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 Newsletter   
 

Dear NCRUG Member, please find herewith our newsletter with the latest news developments and a summary 

of the work of the group. I trust you will find it of interest. 

Mark 

 

The long-term vision for the railways? 

With the election of the new Government the ‘discovery’ of unfunded schemes has become apparent. The 

Restoring your Railway (RYR) scheme, announced by the previous administration 3 years ago was quickly 

dropped. RYR was aimed at communities wishing to restore lines and stations closed under the Beeching cuts 

of the 1960’s and ‘70’s, return freight lines to passenger use and re-generate under used services. The 

scheme generated considerable excitement in local communities and applications were made by Local 

Authorities and in some cases community volunteer groups who put in many hours of pro-bono work to get 

schemes off the ground. Alas the funds allocated never matched the spending commitments of the scheme. 

Local schemes in our area that have been put on hold include returning passenger services to Middlewich and 

the next stage of the business case for Merseyrail services beyond Ellesmere Port. Future funding for 

schemes will likely be determined in conjunction with Great British Railways; an oversight body that will 

probably incorporate the current functions of Network Rail but also include strategic planning and ticketing, 

although firm timescales for the establishment have not yet been set. 

RYR was only one of the Department for Transport pots Local Authorities were eligible to apply for, however 

future funding mechanisms for rail schemes will be applied for by newly Devolved Regions and Metro mayors - 

this ensures a degree of joined-up thinking and cross-borough working. Funds are also not exclusively for rail 

provision, active travel schemes and access for all must also be included. 

The cancellation of HS2 north of Birmingham in theory releases significant capital commitment that can now 

be disbursed on other schemes however it must be borne in mind that the scheme was cancelled because the 

previous government couldn’t justify the constantly increasing capital commitments. It’s unlikely an extra £200 

Billion will be found for other schemes as a result of the cancellation. More on HS2 below… 

The ‘re-nationalisation’ of the railways is often talked about in very general terms and in discussion with 

members of the public the word often has connotations of public ownership of the railways and a degree of 

public control over services. Re-nationalisation in this context is a misnomer; as the current Train Operating 

Companies (ToCs) hand back their keys (either through being kicked off due to poor performance (Northern, 

LNER, TPE etc) or come to the end of their fixed term contracts), the DfT generally retains the brand, staff and 

rolling stock agreements, appoints a new operator (to who a fixed fee is paid) but takes ownership of the 

franchise itself. One might think this would mean greater control over the railways but recent history 

demonstrates otherwise; invariably the same people manage the same schedule with the same industrial 

disputes, the same interventions by Network Rail and the same extortionate lease commitments to the 

ROSCOs (Rolling Stock Companies). In the case of LNER, ‘re-nationalisation’ has shown to be a possible 

route to a profitable service, however as with Avanti West Coast, almost complete route dominance is hard to 

lose on. Curiously, other operators have been permitted to compete on the prime East Coast (and shortly 
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West Coast) lines under the Open Access scheme. Such services, in direct competition with the ‘re-

nationalised’ LNER will continue. 

Both Scotland (Scotrail) and Wales (TfW) enjoy devolved transport matters and ‘re-nationalised’ rail services. 

A recent innovative Scotrail trial saw tickets on selected routes harmonised in price throughout the day – the 

end of peak and off peak fares. The result was over a 10% increase in rail journeys on these routes, at first 

glance a success. Unfortunately the increase in revenue on the routes failed to make (by a small margin) the 

10% threshold to justify extension of the trial which now comes to an end next month. Understandably climate 

action and rail user advocates are disappointed with this decision, however it provides a clear example of what 

can be done with a nationalised system but moreover how a long-term vision for the railways (who and what 

are they for, why the train and who pays?) will be a long time coming. 

 

Merseyrail and Class 777 services beyond Ellesmere Port 

The new Merseyrail Class 777 units are well embedded in service now although some of the old Class 507’s / 

508’s remain in service on various parts of the network. The Class 777 introduction hasn’t been without issues 

and some services are still short-formed as the remaining tranche of rolling stock is delivered. 

