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MP tells rail ministers:
don’t forget Tarka Line

Resilience projects are ‘essential’

NORTH DEVON MP Ian Roome has
expressed his hope that funding can be
secured for the Tarka Line, following
confirmation from the Department for
Transport that £36.2 million has been
made available for rail projects in the
region, writes Ella Sampson.

The Department for Transport (DfT)
has allocated the multi-million-pound
sum during the Spending Review period
to build new stations at Cullompton in
Mid Devon and Wellington in Somer-
set.

Last summer, the Secretary of State
confirmed that four schemes from the
Restoring Your Railway Fund would
progress: the station reopenings at Cul-
lompton, Wellington and Haxby, as well
as the delivery of the Portishead line re-
opening.

In a statement to the North Devon
Gazette, Mr Roome stressed the neces-
sity of similar investment for the Barn-
staple-to-Exeter line.

Mr Roome said: “Whilst I welcome the
investment in the new Cullompton sta-
tion,Ivery much hope we canalso secure
funding for the Tarka Line. Improving its
resilience to severe weather and sup-
porting its growing passenger numbers
is essential to ensure reliable transport
links for our North Devon communi-
ties.”

While the £36.2 million total has been
madeavailable for the current period, the
DfT hasindicated that theindividual cost
of each station will not be known until
design work is completed later this
year.
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Exhausted passengers

The Tarka Line runs for 39
miles through some of Devon’s
most beautiful countryside.

But behind the scenery lies a
railway that critics say has
been cut to the bone, with
outdated infrastructure,
overcrowded carriages and a
single track that belongs to
another era.

North Devon Gazette reporter
Ella Sampson rode the line to
find out whether a growing
campaign for modernisation
and an ambitious plan to
extend the railway to Bideford
can rescue a route that rural
communities depend on...

THE 11.19 service from Exeter St
David’s to Barnstaple does not an-
nounce itself with any great fan-
fare.

The departures board at St
David’s lists it alongside the
Paddington express trains and the
Plymouth fast services, intercity
trains that will travel on partly elec-
trified, double-tracked main lines.

The Tarka Line service offers
something rather different.

There is simply a three-carriage
diesel unit, known as a Class 158 —
clean enough, and functional
enough, except for what it repre-
sents to the tens of thousands of
people across North Devonwho re-
ly oniit.

On a bright April morning, with
the sun catching the streams and
hedgerows that flank much of the
route, the Tarka Line is undeniably
beautiful.

Villages slip past. The river Taw
winds alongside the track. Egges-
ford, Lapford, Morchard Road —
stations that feel as though time has
treated them gently, and in some
cases, perhaps too gently.

The journey from Exeter to Barn-
staple takes 66 minutes from St
David’s to Barnstaple and 71 mins
from Exeter Central.

For passengers travelling it daily,
for work, for education, for medical
appointments, it is a lifeline.

But speak to those passengers,
and a picture emerges of a railway
thatis, in the words of one traveller,
simply exhausting.

“Will anything actually be done?”
That question, a regular question
asked by commuters, captures the
mood of acommunity thathasbeen
campaigning for change for years.

The journey ends at Barnstaple
and the station itselfis worth paus-
ing on. It has the feel of a place that
hasbeen carefully preserved rather
than modernised, its signage ren-
deredinthekind of classiclettering
thatrecallsthe goldenage of British
railways: green, elegant, unhur-
ried.

Where much of the line’s infras-
tructure speaks of managed de-
cline, Barnstaple station speaks of
something else, a quiet pride in
what this railway once was and per-
haps a quiet insistence on what it
could be again.

It is here, on the platform and in
the station concourse, that the hu-
man story of the line’s underinvest-
ment becomes most apparent.

The Tarka Line service waits at Exeter St David’s — one of the last stops on the
modern network before passengers enter a very different railway

The Gazette spoke to passengers,
business owners and travellers
who had come from across the
country. Their accounts painted a
consistent picture.

For some the anger has largely
gone. For others, there is huge con-
cern for their businesses based at
the station.

For years, communities along the
line have lobbied for better ser-
vices, more trains, improved
rolling stock and modern infras-
tructure. Progress has been slow.
Patience is wearing thin.

To travel the Tarka Line is to ex-
perience, in striking physical form,
the gap between rural and urban
rail provision in England.

Board a train at Exeter St David’s
heading towards Plymouth or Lon-
don Paddington, and you step onto
a modern, double-tracked railway.
Turn north towards Barnstaple and
you enter a different world. The
line is single track for almost its en-
tire length. Where two trains need

Barnstaple station retains much of its
original character; its classic signage
and heritage feel a reminder of the
railway's history

to pass, they must wait at passing
loops; bottlenecks that define the
frequency and reliability of the en-
tire timetable.

There are roughly 17 trains each
day from Barnstaple to Exeter, leav-
ing around every hour.

For arural area with limited alter-
native transport options, that is
simply not enough.

Nowhereillustrates theline’s Vic-
torian heritage more vividly than
Eggesford station.

