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 1.0 Introduction  

 

The West Somerset Railway (WSR) is a public limited company which operates a heritage 

railway line between the vill age of Bishops Lydeard near Taunton and the town of 

Minehead in Somerset. It operates trains, primarily as a form of visitor attraction, but to a 

lesser extent, the railway also functions as a transport provider. It also is concerned with the 

provision of training, is a location for the media and offers expert engineering skill s. The 

company has a long-standing reputation as a tourism railway and has managed a sustained 

increase in demand and revenue during the past decade. Thus, in the Report and Financial 

Statements of the Year ended 31st December 2002 a record number of passengers were 

carried and a turnover of £1,469,000 was recorded. It currently employs 26 full -time 

employees and 14 part-time seasonal staff . There are at present approximately 600 

competent duty volunteers, i.e. those who have relevant skill s and have offered their 

services recently. 

 

The railway also enjoys the support of the West Somerset Railway Association, a registered 

charity that contributes to the operation of the railway in a variety of ways, including the 

recruitment of a large number of volunteer workers who assist the operation and marketing 

of the railway. This organisation currently employs 4 full -time permanent people and 1 

part-time permanent person.      

 

In recent years, the railway has begun to experience a number of capacity problems on 

approximately 40 operating days during the summer season and this has been evidenced by 

a levelli ng of spending per visitor in retaili ng and catering outlets at stations on the line. In 

order to build on the progress made to date, the WSR is now directing its attention to 

investment options that will enable it to take advantage of the existing market momentum.  

 

It is within this context that the study has been commissioned by Somerset County Council , 

Taunton Deane Borough Council , West Somerset District Council and the West Somerset 

Railway. The key aim of the study is to assess the current and potential local economic 

impact of the West Somerset Railway.  As part of a brief provided in October 2003 by 

Somerset County Council the following research objectives were included: 
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·  Usage: to establish current data on the level of demand, profile of users and what 

the potential might be if investment were made in the railway; 

·  Local Multiplier; to determine an evaluation of the local multiplier effect of 

spending associated with the railway; 

·  Impact on local services; to estimate the level of demand for local services in 

proximity of the railway; 

·  Local economic objectives; to assess the extent to which investment in the railway 

would support local objectives for tourism and economic development. 

 

The report is structured thus: 

 

Section 2 provides a summary of the proposed investment options envisaged by the WSR; 

Section 3 analyses of the current market profile and the passenger trends during the past 

five years. Section 4 evaluates the extent to which the railway contributes to the local 

economy and indicates how the pattern of demand, customer profile and level of economic 

impact in the local economy would change if a package of investments were introduced. 

Section 5 summarises the extent to which such a package fits with current policy 

framework.  
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 2.0 Investment for development 

 

The WSR has outlined in a number of recent presentations the opportunities for the 

development of the railway. These represent four strategic approaches: 

 

Enhance marketing 

The railway currently promotes services in four key ways: a full colour brochure/timetable, 

a website which enables booking facilit y, support advertising and public relations. This 

activity and support from the tourism sector generates a considerable amount of word of 

mouth marketing. Advance bookings and walk up trade have increased by 63% during the 

past 10 years. This represents a sustained increase in demand. The Managing Director 

considers that through marketing of the core railway business, by extending the season and 

by adding value to services, the marketing approach has proven to be very effective.  

 

The main thrust of any revised marketing campaign proposed by the company will be to 

target the shoulder months of April to June and September to October, and to look to ways 

of encouraging short breaks at these times.  

 

However, the railway has also identified opportunities to improve penetration of the 

potential Bristol and channel coast markets. Furthermore, there is evidence of suppressed 

demand for many of the other offerings promoted by the WSR. Thus, the market for the 

added value services and special experiences are often fully booked and others, such as 

learning to drive a train [Steam Experiences], is expanding; there is real potential for these 

to be developed.   

