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Summit hears "
Tarka Line
‘patch and
mend’ is over

ELLA SAMPSON |
ella.sampson@clearskypublishing.co.uk

FOR the commuters and students
of North Devon, the railway is alife-
line. But as record passenger num-
bers collide with increasingly vio-
lent winters, that lifeline is fray-
ing.

At the third annual convention of
the Northern Devon Railway De-
velopment Alliance on Friday,
March 6, the message from the
function room of the Fox and
Hounds Hotel at Eggesford was
stark: the ‘patch and mend’ era is
over.

The summit, facilitated by Railfu-
ture and attended by local press in-
cluding the North Devon Gazette,
brought together the giants of the
industry, Great Western Railway
and Network Rail, to confront the
growing fear that the region is in-
creasingly cut off from the national
network.

While not in attendance, Mark
Hopwood, managing director of
GWR, provided a message to the
convention that acknowledged the
mounting frustration among pas-
sengers. He said that GWR is aware
oftheline’s current limitations and
the need for a long-term strategy.

“We recognise the need for
greater resilience and reduced
journey times,” Mr Hopwood’s
message stated. He emphasised
that GWR is “working closely with
Network Rail to build a robust rail-
way for the future”.

Addressing the campaigners and
local stakeholders, he added: “We
always welcome third-party advo-
cacy.”

North Devon MP Ian Roome, the
only MP in attendance, did not
mince his words regarding the
line’s fragility. Addressing the
room of stakeholders, he highlight-
ed how the vulnerability of the
Barnstaple-to-Exeter route now
impacts half the county.

“Daily lives have been turned up-
side down from the sudden halt in
train services,” Mr Roome told the
audience, referencing a petition of
3,000 signatures he recently pre-
sented to Parliament.

“Students have missed days or
weeks of education; commuters
cannot get to work. The road net-
work in Devon was not built with
this size in mind for replacement
buses.”

Mr Roome confirmed he has al-
ready pushed the government on
the lack of infrastructure funding
for the South West, specifically fol-
lowing the Chancellor Rachel
Reeves’ Spring Statement.

“The business case has never

been clearer,” he warned. “The
next bad winter is never more than
one year away.”

‘While unable to attend the con-
vention in person, Exeter MP Steve
Race provided a written statement
that was read out to the delegates.

He warned that the severity and
regularity of storms were now
turning into an “annual occur-
rence”, creating a “tangible im-
pact” on the local economy and the
lives of those who rely on the ser-
vice.

“Recent events have highlighted
these vulnerabilities,” Mr Race’s
statement noted. “People are un-
able to travel and businesses feel a
real impact on trading.”

He confirmed he had written to
stakeholders to highlight the eco-
nomic consequences of recent clo-
sures and said he would be meeting
the Secretary of State for Transport
to ensure that investment in the
North Devon line is treated as a
“top priority”.

The meeting heard how the
ground beneath the tracks is mov-
ing. Network Rail engineers de-
tailed the “invisible” threat of
scour, where fast-flowing river wa-
ter moves the riverbed, undermin-
ing the foundations of Victorian
bridges.

Thereare currently six structures
on the North Devon line identified
as being at risk due to this.

In response, the region is hosting
a trial that could be a global first.

Working with Cornwall-based
firm Ultrabeam, engineers are us-
ingsonartechnologytoscanbridge
foundations when water levels are
too high or dangerous for human
divers.

“We are putting closure marks at

Major disruption to services on the
Tarka Line following severe weather
has prompted united calls for
substantial upgrade work on the link
between Exeter and Barnstaple
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Northern Devon
Rallway Development Alliance

Tim Steer, chair of Railfuture’s Devon and Cornwall branch, said that few would
have believed in recent years that the Tarka Line would become a “victim of its

own success”

scientific positions,” a spokesper-
son explained. “If the water in-
creases to a certain point, we know
there is a physical issue.”

However, the technology is a di-
agnostic tool, not a cure.

