SOUTH FROM STRATFORD UPON AVON
Much has been said and written about the Government's "Reversing
Beeching" initiative. Officially called the "Restoring Your Railway" (RYR)
process, an initial £500 million in funding is available to be used on two
elements: "Shovel ready" projects or the further development of potential rail
reopening proposals.
This second element, known as the "ideas fund", is the vehicle under which
four Midlands-based Rail User Groups combined and made a successful bid,
being the Shakespeare Line Promotion Group (SLPG), Stratford Rail
Transport Group (SRTG), Cotswold Line Promotion Group (CLPG) and
Solihull & Leamington Spa Rail Users Association (SALRUA).
Having submitted to the first round of the RYR process and being
unsuccessful, the groups had to quickly decide if it would be worth
resubmitting a revised submission to meet the second round deadline.
Crucial to that decision was understanding why the first submission had failed
to get over the line. Would a second attempt have a realistic chance of
succeeding? The request was for funding of up to £75k for an economic
impact study concerning reopening the railway line between Stratford upon
Avon and Long Marston, where a part of the original GWR Stratford Cheltenham route remains intact as a branch line from Honeybourne to
Porterbrook's Rail and Rolling Stock storage facility.
The groups decided that two key elements would be critical for any second
bid; technical input and political support. The groups were, and continue to be
fortunate, in terms of technical input. John Morgan of SRTG has a
background in transport planning, having recently retired from Walsall Council
after being the leading light of the Chase Line electrification scheme.

!
Looking north towards Evesham Place Level Crossing Box, Stratford upon
Avon circa 1979 as tracks begin to be lifted by contractors as the NUR
refused to lift the line (left). The same view within five years, Warwickshire
County Council had commenced constructing Seven Meadows Road (right).
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Milcote Signal Box, between Stratford upon Avon and Long Marston 1977. The ex
GWR line between Stratford upon Avon and Cheltenham Spa (Lansdown ) was
closed following the derailment of a freight train at Winchcombe in August 1976. It
was a cruel twist of fate as the financial situation facing the Callaghan government in
late 1976 meant the then Chancellor Denis Healey had to approach the International
Monetary Fund resulting in public spending slashed. Consequently, plans to upgrade
the Stratford-Cheltenham line in 1977, approved by the BR Board to accommodate
more capacity and take pressure off the Barnt Green route were cancelled and the
route never re-opened after the derailment.

Combined with his tireless campaigning spanning over four decades to
reopen the Stratford - Honeybourne route, John's knowledge and depth in the
subject matter are considerable and second to none. Consequently, John
agreed to work on the technical input and lead the general submission on
behalf of the four groups. Political support was also crucial at the submission
stage. SLPG picked up the initial work in obtaining political support and
endorsement from some eleven MPs and all constituent local authorities.
The DfT announced in late November 2020 that the second-round
submission to the "Ideas Fund" for an economic impact study on Stratford Honeybourne was successful and had been approved to the next stage.
Consequently, John Morgan has been working full time ever since
transforming the DfT's approval into a Terms of Reference, liaising with local
authorities appointing consultants to produce a Strategic Outline Business
Case and working alongside them ever since.
Stantec, which is also working on the feasibility, costs and benefits of
reinstating Clitheroe to Hellifield as part of the RYR process, started in
earnest in late February 2021 on Stratford upon Avon - Honeybourne too.
There is the exciting prospect, at last, of a professional industry-standard
examination of the feasibility, costs and benefits of reinstating the railway.
With the final report likely to be published by mid-summer 2021, we will not
have to wait long to see if rail connectivity between the West and South
Midlands can look forward to a bright future.
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