusion or alignment with its Plan. 
· Level of inclusivity and well-being benefits that can be achieved by the final design.
· Material physical and environmental constraints are likely for rail-based schemes.  
· Potential land ownership issues.
· Stakeholder priorities, comments and potential for objections.
· Possible unanticipated utilities and utilities diversion.

	Main Beneficiaries

	Equality Impact Assessment (EqIA) screening or assessment has not yet been undertaken to determine the potential impacts that each scheme and scenario may have on the Protected Characteristic Groups (PCGs) as defined in the Equality Act and other groups protected by legislation. This will need to be considered at the next stage. 

It is expected that all user groups including businesses would benefit from improved rail infrastructure in the Marches - particularly where a scheme increases the frequency and reliability of services, enhances integration with other modes and improves accessibility to key economic centres and education. The extent to which PCGs will benefit depends on the standard of the facilities provided, with some measures likely to have a differential impact on some populations.

	Anticipated Outcomes/Impacts

	A high level logic map has been drafted to establish the relationship between the delivery of new and enhanced rail infrastructure and service upgrades, possible outcomes and the overall impacts which could be achieved. The logic map should remain a live process to inform the development of the business case/s. An extract is included here.    
[image: ]


	Governance and Organisation 

	The planning and delivery of strategic rail interventions will continue to be driven by Midlands Connect in partnership with Network Rail, but timely realisation of schemes in the Marches requires the full support of the Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) and Local Highway Authority (LHA) partners. Developing complementary local schemes that further strengthen the case for those wider strategic upgrades will be a collaborative process between the LEP, LHA partners and relevant stakeholders throughout including Midlands Connect and Network Rail. The existing Marches Transport Officers Group (TOG) will likely form a Steering Group for an overall programme. 

At this stage, the assumption is that the LEP would make outline funding available to further develop business cases for inter-regional rail connectivity schemes, such as Shrewsbury Parkway Station, while the LHA would act as the promoter and be responsible for the delivery stages and post implementation monitoring, as appropriate to the nature, location and scale of the intervention. 

	Stakeholder Views 

	Significant key stakeholder and some wider business engagement has been carried out on the prospect of the Midlands Rail Hub programme and other rail schemes being driven by Midlands Connect through its Midlands Engine Rail plan. This has informed scheme and business case development to date, and prioritisation of options based on acceptability and deliverability. Andy Street (Mayor of the West Midlands and Chair of the WMRE), Sir John Peace (Chairman of Midlands Connect) and other senior leaders have confirmed their full support for the proposals put forward.    
The proposed upgrades have received a positive response from local communities so far with 86 per cent of those questioned in Shropshire supportive of the Shrewsbury Rail Corridor project as a whole, two in three (66%) backed line speed improvements and 62% believed that the proposed changes were an example of ‘levelling up’. An online survey urging local businesses to submit their views on the Midlands Rail Hub strategy was launched in May 2023. 
A TOG sub-group was established to identify and discuss potential schemes or packages of schemes expected to make the greatest contribution to strategic network ambitions. The Marches TOG involves key stakeholders including Midlands Connect, National Highways and Network Rail representatives. Widespread support has been established at TOG level for new and improved rail infrastructure and service upgrades, both strategic and local, particularly those schemes that have the most potential to remove vehicles from the highway network and extend accessibility to rail. 



	PART C – Next Steps 

	Roadmap

	[image: ]
Ref: DfT Transport Analysis Guidance: Guidance for the Technical Project Manager 2018 (Figure 2)

For some projects, particularly non-complex proposals where there is a clear programme of work, there may be an argument to shorten the life cycle. It may be considered feasible and sensible to combine the SOC and OBC stages into a single process, and proceed directly to Full Business Case. This is an option that will be considered for the Shrewsbury Rail Corridor scheme. 

	Likely Timescales

	Timescales for delivery of a new Parkway Station including construction will be subject to design development, stakeholder engagement and wider consultation, approvals and funding. Indicative timescales are provided below based on what is known at this stage:
.
	[bookmark: TableHeader]Stage
	Anticipated Duration
	Potential Timescale

	Business Case and Design
	2-4 years
	2023-27

	[bookmark: TableText]Procurement
	6 months
	2026-29

	Construction
	12 - 18 months
	2027-30


.

	Possible Funding Mechanisms

	· Private sector (developer) contributions
· Innovate UK funding – in partnership with commercial organisations
· Other private finance arrangements
· Government Growth Deal Funds
· DLUHC Levelling Up Fund
· DfT New Stations Fund
· Rail network enhancements pipeline (RNEP) - Network Rail Long Term Planning Process 
· Midlands Connect - Rural Mobility Fund
· Local Authority Capital Programmes

There are likely to be other funding opportunities that become available over time to support these types of schemes, including funds targeted at wider regeneration and development objectives. Investing in good comprehensive planning will mean authorities are ready to make compelling bids for capital funding and can adapt outputs developed to meet any specific funding requirements.

	Consultation and Stakeholder Requirements

	Midlands Connect will continue to engage stakeholders and will consult local communities as part of the business case development process for strategic rail improvement schemes. 

To continue the effective development of inter-regional schemes, such as Shrewsbury Parkway Station, a number of key stakeholders will need to be involved at the next stage and through the project lifecycle. A Communications and Stakeholder Engagement Plan will need to be produced outlining how key stakeholders, including landowners, transport operators, Local Authority Officers and Members, and the general public will be engaged throughout the scheme development and delivery phases to ensure feedback is adequately reflected in the Business Case and scheme delivered.

	Other Information/Surveys

	Additional survey and audit requirements to progress the case may be as follows subject to the location and scale of the scheme, and the availability of data already held by the Local Authority:
Full topographical survey of the study area and surrounds to inform design. 
Traffic counts, speed and collision data to be collated or surveys commissioned as necessary to inform design development and establish a monitoring baseline.
Road Safety Audits (RSA) to be carried out at the relevant stages.
Walking, Cycling and Horse-Riding Assessment and Review (WCHAR) to be carried out related to the Trunk Road at the relevant stages.
C3/C4 utility searches to inform scheme design and detailed cost estimates. 
Statutory requirements including a suitable level of Equality and Environmental Impact Screening and Assessment. 





Annex A: Scheme Plans - Initial Priorities
1 Shrewsbury - Black Country to Birmingham Line Speed Upgrade 
Ref: Midlands Connect - Summary of Outline Business Case August 2022 

[image: ]

2 Midlands Rail Hub - Hereford to Worcester Capacity Upgrade.
Ref: Midland Rail Hub - Summary of Outline Business Case December 2022 

[image: ]
3 Shrewsbury Parkway Station.
Ref:  Shropshire Core Strategy (DPD) 2011 
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