Network Rail admitted that while
sonar will help them reopen lines
faster, closures “will occur again”
this year. The convention provided
arare “behind-the-scenes” look at
the logistics failure during Storm
Chandra.

GWR representatives admitted
that when the weather reaches a
“black stage”, the highest level of
disruption, the current system for
rail replacement buses breaks
down.

The room heard how GWR does
not maintain a “bank of buses”.

During the recent storms, 24 bus-
eswere needed at once to maintain
an hourly service.

Driver shortages meant some
coaches had to be sourced from as
far away as Hampshire and Wales,
and due to EU driving laws, drivers
required mandatory 24-hour
breaks, rendering some replace-
ment services impossible to run.

“We learnt a lot of lessons,” a
GWR spokesperson said, noting
that fixed “bus replacement” signs
are now being installed at all sta-
tions to prevent passenger confu-
sion.

Furthermore, the company is
looking to deploy “bus co-ordina-
tors” on the ground to guide pas-
sengers during future disrup-
tions.

Speaking after the convention,

Tim Steer, chair of Railfuture’s De-
von and Cornwall branch, noted
that few would have believed in re-
cent years that the Tarka Line
would become a “victim of its own
success”.

He described the line as one
“viewed in thelatter half of the 20th
century for managed decline” and
added that the summit was a
“tremendous  opportunity” to
progresstowards aformal business
case for service enhancement.

If the weather is the external
threat, capacity is the internal
one.

The line has seen massive growth
in passenger numbers since 2020, a
“Devon Metro” success story that
has left the current fleet of
30-to-40-year-old trains struggling
to cope.

The proposed solution is the in-
troduction of Class 175 trains, built
at the turn of the millennium and
brought out of storage in Wales.

The rollout has faced challenges;
the units were in a “more degrad-
ed” state than expected, requiring
extensive overhauls at Wolverton
Works. Despite the delay, nine
units are now “in the business”,
with driver training, a rigorous
two-week process, under way at
Laira depot in Plymouth.

The goal is to have these high-
er-capacity trains reaching North
Devonby the end ofthe year, finally
addressing the 7.22am departure
where as many as 400 students of-
ten cram into just a few carriages.
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Call for Tarka Line to be a ‘reliable,
modern and well-connected service’

ELLA SAMPSON
ella.sampson@clearskypublishing.co.uk

THE case for urgent improve-
ments to the resilience of the Tar-
ka Line rail link was emphasised
over and over again at Railfuture’s
special summit in Eggesford last
Friday.

Reflecting on the wider needs of
the region, county councillor
Cheryl Cottle-Hunkin, cabinet
member for rural affairs, told the
gathering of rail operators, users,
campaigners and politicians that
communitiesnorth of Exeterneed
a“reliable, modern, and well-con-
nected rail service” for students,
workers, and “patients and NHS
staff”.

Beyond the trains themselves,
she emphasised the need for rural
access through “better bus links,
parking and increased capacity”,
arguing that infrastructure in-
vestment is “long overdue”.

Despite the immediate hurdles,
the long-term vision remains am-
bitious.

Peter West OBE, a rail industry
expert and former commercial
manager for the Great Western
franchise at the Department for
Transport,argued that Barnstaple
could eventually see passenger
levels similar to Taunton.

“Nothinginthe visionhasnot al-
ready been achieved somewhere
elsein the country,” he said, push-
ing for a 54-minute journey time
between Barnstaple and Exeter.

Reflecting on the discussion,
councillor Graham Bell, repre-
senting Braunton Rural, told the
Gazette: “As we learnt today.
North Devon is comparable with
stations like Taunton in terms of
passenger numbers. But, we are a
major rail service served by single
platforms, hourly trains, and an-
tiquated infrastructure. A packed
room of industry professionals,
councillors, MPs and passenger
groups all recognise how trans-
formational these changes would
be for our economy and educa-
tion. It’s time we made this hap-
pen.

