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Background 
 
1. Jonathan Roberts Consulting (JRC) is a transport project consultancy established in 2009. 

JRC has undertaken multiple railway assessment and demand modelling projects, for 
national bodies, local authorities, and business clients. Current projects include: 
• Homes England and Maidstone District Council: case for a new station to serve a 5,000 home 

sustainable garden community in Kent; 

• Railfuture: assessment of the potential for rail in East Anglia over the next 30 years, as the region 
grows its population and economy, and heads towards greater sustainability for living and travel; 

• Ridge & Partners: business case for a new station to serve a new sustainable community near Oxford; 

• Seven development partners: Rail crossings and rights of way topics for 10,000 home New Settlement 
centred on Worcestershire Parkway station, in liaison with local planning authorities and Network Rail. 

Previous clients and assignments are listed on the JRC website: www.jrc.org.uk 
 

2. JRC undertook a scoping project during the 2020 lockdown period, into ‘Restoring Your 
Railway’ schemes in Devon. Included in scope was the possibility of line reopening or a 
new alignment, between Barnstaple and Bideford. Allied to a significant upgrade of the 
Tarka Line between Exeter-and Barnstaple, JRC judged that a direct rail service to 
Bideford could achieve fast journey times of one hour or less, between a ‘Greater 
Bideford’ catchment and the regional centre of Exeter. The whole of the Barnstaple 
catchment and railhead would also gain, with times of ~45-50 minutes to Central Exeter 
and ~10-12 minutes to Bideford. The original JRC Devon report was published here. 

mailto:jrc@jrc.org.uk
http://www.jrc.org.uk/
https://www.jrc.org.uk/PDFs/Reversing%20Beeching%20schemes%20within%20Devon%20-%20Draft%20final%2012%20May.pdf?sq_content_src=+dXJsPWh0dHBzJTNBJTJGJTJGbWVldGluZ3MubWFpZHN0b25lLmdvdi51ayUyRmRvY3VtZW50cyUyRnM3ODgzOCUyRkxvY2FsJTIwUGxhbiUyMFJldmlldyUyMFJlZ3VsYXRpb24lMjAxOSUyMERvY3VtZW50cyUyMGFuZCUyMEV2aWRlbmNlJTIwQmFzZS5wZGYmYWxsPTE
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3. There would be ‘game-changing’ economic and population growth opportunities for 
North Devon and Torridge Districts. ‘Greater Bideford’ includes Great Torrington, 
Northam, Appledore, Westward Ho!, and expanding communities in North Devon at 
Instow and Fremington. It is a fast-growing population catchment now in excess of 
50,000 people in winter and over 80,000 in summer. 
 

4. ‘Greater Bideford’ is the largest single agglomeration of population in Devon not served 
by rail. Many people reply on access to Exeter as the regional centre, including its further 
education centres and University, and the business parks in the Exeter urban area. The 
county’s continuing expansion of Devon Metro creates a strong base for further rail 
development, while during Covid the Tarka Line has seen encouraging travel resilience. 
 

5. The population mapping and tables below are underpinned by continued expectations of 
local population growth. The combined catchment of Greater Bideford with many 
Torridge parishes, and the Barnstaple and North Devon coast, is over 120,000 people 
who would benefit from new and improved rail accessibility and connectivity, and 
journey times up to 20 minutes faster. 

 
Urban areas and parishes within a ‘Greater Bideford’ rail catchment 
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6. Greater Bideford catchment population, and at intermediate parishes towards 
Barnstaple: 

 
 

7. Barnstaple and northwards population, and Combined catchments population: 
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8. It can be observed that there is a strong population stimulus to provide a rail service for 
Greater Bideford. The combined population in the accessible Torridge and North Devon 
catchments also creates a powerful basis for substantial rail and service improvements 
along the Tarka Line corridor – giving many wider benefits throughout the catchment. 
 

9. So there is scope for fast and more frequent rail services to Barnstaple, as well as placing 
Bideford on a high quality, public transport corridor. The next objective is to make an 
initial business case for these elements. Subsequently it will be necessary to plan for a 
full rail bid to be validated by the rail industry and the Department for Transport and HM 
Treasury, which would be equivalent to a Strategic Outline Business Case (SOBC). 
 

ACE Rail campaign, and request for an initial business case 
 
10. Since 2021, Fremington parish councillor Tim Steer has led a locally-based campaign 

aimed at the objectives of re-connecting the Bideford economy and population to rail, 
and securing improvements to the Tarka Line. 
 