It is here that one of the more ex-
traordinary operational rituals of
the modern British railway still
takes place: when two trains need
to cross, the driver must pull arope
to lower the level crossing barriers
and then physically pass a token —
a baton — between drivers.

The tokensystem,amethod of en-
suring only one train occupies a
section of single track at a time, is a
relic of nineteenth century railway
working. It is not a common sight
on today’s network.

Eggesford station is clearly
well-used, passengers visibly
boarding and alighting as the train
pauses, yet it has no proper car
park.

A small forecourt at the front can
take ahandful of cars but spaces are
gone quickly. Commuters have
been left to improvise, abandoning
their vehicles on surrounding
country lanes just to reach the plat-
form.

The infrastructure problems are
not limited to the operational.

At King’s Nympton station, cam-
paigners want to see more stops to
the station as their community is
faced with limitations other than to
drive to Eggesford to catch the
train.

At Yeoford station, there is no
footpath or station car park and a
second platform sits abandoned
and overgrown. The Dartmoor line
service whizzes by without any
chance of ever stopping.

These are not isolated examples.
They are symptoms, say those be-
hind the campaign for the line's
transformation, of a railway that
has been systematically under-
funded for decades.

Tim Steer, chair of the Devon and
Cornwall branch of Railfuture, has
been at the centre of the campaign
to modernise the Tarka Line. He
does not mince his words about the
current state of the route or the
forces that brought it here.

“In a nutshell, Great British Rail-
ways are not going to change any-
thing in a hurry” he told the
Gazette. “At the moment, we know
that the service operators are going
back in-house through central gov-
ernment’s Department for Trans-
port Operator but realistically,
GWR, who are, for the better word
of it, part of the North Devon line,
they are basically trying to give as
best service as they can.

“In recent years, they have been
tryingtheirbest,butlack of pre cen-
tral government funding, they have
been cutbacktothe bare bones,and
thisis why the old class of trains are
on the line, they’ve been struggling
to meet passenger demand.”

Mr Steer says that what is needed
now is a clear, strategic commit-
ment from the newly created Great
British Railways, the government
body taking over the railways, to de-
liver better resources to operators
and plan properly for the region’s
future.

“What we do want going forward
is Great British Railways to make
sure that they deliver a better strat-
egy to give more trains to the op-
erators,” he said.

Healsoraised theissue ofhousing
development in the area, and the
risk that new homes built away
from the rail network will simply
add to road congestion rather than
boosting passenger numbers.

“One of the things we have around
here is a new local plan that both
Torridge and North Devon are
working on,” he said. “We need to
make sure that if those houses are
going in, that it goes into an area
where they can join the rail net-
work, so that it can become a sus-
tainable type of development,
rather than an area that clogs up the
congestion on the local road net-
work.”

The case for urgent improvement
is perhaps best made not by cam-
paigners and officials, but by the
passengers themselves.

Elle Bailey had travelled from Es-
sex to visit a friend in North Devon
for the Easter break. She had made
the same journey the previous
September, taking the train via
Paddington before changing at Ex-
eter.

On that occasion, she told the
Gazette, the service to Barnstaple
was running with only two car-
riages.

“It was like sardines,” she said. “It
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deserve much better service

was uncomfortable and I had to
stand all the way from Exeter to
Barnstaple.”

This time, she was fortunate: three
carriages, and a seat.

But her experience from the pre-
vious year is far from unusual. The
Gazette has spoken to many passen-
gers who describe overcrowding on
the line as arecurring problem, par-
ticularly during peak travel periods
and holiday seasons, when visitor
numbers to North Devon surge.

Joe, a student who studies in Bris-
tol, uses the Tarka Line to travel be-
tween his university city and his
family home in Ilfracombe. He was
waiting at Barnstaple station for his
parents to collect him because, as he
explained, the railway does not
reach Ilfracombe.

His parents, he said, had to drive to
pickhimup. He found the state of the
rail infrastructure in North Devon
“annoying”.

It is a sentiment that resonates
across the region. North Devon is
one of the most sparsely populated
parts of England, with bus services
limited and road congestion a per-
sistent problem.

Therailway, for allitslimitations, is
often the most practical option for
those who cannot or choose not to
drive, and yet it offers a level of ser-
vice that many feel falls far short of
what a rural community really de-
serves.

The consequences of an inade-
quate rail service are felt not just by
commuters and visitors, but by the
businesses that serve them.

Robert Winrow manages Tarka
Trail Cycle Hire, a bike rental busi-
ness based at Barnstaple station. His
company is directly dependent on
visitors arriving by train, cyclists
who take the service from Exeter or
further afield to explore the famous
Tarka Trail, one of the longest
off-road cycling routes in England.

Asked by the Gazette whether any
future reduction in rail services, or a
potential closure, would affect his
business, he was direct.

“Really, realistically, I think yeah,”
he said. “Probably 10 to 15 per cent
will come in on the train from pos-
sibly Exeter or further afield, from
South Devon down here. That will
have an effect on my trade, absolute-
ly.”

For a rural tourism economy that
depends on visitors being able to
reach it easily, the state of the line is
not simply a matter of convenience.
It is an economic issue, and one that
becomes more pressing with every
year that meaningful improvement
is delayed.