“Presently, the hourly service
dissuades Ilfracombe, Bideford
and Braunton people from using
the train. A twice-hourly service
would improve confidence as
well as comfort. Making cy-
cle/bus/rail a viable option for
tens of thousands more northern
Devon residents.”

This vision will be supported by
the new Devon and Torbay Com-
bined Transport Authority, which
launches on April 1.

Sean Anstee, representing the
new authority, noted that with a
10-year corporate plan
(2025-2035), the focus will shift
toward a half-hourly service and
major station improvements.

When questioned on the future
of “green”railand freight, the con-
vention remained pragmatic:

Decarbonisation: hydrogen was

Delegates gather at the Fox and Hounds Hotel at Eggesford for the third annual convention of the Northern Devon Railway Development

Alliance on Friday, March 6 to discuss the future of the Tarka Line railway link

dismissed by stakeholders as too
expensive and inefficient, with
the industry shifting focus toward
battery-powered trains, whichare
expected in a phased rollout by
the 2030s.

Freight: A strategy is being de-
veloped to move more goods by
rail to reduce the number of lor-
ries on Devon’s highways, though
this remains “private-sector led”
and historically difficult to coor-
dinate.

Asthe convention at the Fox and
Hounds Hotel concluded, the
message was clear.

The challenges facing the North
Devon line, from the crumbling
Victorian-era bridge foundations
plagued by “scour,” to the logisti-
cal strain of coordinating national
bus fleets during extreme weath-
er, are no longer viewed as isolat-
ed inconveniences.

The consensus among the stake-
holders was clear: the Tarka Line
has outgrown its own infrastruc-
ture.

Mr Steer summed up the mood
of the stakeholders, stating that
Railfuture “looks forward eager-
ly” to GWR providing the “sore-
ly-needed extra capacity” for pas-
sengers. Headded that withan MP
“campaigning hard in Parlia-
ment”, the region is now closer
than ever to seeing a local railway
that is truly “transformational”.

North Devon MP Ian Roome
said later: “At last week’s annual
convention of the Northern De-
von Railway Development Al-
liance (NDRDA), a particularly

timely meeting after the 24-day
closure of the North Devon line
and the severe disruption we’ve
seen this winter, I spoke alongside
local partners as we built on the
case for long-term investment in
the Tarka Line.

“As many emphasised, passen-
ger numbers have been signifi-
cantly rising year-on-year, and
with new housing developments
and a growing population, that
pressureis projected togrow even
further.

“Services are already frequently
overcrowded, and for many stu-
dents and commuters travelling
between Barnstaple and Exeter
there simply aren’t realistic alter-
natives to the train other than get-
ting in the car. The cost of disrup-
tion to our rail services this winter
has not just been inconvenience,
it’'s been missed college days
(weeks even), cancelled hospital
appointments and lost opportuni-
ties for our local economy.”

Mr Roome added: “Network Rail
have published their document
setting out potential upgrades
needed to modernise the North
Devon (Tarka) line and support a
move to two trains per hour be-
tween Exeter and Barnstaple,
which lays out the barriers in the
way, including the mostly sin-
gle-track layout and limited pass-
ing places.

“The document proposes things
we have known we need for along
time now, like new passing loops,
twin-tracking work at various
places, and signalling modernisa-
tion. Our North Devon Line still
relies on the token system, and
that is simply not compatible with
modernisation in the 2Ist centu-
ry.

“I'vebeencampaigningonthisin
Parliament, raising the issue di-
rectly with ministers and recently
handing in a petition with more
than 3,500 signatures, and I will
keep pressing the case with cen-
tral government. Network Rail
and GWR can refine what’s deliv-
erable but without committed
funding these plans will stay on
paper. North Devon deserves a
railway we can rely on, and we
need action to make that hap-

There were calls at last Friday's
summit for more frequent rail services
from Exeter to Barnstaple station.
Picture: Shaun Ferguson
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