 

Increase capacity  

The peak timetable in the 2003 season involved seven steam and one diesel operated train 

departures from Minehead. On 35-40 days within the main season approximately 1800 

passengers daily were carried. In the analysis of pattern of demand in Section 3 this is 

confirmed i.e. there are days when passenger satisfaction and revenue per capita declines 

when the railway nears saturation. Thus, there is a case for increasing capacity.  
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 The option to increase the length of trains is not feasible given the current level of 

infrastructure provision. The WSR has suggested other operational options that would 

enable the railway to increase capacity and enhance passenger faciliti es: 

 

·  increased investment in locomotives, and passenger rolli ng stock;  

·  more train crew; 

·  improved stabling, servicing, and engineering workshop faciliti es at 

Minehead, Willit on and Bishops Lydeard; 

·  a turntable at Minehead; 

·  improved signalli ng to improve the control system and to allow more 

flexibilit y in the operation of the train timetable; 

·  substantially improved passenger faciliti es at Bishops Lydeard and 

Minehead; 

·  increased car parking provision at Bishops Lydeard and Minehead.  

 

With a combination of these it would be possible to increase capacity to 9-10 trains per day 

in the main season, thus increasing the train mileage operated.    

 

Another possible approach would be to change the pattern of services so that a mid-way 

destination is positioned to attract shorter journeys, rather than encouraging entire line 

round trips. In discussion with the Managing Director, the enthusiast segment prefers the 

latter but those seeking casual entertainment or a trip to the seaside/countryside would 

welcome more of a taster than the full authentic rural branch line experience.  Thus, there is 

also the potential to encourage trips from either end of the line to Watchet and hence 

increase demand and revenue.  

 

Invest in new signalli ng at Norton Fitzwarren junction with the main line 

This would enable two major market developments. Firstly, it would enable the railway to 

engage in the provision of regular transport services, namely a peak hours service between 

Taunton and Bishops Lydeard, and would make possible a daily through service from 

Bristol or South Wales to Bishops Lydeard where passengers would transfer to WSR trains 
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 for Minehead. The company also considers that there is potential for a service provided by 

a train operating company from The Midlands or South East to Minehead during the main 

holiday season, principally to serve Butlins holiday centre.   

 

Secondly, it would facilit ate a substantial increase in the number of excursions that the line 

could receive through the entire year. The current constraints mean that there are 

approximately 6-8 excursions per annum, whereas with investment at the mainline junction 

this number could be quadrupled. The railway will require improved faciliti es to cater for 

this demand including a turntable at Minehead and an improved service pit at Minehead 

and/or Bishops Lydeard. 

 

Add value to service provision. 

It is possible to add value to the journey by integrating with existing visitor attractions on 

or near to the route, to improve visitor lineside interpretation, and hence to encourage 

repeat visits. Thus, packages which include vintage buses, steam and cycle, and steam and 

walking add value to the existing railway experience and have potential for developing the 

short break market.  The current successful approach to the operation of special trains could 

be extended, for example by developing packages throughout the year to extend the season 

or by developing existing packages such as the steam engineman courses. 

 

Other opportunities    

There remain opportunities to build on current demand for training, stock storage and 

engineering capabilit y if there were investment in improved faciliti es. There is already a 

cluster of engineering skill s and capabiliti es associated with the railway and this could 

become far more important than at present. This fits well with the economic strategy to 

develop a high technology corridor between Minehead and Taunton. 
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 3.0 Demand for the WSR 

 
The WSR attracted approximately 185,000 passengers in 2003. This makes it one of the 

most popular visitor attractions in Somerset. This figure is, of course, an underestimate as it 

refers to paying passengers only. The number of visitors who simply call at one or more of 

the WSR railway stations to view a passing steam train, for example, could possibly 

increase this figure by at least 10%.   

 

Motivation 

The motivation for travel on steam railways is not well researched. However, a small -scale 

student study undertaken on the railway in the summer of 2003 confirms the findings 

presented in previous research (Halsall , 2001). The main reasons fall i nto three categories: 

interest in railways/nostalgia, casual entertainment, and a pleasant way to reach the 

countryside or seaside to engage in another activity. In all cases the trip is the visitor 

experience, rather than simply being a means of ‘ getting from a to b’ .   

 

Segmentation 

Discussions with the Managing Director of the WSR indicates that market segmentation is 

as follows: 

 

1. Holidaymakers: visitors holidaying within a 2–2.5 hour drive time of the railway. 

Holidaymakers tend to visit the railway at least once whilst on holiday, but the 

visitation can be more frequent. 

