Press release from campaign for Borders Rail – not for publication until Monday 24 August 2015
CAMPAIGNERS ‘SAVED GOVERNMENT BLUSHES ON TOURIST TRAFFIC’ SAYS BORDERS RAIL GROUP
Tourist and leisure passengers – originally dismissed as of marginal importance – may now be a crucial factor in the success of the Borders Railway [1] opening in September, according to the Campaign for Borders Rail (CBR) [2]. CBR says that without its sustained campaigning to over-turn a downbeat verdict on tourist potential in the original railway feasibility study, the new line would not have had enough track and platform capacity at the Tweedbank terminus for this crucial market. As a result, campaigners have ‘saved Scottish Government blushes’ over what would have been ‘an embarrassingly sub-optimal offer to the tourist market’.
Launching a new web site to welcome the Borders Railway – www.campaignforbordersrail.org – CBR’s UK Parliamentary Officer, Nick Bethune, commented:

‘The original Scottish Borders Railway Feasibility Study for the Scottish Executive in 2000 [3] was very downbeat about tourist potential, despite the Borders being renowned for Sir Walter Scott’s home at Abbotsford, several historic abbeys and delightful scenery. It said that ‘existing tourist attractions are not likely to benefit from the proposed rail service’ and that ‘south of Gorebridge the line runs through moderately attractive scenery…some tourists will travel out from Edinburgh “for the ride” on the line, but there is no reason to believe that they will spend significant amounts of money in the Borders.’ 
‘CBR and our earlier sister organisation, the Waverley Route Trust [4], argued long and hard for a bigger role for the railway to be acknowledged, and our research and lobbying – together with the efforts of Claudia Beamish MSP – eventually led to then Transport Minister Keith Brown’s eleventh-hour decision, in late 2012, to authorise extension of the platform and tracks at Tweedbank to accommodate 12-coach tourist charter trains. The scenic qualities of the new railway have subsequently been enthusiastically endorsed by Keith Brown and former First Minister, Alex Salmond. 

‘Our view is that the combination of a half-hourly ScotRail service plus charter trains from across Britain will be enormously attractive to the tourist market, and will bring substantial new spend to the Borders economy – and to Midlothian, with its National Mining Museum adjacent to Newtongrange station.’
Bethune also highlighted other tourism-related enhancements to the original rail specification which have been secured by CBR’s campaigning:
‘Through our efforts, the original 1849 station building at Stow was saved [5]. This will be an attraction in itself, and its potential re-use as a community facility could include facilities for rail-based walking and cycling trips in the surrounding hills. Last year we were also successful in persuading the Scottish Government and the new ScotRail franchise operator, Abellio, that the Borders Railway Class 158 trains should be refurbished to provide better window/seat matching and enhanced luggage/cycle space. The reality is that if it hadn’t been for rail campaigners’ efforts [6] this new railway would have provided an embarrassingly sub-optimal offer to the tourist market.’

MORE INFO: Nick Bethune on 07974-825673
NOTES FOR EDITORS:

[1] When ScotRail train services begin running on 6th September, the 30½ miles of newly constructed railway from Newcraighall in south-east Edinburgh to Tweedbank will represent the longest line to open in Scotland since the Fort William-Mallaig railway in 1901.

[2] The Campaign for Borders Rail (CBR), launched in 1998, is one of Britain’s most successful grassroots rail campaigns. CBR’s initial aim will be realised on 6th September when ScotRail services begin running over the new Borders Railway from Tweedbank and Galashiels to Edinburgh – bringing trains back after an absence of more than 45 years. CBR’s next objective is to see the railway extended to Hawick and Carlisle, completing the return of the Waverley Route closed in 1969 – which saw the Borders become the only region of Britain without a rail service, and left Galashiels and Hawick further from the rail network than any other towns of their size in Britain. 

See www.campaignforbordersrail.org . 

[3] ‘Scottish Borders Railway Feasibility Study’ by consultants Scott Wilson for the Scottish Executive, 2000.
[4] The Waverley Route Trust (WRT) was launched in 2002 ‘to promote a community railway to and through the Scottish Borders’ and argued the case for a more innovative and tourist-friendly railway than that proposed by the railway promoter. WRT’s research – in conjunction with CBR – ultimately led to the Tweedbank terminus of the railway being redesigned to accommodate tourist charter trains.
[5] In early 2010, CBR member and London-based architect, Nick Bethune, became aware of the demolition threat to the perfectly serviceable station building at Stow, dating back to the opening of the North British Railway’s Edinburgh-Hawick branch in 1849. Bethune then designed, pro bono, a new car-park layout fitting in the required number of spaces without touching the building, and submitted a paper on potential community uses to Transport Scotland. This got a sympathetic reception and a commitment to look at ways of saving the building, and by mid-2011 Transport Scotland was able to confirm ‘that one of the contract requirements will be to retain the former station building at Stow’.

[6] As well as the core strategic achievement of the return of a railway from Edinburgh through Midlothian to Tweedbank, local rail campaigners – notably CBR, Stow Station Supporters Group and the Waverley Route Trust – can take credit for some important supporting successes, a number of them achieved in the face of official resistance:
· first coining the ‘Borders Railway’ name (in 2003)

· persuading Parliament to include a station stop at Stow when none was to be provided (the Scottish Parliament passed the Waverley Railway (Scotland) Act in 2006)

· saving of the original 1849 station building at Stow from demolition (2011), with the potential for beneficial community re-use

· Tweedbank station track layout redesigned to take 12-coach tourist trains, providing the basic infrastructure needed to bring additional tourist spend to the Borders (2012)

· a requirement for the new ScotRail train operator to accommodate ‘paths’ for tourist charter trains to fit in with the regular service timetable (2013)

· cutting the maximum waiting time at the A7 pedestrian crossing from bus to rail stations in Gala from 90 to 30 seconds, improving convenience and safety for rail passengers (2013)

· the first train of the day to Edinburgh retimed to provide a robust connection into the 06.25 service to London (2014)

· persuading Transport Scotland that the Borders Railway Class 158 trains should be refurbished to provide better window/seat matching and enhanced luggage/cycle space (2014).
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