11. The campaign is called ACE Rail. It is underpinned by Bideford Town Council, and has the 
backing of the Tarka Rail Association (the existing line’s user group), elected members of 
North Devon and Torridge District Councils and stakeholders such as the Railfuture 
national rail development campaign. Devon County Council’s Cabinet Member for 
Transport (and an NDDC member), Andrea Davis, has asked for proposals to be 
developed, to enable a start to be made on working up a business case. 
 

12. Tim Steer on 13 March 2022 formally asked JRC to develop a costed proposal for a 
prospectus for ACE Rail, as a basis for an initial business case.  JRC was asked to include 
specification of outline deliverables for this initial piece of work. The rest of this note 
responds to the request from Tim Steer. 
   

Context of work to be done 
 
13. There is an extensive process to secure project validation, and authorisation, of any type 

of rail scheme – the more so for a new or reopened railway. This because of multiple 
factors, including poor management of some previous rail schemes having caused more 
stringent government rules for future rail enhancement projects: 

• Scheme justification to be validated against other travel options and the scale of 
wider community benefits achieved. 

• Cost of interventions in the existing railway (and also potentially long timescales). 

• Scale of resource and financial commitment required by various parties, including the 
rail industry and a potential need for governmental funding. 

• Operability, impact on existing rail services, forecast net fares revenue, and other 
revenues and net costs. 

• Project construction and financial management foreseen by the initiating parties. 
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Towards a Strategic Outline Business Case 
 

14. It helps to understand what a Strategic Outline Business Case is, and how it fits in to the 
present departmental phasing of project development and prioritisation. 
 

15. The Department for Transport has a five-stage check list for proposed enhancements to 
the rail network – the Rail Network Enhancements Pipeline (RNEP). Depending on the 
level of detail and analysis that each new scheme has reached, projects are placed in 
either a Determine or Develop stage – one of the first two sequences. 

 
 

16. What is effectively a new railway is at the first stage – Determine – as it has yet to pass 
the test that the Department and the rail industry support its Development, instead of 
relying on existing (or modified existing) railheads such as Barnstaple and Umberleigh. 
 

17. An SOBC is a combination of strategic, economic and technical assessments, accepted by 
the Department and rail industry as meeting the Treasury Green Book requirements for 
‘narrow’ project benefit/cost assessment. The strategic case is increasingly important 
post-Covid to provide a clear context for why a project is significant at a policy and 
national/regional economic growth level: 
• See for example parliamentary Transport Select Committee oral evidence on 17th March 2021, and 

the JRC summary of that evidence, as reported in Rail Freight Group News no. 148 pp.15-17:- 
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/1906/pdf/ and look at part 2.) 

 
18. There are numerous quantitative and qualitative elements within an SOBC, and an 

example table of contents is attached below. The final version of that SOBC ran to well 
over 100 pages, and considerably over £50,000. There is a lot of merit in keeping the 
summary outputs from an SOBC simple to read and understand, and to put most of the 
technical work into assimilable individual supplements. An SOBC is, after all, supposed to 
be strategic! 
 

19. As a multi-disciplinary exercise, SOBCs are time-consuming and costly. The more that 
one can can keep work to bite-sized chunks and outside a multi-option assessment, 
the quicker the output and the lower the cost. 
 

20. So it is desirable to undertake early specific assessments ahead of an SOBC framework, 
since they have to be done regardless, and then head towards an  SOBC by drilling down 
efficiently to two principal options for detailed dissection – plus, to be anticipated, at 
least one ‘non-rail’ option. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rail-network-enhancements-pipeline-autumn-2019-update
http://www.rfg.org.uk/rfg-news-july-2021-issue-148/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/1906/pdf/
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Anonymised SOBC example pre-Covid 

 

 
 

Pre-SOBC work 
 

21. Before an SOBC, an initial Business Case should be developed which looks at elemental 
matters such as: 

• A summary strategic case – an abbreviated version of section 2 above. 

• Alignment options – to see that it is feasible to put a new railway into the locality. 

• Overview of demand and principal capital and operating costs, along with 
headlines of foreseeable economic, environmental and sustainability benefits 
 – these elements begin the economic case (section 3 above). 

 
22. We need these to be able to demonstrate that there is a core business case which 

justifies more work on it – though the gross population case looks pretty strong already. 
The scale of work is of course larger in the case of a line proposal rather than one just for 
a station. 
 