 

2. Day excursionists: visitors who travel from home to the railway and return to their place 

of residence afterwards.  

 

3. Railway enthusiasts: visitors who are mainly from the UK, but there is also a specialist 

sub- segment of international visitors who choose to visit the railway because they are 

more deeply involved in railway history.  
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 4. Niche & Specialist: mainly a business-to-business market, where other companies seek 

to use the railway for training or as a media location. This market also includes charter 

trains and coach parties which visit the WSR, although the end users are likely to be a 

mixture of railway enthusiasts and day excursionists seeking entertainment. 

 

For the purposes of this study it is possible to include an additional segment: 

 

·  Volunteers: the working volunteer who seeks to spend their holiday or day working 

on the railway. This is an important segment for other tourism providers in the area, 

as the volunteer spends money in railway faciliti es and in local 

accommodation/hospitality providers during their free time. 

 

There are no firm estimates as to how the market is segmented but the study team’s 

estimate of fare paying passengers, based on a small -scale internal survey undertaken in 

August 2003, is as follows: 

 

Table 3.1: WSR Market segmentation 

 

Market Segment Percent 

Holidaymakers 55% 

Day Excursionist 35% 

Others [railway enthusiasts, coach and charter] 10% 

Total 100% 

 

 

Patterns of Demand 

WSR maintains sound records covering key operational features, such as monthly 

passenger numbers and revenues by month and source (e.g. by segment and geographic 

location). This has enabled time series analysis to be conducted to determine patterns for 

growth and seasonality. Understanding the nature of these is key to assessing how 
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 effectively the company’s resource base responds to demand patterns expected from a 

heritage railway serving as a major visitor attraction. 

 

An approach based upon auto-projection techniques was used; an assumption being that 

past behaviour showing in a time series provides some insight with respect to future 

movements. A multiplicative model was used to deal with components found in time series 

data (trend, cyclical, seasonal and random movements). Regression analysis (least squares 

method) was used to estimate the trend component. Taking data from the most recent 

period, 1997-2003, lessened the risk of a linear trend not proving a suitable estimator of 

growth patterns. This in turn eliminated the need to include analysis of cyclical factors (i.e. 

changes in the overall l evel of economic activity). 

 

The seasonal component was handled using the ratio to trend method: the trend line 

providing the long run direction of the data contains no seasonal variation and can be 

divided into actual data points to provide a measure of seasonality. Values consistently 

greater or less than 1 for consecutive years, may indicate strength of seasonal demand for a 

particular period (month). Inconsistent values may suggest the influence of random factors.  

With reference to the last point it was not possible to refine data and remove the effect that 

the timing of such factors as the Easter holiday, has upon seasonal indicators for March and 

April . Similarly other values may be distorted by special events, functions and other areas 

of non-core business. 

 

In addition to monthly seasonality, day-to-day variations were analysed for the period 

Summer 2003. Such analysis covering the season for peak demand is relevant when 

considering how operating capacities cope with acute demand pressures. 
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 3.1 Data analysis: results 

 
Trend component: results presented in Appendix 1 (monthly passenger numbers) show a 

trend line y = mx + c with positive gradient (m = 79.2 ) In short, this is indicative of 

sustained growth over the period 1997-2003. Using January 1997 as base point, trend 

values show 61.8% growth up to October 2003. Extrapolation to October 2004 indicates 

further growth of 5.7%. 

 

Similar analysis presented in Appendix 2 (monthly passenger revenues) show a trend line 

having a positive gradient (m= 650.39). From base point of January 1997 this represents a 

108.1% increase to October 2003. Extrapolation to October 2004 would suggest a further 

increase of 7.7%.  

 

To show more clearly the pattern in both data sets, trend values were converted to index 

form. Results are presented in Appendix 3. The data sets were also combined using actual 

data for passenger numbers and revenues to produce revenue per passenger figures. Results 

are presented in Appendix 4. Special events and functions have not been isolated from 

these figures neither have additional revenue earning products been included. 

 

However, resulting values need to be judged against the growth patterns indicated in 

Appendices 1 and 2. Stable revenue per passenger values set against growing 

passenger/revenue numbers may point to a serious capacity problem when cost inflation is 

allowed for. It may be a pointer to growing passenger numbers having a limiti ng effect 

upon revenue earning opportunities if, for example, congestion and pressure upon resources 

is experienced during peak revenue earning periods, i.e. visitors may spend less per capita 

if the train is crowded or the shop is too busy.  