Some of the new Stadler Class 777’s have traction batteries fitted, and as briefed by Cllr Liam Robinson (now 

leader of Liverpool City Council) at our 2021 AGM, Merseytravel (now re-branded ‘Metro’) has ambitions for 

Merseyrail to expand beyond the current network using battery power traction to extend services beyond the 

current limits of the 3rd rail. Long term plans include service extensions beyond both Ellesmere Port in 

Cheshire and Bidston on the Wirral. In terms of Ellesmere Port this would initially involve a service to a new 

station at Daresbury – this station was mentioned in the manifesto of the Metro Mayor Steve Rotherham as 

part of the local body elections earlier this year along with new stations on the Wirral and at St Helens. There 

are disused existing platforms near Daresbury although to return these back to service and meet modern 

compliance standards would in effect be a new station project and it must be borne in mind there are no funds 

for construction of these new stations at this stage. 

Beyond Daresbury, Warrington Bank Quay has been identified as the next logical stage and in addition to the 

benefit of West Coast Mainline connections the option for trains to cross-over and return to the 3rd rail at 

Ellesmere Port exists. Could services continue on to Liverpool from Bank Quay? In theory yes, although the 

manoeuvring required to connect with the Fiddlers Ferry freight line would be almost unfeasible and the 

engineering work to establish a direct connection down onto the line would be similarly unfeasible.  

Over 2 years ago Cheshire West and Chester Council (CWaC) commissioned a Strategic Outline Business 

Case (SOBC) for service extensions beyond Ellesmere Port, initially to Helsby. The SOBC presented a clear 

case for route extension and added the possibility of a new station on public land that would replace the 

mothballed station at Stanlow. This business case was followed up by an extremely promising local demand 

study which involved canvassing businesses and other potential users along the route. Despite this promising 

start, Metro are very keen to manage the expectations of what the new 777 units can actually do; the battery 

owners (not Merseyrail) have declared a restrictive band (54% of nominal capacity) that they will permit the 

battery trains to be beyond the 3rd rail – this effectively halves the maximum range notwithstanding unknown 

seasonal variations (the batteries are less efficient in cold weather). Even with these restrictions, Ellesmere 

Port – Helsby would fall within the trains’ capabilities but talk of this ‘staging’ was dampened at a recent 

meeting with Metro. Similarly talked down was the notion of Shotton being used as an initial stage for service 

extensions beyond Bidston.  

The dampening of expectations for quick wins on Merseyrail expansion is likely related to the very recent 

cancellation of the DfT backed Restore Your Railway fund; it’s this fund that CWaC, in conjunction with the 

Liverpool City Region, unsuccessfully applied for to have ‘Beyond Ellesmere Port’ elevated beyond the SOBC 

stage. In discussions with the representatives from ‘Metro’ the opportunity was taken to highlight the abysmal 

performance by Northern on the line with some weeks seeing a higher percentage of cancellations than actual 

services!  
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On a more positive note; the long mooted Devolved Authority that would be created within the current footprint 

of Cheshire West, Cheshire East and Warrington Borough Councils will have the capability of greater 

determination of transport provision within the area including direct control of local bus services and the ability 

to attract direct DfT funding for local rail schemes. 

 

 

Merseyrail Stadler Class 777 pulls away from Chester Platform 7b on the return to Liverpool. 

 

 

HS2: what happens next? 

Following the cancellation of the HS2 scheme north of Birmingham (Handsacre Junction) in October there are 

many questions about the next steps to be taken. The Mayors of both Greater Manchester and the West 

Midlands are pushing for a new line to be constructed from Handsacre to Manchester broadly following the 

HS2 corridor as no feasible alternative exists. This proposed line would be limited to conventional speeds 

(125mph) on the grounds of cost. Running Class 390 (Pendolino) units on the new HS2 line from Birmingham 

to London isn’t without its own issues: 140mph capable rolling stock mixed with 225mph capable rolling stock 

being one of them. A potential solution proposed by Chris Gibbs, a former manager of Virgin Trains could 

involve the upcoming refurb of the Class 390’s, in conjunction with this refurb the Class 390’s could, in theory, 

have their maximum speed increased to 155mph. The HS2 trains would come on line about the same time as 

this refurbishment and they could in turn have their maximum speed decreased to around 186mph. This would 

permit 11 minute interval departures from Euston on the HS2 line with alternate HS2 / Class 390 sets. The 

Class 390’s would serve Manchester via the new proposed line in the interim as the platforms currently at 
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Manchester aren’t currently capable of accommodating the HS2 train sets. The extra capacity provided on the 

existing WCML would permit Liverpool the long promised second train an hour and Class 390 units would 

continue to use northern sections of the WCML where their tilting capabilities will actually deliver higher 

speeds than the new HS2 trains (that can’t tilt). 