23. For Greater Bideford, there is also a major engineering requirement, to understand how 
much can be done, affordably / realistically, over what timescales, to accelerate a service 
between Exeter (Central not just St Davids) and Barnstaple, given the line’s geography. 
The JRC estimate of ca. 45-50 minutes end to end, as set out in the JRC Devon report, 
needs a detailed review. That is likely to be a significant technical study in its own right. It 
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has been interesting to note recent research material that Beeching had supported a fast 
service between Exeter and Barnstaple. 
 

24. Route alignment issues will be further features not normally associated with station-only 
proposals. For example, some overlap with housing development proposals between 
Barnstaple and Bideford is to be expected – and likely also to inform where one or more 
stations might be merited at the north end of the line. 
 

25. So, before an SOBC, considerable broad optioneering is merited, to winnow down to 
realistic / practical options before the heavy duty work of an SOBC is commissioned. 

 
26. Basically there are the twin targets of putting Greater Bideford on the rail network, and 

upgrading the Barnstaple-Central Exeter railway. 
 

27. We have already identified the merits of a parallel project to upgrade the existing 
railway, which will need to take account of inputs additional to Bideford and Barnstaple. 
For example, there are plans to improve and extend the Dartmoor Line service just 
reopened to Okehampton (to run eventually to Tavistock and Plymouth), and the 
potential for additional Devon Metro services towards Cullompton, Wellington and 
Taunton. 
 

28. Both elements will increase capacity pressures on the section of line between Exeter St 
Davids and Cowley Bridge junction. During that distance, the Dartmoor and Tarka Line 
trains cross over from the Exeter Central route and diverge from the Great Western main 
line. JRC’s 2020 Devon report has highlighted some of the capacity topics that such a 
technical study should take into account. 

 
29. For the indicated budget of £N (plus VAT), the priority objective should therefore be to 

focus on the initial business case for getting a railway to Greater Bideford, as a ‘Restoring 
Your Railway’ project for which there are known procedures and precedents, and to run 
this as a project in its own right. To this can be added the value of a faster, higher 
capacity railway southwards from Barnstaple, as modelled variables which should 
improve the business case.  
 

Initial business case deliverables 
 

30. The section expands on the three proposed topics of: 

• A summary strategic case. 

• Alignment options. 

• Overview of demand and obvious capital and operating costs, along with 
headlines of foreseeable economic, environmental and sustainability benefits. 
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Summary strategic case 

 
31. This work will set out governmental, sub-national, regional, county development and local 

planning authority policy and delivery objectives for North Devon and Torridge, and for 
relevant parts of Mid-Devon, and how the addition of the Greater Bideford area to the rail 
network, and improvements to the Barnstaple-Exeter railway, can make a big difference. 
 

32. Dependency on Exeter as the key regional centre and the wider attributes of the South 
West peninsula will be quantified and highlighted. The critical factor of direct services 
and effective journey times, to provide an umbilical between the Atlantic Coast and the 
regional centre and national rail interchange, can be set out. 
 

33. The importance of regional connectivity to improve the economic growth prospects of 
communities in North and North West Devon should feature. For example, the table 
below shows GVA per head of population in different economic sectors, by LA Districts 
south west of Bristol. Access to higher order economies is an important test. 
 

 
 

34. There is an emerging dependency on greater sustainability for living, travel and other 
expenditure and investment priorities. There are now Net Zero and climate change 
targets. The rôle of a rail extension and rail upgrade for Mid-Devon, North Devon and 
Torridge in the new sustainable environment should be assessed and highlighted. 
 

35. Timescales for project activity and phased timescales for outcomes will be summarised. 
It is foreseen that progress on a Greater Bideford railway should be undertaken in 
parallel with upgrades to the Tarka Line – as it would be wrong to postpone any rail 
extension until all line upgrades were concluded. It is Greater Bideford which is missing 
out now, whereas the existing railway to Barnstaple should be capable of phased 
improvement in terms of better service frequency and overall journey times. Putting 
Bideford on the rail map provides a strong stimulus for both of those elements. 
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Alignment options 

 
36. The former railway between Barnstaple and Bideford followed the coast, and had a low 

45 mph speed limit. It took over 20 minutes between Barnstaple Junction and Bideford. 
Since the target is a one hour time or better between Bideford and Exeter, a different 
alignment should be considered. 
 