 

Seasonal variations 

From ratio to trend values, average seasonal variations by month for the period January 

1997-October 2003 were calculated as follows (ranked low to high):    
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 Table 3.2: Average seasonal var iations 

 

Month Average seasonal var iation 
Jan 1997 - Oct 2003 

Feb 0.0385 
Jan 0.0498 
Nov 0.087 
Mar 0.586 
Dec 0.687 
Oct 0.724 
Apr 0.894 
May 1.297 
Jun 1.441 
Sep 1.448 
Jul 1.889 
Aug 2.680 

 
 

Table 3.2 ill ustrates the peaked nature of demand during the months of May to September. 

However, it also ill ustrates the capacity available during the other months.  

 
 
Daily demand variations 

Day to day fluctuations for summer 2003 were analysed using data for passenger 

throughput at Minehead station. Actual passenger values for each day were divided by the 

overall mean passenger value for the whole period. Resultant values were collated by day 

of week and averaged to find a single value representative of each operating day (see 

Appendices 6 and 7). In addition to high points, for example Thomas the Tank Engine 

weekend and August Bank holiday, significant variations occur on a day to day basis 

throughout the summer season: high demand days are typically Wednesday and Thursday, 

low demand Friday and Saturday.  

 

This pattern is to be expected where passengers are primarily ‘walk up’ holidaymakers. 

Thus, for example, on services such as the Jacobite (daily steam hauled summer service 

Fort Willi am-Mallaig) Saturdays are used as a stand-down to facilit ate essential 

maintenance, and change over for engines and volunteer support crews. Advantage is taken 
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 using a day when loadings are expected to be lower than average because of visitors 

departing from or travelli ng to destinations served by this service.  

 

Whilst the summer period contains pressure points arising out of special events and normal 

mid-week workings, there remains some spare capacity available for further development 

or redirection of demand. There is a considerable daily variation which impacts on the 

business. It has not been possible to undertake an analysis of the pattern of demand within 

each operational day but this also has a bearing on the tourist experience.  

 

The findings of the analysis nevertheless support the view of the Managing Director that 

the railway should look to opportunities to develop both infrastructure and fine tune 

marketing activity in order to progress in the future.  Management and staff on the railway 

will be able to assist in this process, but there is also a case for further research to establish 

the extent to which summer season workings are within comfortable margins with respect 

to pressures on operating capacity and maintenance of customer service levels.    

 

Operational and marketing issues 

The trend analysis shows sound growth in passenger numbers and fare revenues reflect 

successes of the WSR in its adoption of a wide range of imaginative marketing tactics to 

generate demand outside peak periods. Additionally, some of the products established in 

recent years, such as extravaganza weekends programmed during the autumn, clearly do 

not add pressure to core business activity during peak periods.  

 

Continued growth along paths suggested by such long-term trends would, however, 

generate potential problems when seasonal factors are allowed for. There would be 

pressures on physical infrastructure and this would inevitably include a lessening of quality 

of the customer experience and non-fare revenues: both normally linked to congestion 

levels. From a quality management perspective, setting and monitoring clear targets for 

customer service standards would seem an essential pre requisite to investment appraisal 

covering long term capacity planning. Many visitor attractions market themselves well but 

fail to cope effectively with customers once they arrive. Failure in this area often results in 

customers not arriving for a second visit.  
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Thus strategies for growth need to take consideration of optimum operating capacities, 

which embrace the entire tourist experience. Approaches to investment which are based 

upon some degree of demand smoothing may account for many of the feasible options 

available: 

 

Pricing  

WSR has considered this and currently the pricing policy is both easy to understand by the 

consumer and staff . Reference has been made to an ‘Easyjet’ approach to re allocate 

demand. Perishable asset revenue management (PARM/Yield Management) as practiced by 

commercial rail operators, airlines, car rental companies, etcetera, can be technically 

complex to establish and operate. It also carries risks in areas such as customer perceptions 

of what constitutes fair pricing practice, especially if the expectation is to ‘walk up’ ; the 

approach can cause negative word of mouth marketing.  