Political momentum... and

the question of funding

There are signs, at least, that the
political will to act may be gath-
ering.

The campaign for the Tarka Line’s
modernisation is backed by the
Northern Devon Railway Develop-
ment Alliance, which has secured
support from a number of local
councils. The alliance has been in-
strumental in bringing together po-
litical voices across the region.

Ian Roome, the MP for North De-
von, has publicly expressed his sup-

Tim Steer, chair of Railfuture's Devon and Cornwall branch, on board the Tarka Line
— calling on Great British Railways to deliver more trains for rural communities

port for the urgent modernisation of
the line. And in March 2026, Sir Ge-
offrey Cox, MP for Torridge and
Tavistock, publicly declared his
backing for an extension of the rail-
way to Bideford, a significant devel-
opment that campaigners say re-
flectsthe growing weight of political
opinion behind the project.

Tim Steer also pointed to a signif-
icant structural change in local gov-
ernance that could accelerate
progress.

“Devon County Council has finally
moved its transport authority re-
sponsibilities to the Devon and Tor-
bay Combined County,” he said.

“They are now the statutory trans-
port authority for the region and
they will be taking forward the local
transport plan.

“Within that is the Bideford Rail
Link extension, that needs to be for-

mallylooked at through the business
case programme set up by the De-
partment for Transport under its
transport appraisal.”

In short: the machinery for change
is, at last, beginning to move. But
whether it will move quickly
enough, and with sufficient funding,
remains the central question.

The Bideford extension:
ambition or pipe dream?
Of all the ambitions attached to the
campaign, none is more striking
than the proposal to extend the
Tarka Line beyond Barnstaple to
Bideford, a town of around 20,000
(near-doubled when neighbouring
Appledore, Northam and Westward
Ho! are included) people that lost its
railway in the Beeching cuts of the
1960s.

The logic of such an extension is

hard to dispute. Bideford is the
largest settlement in Torridge dis-
trict and in the South West thatis cut
off. Its residents currently have no
direct rail connection, relying in-
stead on a bus network that, while
improved in recent years, cannot
match the convenience or speed of
rail.

Bideford’s growth, and that of the
wider Torridge area, makes some
form of improved transport link not
just desirable, but arguably essen-
tial.

Tim Steer is cautiously optimistic
that the extension can happen.

Butheisalsocandidaboutthescale
of the challenge. Any extension
would need to run through part of
what is currently Barnstaple sta-
tion’s main car park, and at present,
no decision has been made about
where that car park would be relo-
cated.

It is a logistical and political prob-
lem that will need to be resolved be-
fore any serious construction plan-
ning can begin.

Mr Steer believes the extension is
atleast tenyearsaway,and that it will
require substantial central govern-
ment funding to become a reality.
The Department for Transport’s
transport appraisal process, now
formally required as part of the
Combined Authority’s transport
plan, will be the first major test of
whether the business case stacks
up.
Fromthe window of the Tarka Line,
watching the fields and rivers of
North Devon pass by, the distance
between Barnstaple and Bideford
looks short.

In political and financial terms, it
may still be very long indeed.

But for communities that have
been waiting decades for a railway
that works for them, the fact that the
conversation is happening at all
feels, to some at least, like

progress.

What happens next?

The immediate priority for cam-
paigners is not the Bideford ex-
tension, but the modernisation of
the existing line: more trains, longer
carriages, updated rolling stock,
and investment in the infrastruc-
ture, the passing loops, the sig-
nalling, the stations, that would al-
low services to increase.

Great British Railways, the gov-
ernment body that will ultimately
control the strategic direction of the
network, is yet to publish detailed
plans for rural lines like the Tarka.
Its formation has been the subject of
political delays, and campaigners
are watching closely to see whether
its priorities will extend meaning-
fully beyond the main intercity
routes.

At Crediton station, the passen-
gers are greeted to a visual display
from Victorian times. The train
driver slows down the train to halt
the service by a salmon pink signal
box where a signalman comes out to
hand a metal token to the driver so
they cancarryontheserviceintothe
station - a system that is no different
now than when Tim’s great grand-
father William Steer was the signal-
man in the same signal box in the
early 1900s.

For the passengers, businesses and
communities of North Devon, the
waiting is the hardest part. They
have made the arguments. They
have secured political backing.
They have seen the evidence, in
overcrowded carriages, in witness-
ing a signal box from Victorian
times still in operation, in a driver
pulling a rope at Eggesford to lower
a level crossing, of what decades of
underinvestment looks like.

The Tarka Line has waited long
enough. So have the people who de-
pend on it.

Share your views with us: email
newsdesk@northdevongazette.co.uk

The Tarka Line service arrives at
Barnstaple — the end of the line,
and for many communities
further west, the nearest rail
connection they have
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Coach tour

to Scotland

7 days £742

Sunday 17th May
Loch Awe Hotel, Argyll

Scenic Scotland tour includes:
6 nights half board

Excursions

Nightly entertainment

Luxury coach travel

Pick up from: Bideford, Barnstaple, South Molton,
Tiverton, Junction 27
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