37. There are other reasons why a different alignment should be investigated: 

• The popular Tarka Trail uses the former single track rail alignment, and new 
economic activities have grown up around it. Large-scale changes to that would be 
disruptive and in all probability not supported. 

• The former section of line through Instow has been used also for a South West Water 
pipe, and relocation of that would incur project delay and cost. 

• Housing development and planning permissions in the Fremington area make it 
difficult to adhere to the former railway corridor. 

 
38. Overall, there is merit in identifying different alignment options, and also options for 

where stations should be located. JRC’s 2020 Devon report had allowed for the 
probability of a partial new alignment, and two possible stations for Bideford – one by 
the A39 bridge over the River Torridge, and another by Bideford East-the-Water. Equally 
there might be merit in studying a new intermediate stop to serve the expanding housing 
areas near Fremington. An alignment might also require safeguarding. 

 
39. Since the overarching objective is to plan towards a one hour journey time, it is possible 

that action to accelerate the Exeter-Barnstaple sector would offer more timetable 
flexibility for stations on the Barnstaple-Bideford sector. So station options merit 
research, including initial consideration of which options offer the best revenue, cost and 
benefit case. 
 

40. Finally there is rail freight. Railways used to be justified also on the basis of freight flows. 
While the current-day rail freight presence in the South West is not large, it exists and 
more use is now made of rail to carry bulk flows such as aggregates for construction. The 
rail industry is also exploring the scope for re-creation of logistics shipments on a 
modern-day basis, as exemplified by some supermarket chains now using rail for trunk 
distances, and discussions about carriage of Amazon / DPD types of flows by rail to 
distribution railheads. It is now received wisdom that each household requires 100 cubic 
metres of warehousing to support just-in-time and last-mile deliveries, so that rail may 
be able, on a trunk basis, to make a real contribution to management of such flows! 
 

41. Given the distance of the North Devon and Torridge area from the main motorway 
network, it is possible that some consideration should be given to passive provision at 
locations such as Barnstaple or Bideford, for different types of future rail freight 
operations. 
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Travel demand, capital and operating costs, and outline benefits 

 
42. Initial estimates will be made of travel demand and revenue, capital and operating costs, 

and how outline benefits can be valued in a simplified way (a full SOBC process is not 
intended now). 
 

43. Capital costs will at this stage be broad brush and based on comparable works elsewhere 
(again before a detailed SOBC piece of work). There will be considerable variability 
expected in annual revenues and operating costs, if looking towards a 60 year period full 
of uncertainties post-Covid, and facing sustainability pressures which may offer 
expectations of greater use of active travel and public transport but where overall higher 
travel costs might counter-balance such trends. 
  

44. So it is intended to put forward a range of possible revenues, costs and scale of benefits, 
to offer some realism of scales of demand and financial outcomes, with sensitivity tests. 
This should enable broad policy and political judgments about the merits and 
affordability requirements of getting rail to Greater Bideford – and to inform the next 
steps in project review, with follow-up actions to move towards an SOBC with a 
comprehensive business case assessment. 
 

45. The initial outputs will also be looked at keenly by Network Rail, the regional train 
operator (currently Great Western) and the wider rail industry including the emerging 
Great British Railways, as a litmus test of whether they wish to support and engage with 
the promoters of the Greater Bideford railway and Tarka Line upgrade. It is hoped that 
the initial outputs will encourage the rail industry to endorse, assist and enable the 
outcomes desired by Devon and its districts. 
 

46. It should be observed that until Covid, the passenger railway in Devon was performing 
and growing successfully, as the table summarises on the next page. The sustainability 
agenda over the next 30 years should, in the right circumstances, establish greater 
relevance for rail in Devon and its districts. 

 

JRC engagement and costed proposals 
 

47. In this note, JRC has set out the rationale for undertaking an initial business case study of   
bringing rail back to Greater Bideford, from the Tarka Line at Barnstaple, and also to 
assess in outline how much more could be achieved if there were shorter journey times 
and greater service capacity between Barnstaple and Central Exeter. 
 

48. The proposed initial business case deliverables have been identified and discussed. JRC is 
happy to discuss this proposal with commissioning parties, and to agree a phased 
timescale and stages of work with agreed delivery outputs, for a proposed fee of £N plus 
VAT. 
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Annex: rail usage in Devon and districts 2001/02 to 2019/20 
 

 

 