 

However, some scope may exist for redirecting demand through basic two tariff pricing 

mechanisms. Daily demand fluctuations showing in the peak season offer grounds for this 

case. The effective implementation may depend upon targeting specific market segments 

and product areas. 

 

Products targeting specific groups     

Some customer segments, such as railway enthusiasts, may provide scope for redirecting 

demand through simple pricing measures. For example, it is possible to link ticket 

purchases in off peak months to discounts for travel on off peak days in high season. 

Fridays would seem an obvious target, provided additional inputs were delivered, to meet 

expectations associated with this type of customer (e.g. photographic opportunities, 

viewing locomotive servicing faciliti es). 

 

Group Markets   

Mainline steam hauled specials provide another opportunity to develop this market but the 

viabilit y of regular operations normally demand support from a wider range of customer 

segments. There is also a potential for investigating regular weekday services to appeal to 
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 tourist markets and train and locomotive operators. Steam haulage over mainline routes is 

an attraction in itself but more likely to succeed with attractive routes and destinations. 

Thus opportunities exist for filli ng in low demand without adding pressure to supporting 

services such as car park faciliti es. For locomotives certified for mainline running, 

opportunities to earn revenues frequently call for owner groups to operate a season away 

from their home base. For host railways, this refreshes the product on offer to rail 

enthusiasts. However, accommodating visiting locomotives (especially larger types) can 

test operating capacities in areas such as servicing and repairs, and support crew faciliti es. 

 

Coach groups already have a significant effect upon demand for some dates. Further 

extension of this market will carry lower investment requirements than accommodating 

demand from mainline services. However, customer segments may call for a different type 

of product such as one-way travel on WSR as part of a busy excursion itinerary where some 

stop over may be required. The WSR wishes to invest to enhance faciliti es for coaches; this 

seems very apposite in terms of building the casual group market.  

 

Special events, such as Thomas the Tank Engine weekends, are a major success in terms of 

passenger numbers. Other products such as dining trains ill ustrate the extent to which 

faciliti es can be developed for multiple usages. Further developments in conjunction with 

local business might be possible, whereby WSR faciliti es become a focal point for regional 

festivals or events in the calendar of activities for national interest groups.  

 

The WSR proposal to consider a through service, possibly to Bishops Lydeard, in 

association with a train operating company from an area/route covering Bristol, Bath and 

Weston-super-Mare offers a sound option for consideration as this would encourage a 

completely new market for the railway and meet a policy criteria of traff ic reduction. 

 

These implications have a bearing on the proposals for development of the railway and its 

abilit y to grow demand in the next ten years.  
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 4.0 Local economic impact 

 
In order to assess the economic impact of the WSR, a multiplier model referred to as the 

LM3 model, developed by the New Economics Foundation and the Countryside Agency, 

was employed. The model estimates the economic impact of the WSR based on three 

rounds of spending or income generation. These are: 

 

 

·  Round 1 – Direct Income: Visitor Spend/West Somerset Railway Income; 

 

·  Round 2 – Indirect Income: West Somerset Railway local spend on suppliers and 

employees (indirect spend); 

 

·  Round 3 – Induced Income: Spend by local suppliers of the WSR and local 

employees of the WSR. 

 

Summing together the three rounds of spending gives the total local economic effect of the 

WSR [see Appendix 8]. The multiplier is then calculated as the total economic effect of the 

WSR divided by the direct income of the WSR. In essence, the multiplier defines the 

additional economic activity that is generated by the WSR. Thus, once calculated, the 

multiplier enables a simulation of the impact of additional spending injections of visitors to 

the WSR upon the local economy. Based upon assumptions about the turnover/employment 

rates of local businesses, it is also possible to identify job creation. In this report `local' was 

defined as an area between Minehead and Taunton [see Appendix 9]. The definition of the 

locality is thus of paramount importance as it will both affect the multiplier calculation and 

the scope of economic effects. In this particular case, the local study area is mainly rural but 

includes the urban area of Taunton.  

 

The following procedure was undertaken: 

 

Round 1: The direct income was obtained by consideration of the WSR financial accounts 

for the year ending 31st December 2002.  