There are inevitably downsides to such a scheme: 

In terms of speed, by my estimates an uprated Class 390 from Manchester to London using HS2 track from 

Birmingham will only be around 12 minutes faster. A downrated HS2 train from Liverpool to London will be 

only about 21 minutes faster. That being the case, is ‘High Speed’ really the right monicker? A new line to 

Manchester would simply have to include a new Manchester terminus or significant upgrades to the existing 

stations at least so that the full benefits of HS2 are realised. 

The Pendolinos are now around half way through their design life, and that’s on technology that’s 30 years 

dated. Will they readily accept an upgrade to such higher speeds with all the additional stress on components 

that entails? 

Another consideration is the recently reported press articles about the lack of compatibility between the new 

HS2 trains and the existing stations on the WCML. Will this push more Pendolino trains onto the existing 

WCML and off HS2, involve skip stopping for HS2 trains, or a combination? It’s certainly disappointing news 

for those who have put up with ongoing HS2 disruption in their own neighbourhood on the premise there would 

be a high speed train stopping nearby sometime soon. 

 

 

Northern Powerhouse Rail. 

At the invitation of the Government a new joint board has been established between the Liverpool City Region 

and Greater Manchester to explore how Northern Powerhouse Rail can deliver a new line between the 2 cities 

using funds previously earmarked for HS2. The new line would broadly follow a route previously identified; 

starting at a new underground station at Manchester Piccadilly the route would run to a new station at 

Manchester Airport, Warrington Bank Quay (underground) and then an upgraded Liverpool terminus. Beyond 

this outline, the exact route is yet to be determined although the dismantled line from Lymm to Warrington 

Bank Quay will likely feature. There is fierce resistance within the board against use of the Existing Fiddlers 

Ferry freight line as this would just dump the new services on an already congested WCML at Ditton Junction.  

A new underground station at Manchester Piccadilly would not only serve fast services to Liverpool but would 

provide a long term solution to the lack of HS2 train capability at the current Manchester stations as stated 

above. It’s assumed the paths from Manchester Airport to Manchester Piccadilly (underground) would be 

shared. As Mayor Andy Burnham said: ‘Our region was home to the first inter-city railway anywhere in the 

world, but today our rail network is not now fit for purpose… the North West can only reach its potential with 

better rail connectivity. We’ve been successful in making the case to government for our preferred options – in 

Greater Manchester that means a new, underground station at Piccadilly. The new Board will help us 

accelerate these plans and capitalise on a once-in-a-generation opportunity to build the railway the North 

needs.’ (Rail Future North West) 
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Becoming a rare sight: 2 set Avanti Class 221 ‘Voyager’ prepares to leave Chester for Euston. The Voyager units are 

steadily being replaced by Hitachi Class 805 and 807 ‘Evero’ units. The bi-mode Class 805s will serve Chester and North 

Wales with 5 car sets accommodating 299 seats per set – some 16% more than the Voyagers. 

 

 

Transport for Wales and the Class 197’s. 

The rollout of the TfW Class 197 fleet continues with 52 of 77 units delivered so far. This is some way behind 

schedule and as a result some services to Manchester are still short formed. Over the school holidays the 4 

car unit services to Holyhead have proven barely adequate. Loads from Helsby and Frodsham to Liverpool 

have been observed to be healthy, although there is congestion on peak hour services, especially the 

Wrexham service (2 car). 

The Class 197’s have been beset with technical issues, many of which have developed since introduction into 

service. False toilet indications; a problem where the toilets incorrectly indicated as full thus locking them out 

for the duration has been apparently rectified. Conductors still face issues with the passenger information 

systems; a failure to automatically update the train’s position should result in an old fashioned manual 

announcement by the conductor but this isn’t always the case – no good for a passenger without English as a 

first language. 

The specification for the Class 197’s included the fitting of lightweight wheel bogies, this was done in order to 

minimise the Track Access Charges payable to Network Rail. The lightweight wheels didn’t fare well in the last 

autumn leaf fall and the out-of-true wheels led to significant cancellations and overwhelmed the CAF 

maintenance facility in Chester, the only depot capable of such repairs. Since then a new wheel lathe has 
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been installed at Holyhead which will spread the maintenance load and get Trains back into service quicker. 

TfW are in close contact with Northern who operate the Class 195 units from the same CAF family to better 

understand some of the eccentricities of operating the fleet. 

 

Local Stations. 

Whilst Runcorn East Station is being kept neat and tidy thanks to the tireless efforts of the TfW volunteers there, 

the same can’t be said of Frodsham and Helsby. In the case of Helsby a makeover by commercial contractors 

has been promised for years now but failed to eventuate. The gardens at Frodsham station, although unkept 

and overgrown with weeds are much smaller, making the neglect slightly less obvious although the area 

surrounding the station, particularly on the CWaC car park side is an unsightly welcome to any visitors to the 

town.  

The road from Church St past the entrance to Morrisons to the station buildings on Platform 2 has significant 

issues; the double yellow lines leading from the Church St junction are partly obscured and frequently ignored 

leading to traffic chaos on the road itself and into Church St. Also, TfW parking spaces are signed over portions 

of the lines, the road surface is breaking up and drains are blocked. All these issues have been raised on 

numerous occasions including the issue of the limited ‘free’ parking spaces being used by drivers not intending 

to use the train, in contradiction to the TfW rules. Although TfW do contract out parking enforcement for parts of 

the network, Frodsham has been excluded. NCRUG will continue to push for action to be taken, including the 

installation of a pedestrian crossing at the bottom of the road at the junction with Church St. TfW have committed 

to reinstating the double yellow lines as an interim measure.  

 

The road from Church St to Frodsham Station. Vehicles left on the double yellow lines present a hazard to other road users. 

 

A project that NCRUG has been pleased to be involved with is the installation of Active Travel Maps at Frodsham 

Station. These A0 sized maps are set to be installed on Platforms 1 and 2, and are the result of a collaboration 

between Cycle North Cheshire (CNC), Frodsham Town Council and the North Cheshire Community Rail 

Partnership. Rather than being on the OS style the maps are intuitive and time based and as well as providing 

a visitor clearly defined walking routes to the major features also include QR tags to download family friendly 

walking and cycle routes starting at the station. The full-scale copy of the map was presented by representatives 

of CNC at a recent NCRUG committee meeting and it was very well received. The maps should be installed at 

Frodsham station shortly. 
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Following the successful production of the Active Travel Map, NCRUG and the Community Rail Partnership 

(CRP) will be meeting with TfW to explore ways the CRP can be more involved with the local stations. Ideas 

include supporting Active Travel schemes and help managing a volunteer corps to tend the gardens. Inspiration 

as to what is possible can be taken from Runcorn East where the volunteers have co-opted a keen 14 year old 

to help out. Ross received a special commendation for his work at the Cheshire Best Kept Stations award in 

April, which was in turn publicised in Cheshire Life. 

 

The Active Travel map to be installed on the platforms at Frodsham Station.  

 

In Memoriam: Robert Mitchell Florence (1946-2024) 

 

Bob passed away quite unexpectedly on April 18th 2024. A lover of all things transport related, Bob had an 

active involvement with several historic societies and even had shares in a clutch of heritage rolling stock 

carriages. With his encyclopedia-like knowledge of all things rail any question that popped into one’s mind had 

Bob as the go to. 

Bob’s contribution to the working of NCRUG cannot be overstated; behind the scenes he quietly kept 

membership records, managed the bank account and minuted meetings – all without without boast or want for 

recognition.  

Bob’s death was a complete shock to us all and he will be sorely missed. 
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Your NCRUG. 

Following Bob’s passing NCRUG still has vacancies on the committee for Treasurer, Membership Secretary in 

addition to the outstanding vacancy of Secretary. The committee has struggled on; the members have split the 

representation with external organisations but we still wait for full access to the bank account and hence 

membership. Without audited accounts to present we are unable to hold an AGM so expect this to be deferred 

until early December.  

When an AGM is convened expect a guest speaker, a social event get together and an update on NGRUG’s 

position, but members will have to make decisions on the future structure of the group. Meanwhile, a 

recruitment campaign is set to get underway and here current members can certainly help out: if you can think 

of anyone who might have an interest in rail services and railways and might have some spare time – perhaps 

recently retired? Please put them in touch. 

Invitations will be sent in due course. 

 

Mark 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contacts:-     PHONE   EMAIL 

Chairman:  Mark Warren  07979 513205    chairman@ncrug.org.uk  

Secretary:           Vacant 

Membership:   Vacant  

Treasurer:  Vacant 

Website/ Facebook: TBA        

British Transport Police:    0800 405040 

Newsletter:  If you wish to contribute to the next newsletter, including any rail journeys you’ve made or photos of 

workings of interest, please email your submission to chairman@ncrug.org.uk  

Website: Visit our Facebook page to catch up on any developments and leave your comments. 

 

mailto:chairman@ncrug.org.uk
mailto:chairman@ncrug.org.uk