West Somerset Railway: Local Economic Impact Study 

International Centre for Research and Consultancy 
Manchester Metropoli tan University 

17 

  

Round 2 then required identification, from those accounts, of local spending on supplies, 

goods and services, and employment. In this instance, the WSR supplied a database of 

suppliers, their invoice address and the amount the WSR had spent with them during the 

aforementioned 12-month period. Transfer payments, in the form of taxes, national 

insurance payments, etcetera, were removed from the totals as these either represent 

payments to non-local agencies or simply reflect fiscal transfers within a local economy.  

 

Round 3 induced income was then obtained by an analysis of the WSR's suppliers' spend 

in the local economy, attributable to the business generated by the WSR, and the employee 

spend from WSR employees.  

 

To calculate the suppliers' spend, fourteen of the WSR's major local suppliers, r epresenting 

approximately 60% of their payments to all l ocal suppliers, were chosen to capture the 

majority of the impact. The study team agreed to maintain a policy of confidentiality with 

suppliers and the resultant data provided by a wide range of companies [including a 

brewery, printers, caterers, builders, engineering suppliers and locomotive hire] was 

analysed using an excel spreadsheet.  This was the most appropriate approach in the light of 

resource constraints of the study. In reality, it is li kely that the multiplier will be slightly 

understated. Based on the survey of these businesses, their degree of local spending out of 

total turnover was calculated, this local spend rate was then applied to the value of the 

business generated for them by the railway. WSR employee local spend was then calculated 

from a survey of nine employees, whose spending was then aggregated up to reflect the 

total employment of the WSR. Part time and seasonal employees were treated as a half or 

quarter of a full -time employee respectively. 

  

Based on this analysis, the final micro-multiplier was calculated as 1.9, using the formula 

below: 

£(1,489,080*  + 692,424**  + 648,299*** ) = 1.9 

£1,489,080 

 

* Direct spend;  ** Indirect spend;  *** Induced spend. 
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 This implies that for every £1 that is spent by customers of the WSR, the total value 

generated for the local economy is £1.90. Roughly speaking, the economic impact is twice 

as large as the initial spend.  

 

The survey of the WSR and the local business analysis also revealed that on average 

£61,898.78 of business income accounted for a full -time job. This number is relatively high 

compared to say, BTA forecasts of approximately £38,000. A number of factors could 

account for this. Two obvious issues would be that in this particular supply chain a few of 

the larger businesses were relatively capital intensive. However, the induced effects in the 

multiplier from these sources as a whole are relatively small at £142,627 from a total 

economic impact of £2,829,733. This suggests that the second factor, the seasonal or part-

time nature of many of the jobs is probably closer to the reasons for the difference. The 

nature of the labour market reflects expectations of the business and suggests that more 

than typical extra demand is required to restructure the work force. On this basis it is 

possible to forecast the impact of an expansion of the WSR. 

 

The study team was asked to provide an estimate of consumer spending and employment 

creation based on the existing plans of the WSR to invest in physical improvements and 

softer measures such as improved marketing. Table 4.1 provides these forecasts based on 

the projections of passenger numbers provided by the WSR. These forecasts are based on 

several assumptions. Firstly, it is assumed that revenue grows at the same rate as passenger 

numbers, which is consistent with the trend analysis, identified in section 3.0, where stable 

revenue per passenger flows are noted. Essentially, this is consistent with retaining the 

existing (nominal) price structure. Of course, this does not allow for inflationary effects. It 

is also assumed that the employment to turnover ratio is constant. This implies that 

expansion of the business takes place in proportionate terms; thus no economies of scale or 

technological improvements take place, nor the substitution of capital for labour. Finally, 

and consistent with these assumptions being applicable to the supply chain of the WSR, it 

is assumed that the multiplier remains stable.1 The first column indicates the forecast 

period, starting with 2003. The next column represents the forecast passenger growth, as 

                                                 
1 It is probably worth noting that input-output tables that form the basis of off icial data analysis of supply 
chain structures between industries, if not firms, are up dated about every five years.   
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 outlined in the WSR forward plan. Column three presents the revenue projections of the 

WSR and columns 4 and 5 the multiplied economic impact of the WSR and the total (full -

time equivalent) jobs supported by that impact. 

 

Table 4.1: Forecast Economic Impact of the WSR* 
 
Forecast 
Period 

Passengers Turnover (£) Economic 
Impact (£) 

Jobs in local 
economy 

2003 185,000 1,502,000 2,853,800 46 
2005 195,000 1,569,570 2,982,692 48 
2010 225,000 1,811,043 3,441,568 57 
2015 250,000 2.012,270 3,823,964 62 
 
*Minor rounding will affect the totals. 
 
 
Informal Economic Impact 
 

An important caveat to the above discussion is that the analysis depends on measured 

economic activity. The WSR also makes use of volunteer labour, so the above figures 

underestimate the true impact of the railway. Based on the opportunity time costs of 

volunteer hours it is possible to estimate an additional `real' value of the WSR, but it is not 

possible within this study to assess the full impact. However, the following example 

highlights the value of volunteer contribution. 

 

Based on data from the WSR it is estimated that 75 enginemen contribute, through 2000 

turns of 7 hours, 14000 individual volunteers hours. 47 volunteer staff at Bishops Lydeard 

contribute 2694 turns of 5.5 hours. This constitutes a total of 14817 individual volunteer 

hours. An average annual income of £18,000 and 1820 total annual hours of work, 

produces an economic value of £9.89 per hour. Consequently these local volunteer hours 

are equivalent to an extra £285, 003.30 of economic activity at the WSR. This constitutes 

an implied multiplied value of £541,506.26 of economic activity in the local economy. 

 

Furthermore, the study has not taken into account part-time employees on the WSR, nor 

those employed by the West Somerset Railway Association, or those employed in the 

restaurant coach and ice cream outlet, which are directly reliant on the railway for their 
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 trade. It is important to note that the local multiplier ratio of 1 job to £61,000 is far higher 

than the estimate provided by the British Tourist Authority in 2003, which suggests that the 

ratio is £38,000 to one job. Therefore, the benchmark figures presented in this report are 

conservative. 

 

Local Suppliers 

 

Finally, the study team was asked to give consideration to the effect of the railway on local 

suppliers trading near to the railway and the extent to which there would be accommodation 

capacity available if the railway were to expand its services. In order to respond to this 

question within the budgetary constraints, the researchers were able to undertake two depth 

interviews with tourism providers and can report on the written responses from seven 

accommodation providers. The findings are thus based on a limited survey. They are as 

follows: 

 

·  Most of the providers enjoy full occupancy for the period between July-September 

but have considerable capacity at other times. Thus, most are keen to encourage the 

railway to build demand in the early and late shoulder months. About half of the 

respondents gain about 5-10% additional occupancy, and a smaller number between 

1-3%, as a direct result of the railway.  

·  Of those who also retail food and beverages, most suggest that trade from the 

railway accounts for 5% or less, and only one business indicated that the railway 

brings between 6-10%, of sales of food and beverage. 

·  Most of the businesses realise the importance of the railway within the tourism 

economy and indicated that the flow of visitors between them and the railway is two 

way, each benefits from collaborative marketing.  

 

They also mentioned the following ideas: 

 

“ We encourage the use of public transport and have a link on the web site to 

the West Somerset Railway. Many of our guests use the railway and enjoy it. 

I wish it every success.”  
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“T he railway galas are really popular. We need more family weekends or 

training events. Sunday lunches with speakers might be an interesting idea.”  

 

Another suggested that the link to Taunton was necessary to attract visitors: 

 

“T his link would greatly help people who travel to us by train especially 

overseas visitors and elderly people who do not want to drive here. We, 

ourselves, sometimes have to travel to Taunton to collect/deliver them at the 

station. Generally overseas visitors love the train and express great 

disappointment at the missing link.”  

 

“ Although this appears to have a minimal impact on our business, I do 

believe that the WSR is the major tourist attraction in this part of Somerset. 

Many of our visitors enjoy the trip on the railway which is good for 

everyone. I hope that you are able to demonstrate the value of the WSR to 

the local economy, which I believe to be of considerable significance.”  

 

Thus, the extent to which the railway impacts on local traders is borne out by the micro-

multiplier. The anecdotal information from a small number of hospitality providers 

indicates that there is a considerable scope for expansion in the off peak season.   
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 5.0 Policy Considerations 

 

The study team was asked to give consideration as to how the railway's plans fit with the 

current tourism policies of the county and district councils. These are discussed below.  

 

Somerset County Council (2003) estimates that tourism generates approximately £850.9 

milli on revenue per annum and this supports 34,838 jobs (Somerset County Council , 2003).  

The council 's current tourism strategy supports the development of sustainable tourism and 

seeks to encourage a diverse and attractive tourism offering within the county. Within this 

overall County strategy, the WSR has recently taken a number of strategic steps in line with 

this policy, for example, its buy local approach, its liaison with other tourism providers and 

its integrated marketing campaign.    

   

The Tourism Strategy for Taunton Deane 1999-2004 highlights four key strategic areas: 

 

(a) Raising market awareness 

(b) Developing short breaks 

(c) Developing community based tourism 

(d) Supporting the use of public transport by visitors 

 

The investment proposals presented by the WSR fit well with (b), (c) and (d), in that 

providing improved signalli ng at the main line junction would facilit ate a local transport 

service that also has the potential to encourage a modal switch from the car.  Secondly, the 

upgrading of the line and an extended season would enable the WSR to encourage a short 

break market, for example, cycling or walking with travel by steam. Whilst visitors might 

still choose to travel to Taunton Deane by car rather than by train there is still a gain when 

the visitor is at the destination, in that they will use the railway to gain access to the near 

countryside/seaside. This affords a modal switch and hence would fit the principle to 

minimise environmental impact and maximise revenue in the local community, especially if 

trails were developed with the help of local communities. Furthermore, a mainline 

connection would attract more people to use the national rail network to access the WSR 

and thus afford a reduction in the impact on local road use and pressure on car parking at 
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 Bishops Lydeard. For similar reasons the existing bus routes should continue to be 

encouraged as well as access by non-motorised forms of transport, perhaps by way of a co-

ordinated travel plan.  

 

The policy measures outlined in the Economic Development Strategy 1999-2004 also 

indicate approaches to support the local economy in Taunton Deane within the overall 

objective of sustainable development. The Local Plan highlights the need to support the 

development of faciliti es of the WSR at Bishops Lydeard, which make it more attractive to 

the visitor and reduce reliance on the car.  

 

The proposed approach to a economic development strategy for West Somerset is presented 

in the Western Somerset Economic Development & Access Strategy. This report embraces 

tourism and discusses the role of the WSR as a provider of transport and a tourism 

attraction. The report advocates that it would not be feasible to upgrade the entire line to 

Minehead to accommodate commuter traff ic. The case is made implicitl y on the basis of 

differential travel cost time between the car and train. This would clearly be the case if a 

service were to be introduced as a commuter facilit y only.  

 

The report does not give recognition to the potential for inbound through services or 

excursion trains for holidaymakers into West Somerset in conjunction with other providers, 

which could help to ease traff ic congestion at peak summer times. The potential to 

encourage both a regular summer service from the mainline, albeit by another operator, and 

through excursions also meets the objective of developing a strategic access corridor 

between Taunton and Minehead without adding to the current negative externaliti es that 

enhanced road capacity would bring. The West Somerset Community Plan makes this point 

by setting out an action to establish a permanent rail li nk between Taunton and Minehead.   

 

The second aspect relates to the railway as a tourism attraction.  The Western Somerset 

Economic Development & Access Strategy recognises that the WSR has a role to play as a 

visitor attraction. It focuses, however, on two aspects: the integration of the railway and 

other attractions [plus activities such as walking and cycling]: and the development of 

Willit on station as an interchange. Thus, the WSR is not afforded an important role in the 
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 development of tourism as envisaged by the strategy - namely to enhance the destination 

image by association with Exmoor and the achievement of sustainable rural tourism in 

West Somerset. Clearly, the railway has a much greater role to play in the realisation of 

both of these aims. 

 

However, in relation to the Strategy for Delivery of Intention One (2003) the WSR is 

currently meeting several of the key targets set out in the District strategy towards creating 

a balanced economy and community. It is a stable SME, with 26 full time employees, 

which has achieved a sustained increase in employment offering in recent years. The jobs 

are at levels that match or are above West Somerset average salary levels. Thus, the WSR is 

contributing to the policy to encourage economically active residents. Furthermore, it is 

also important in developing engineering and technical skill s in the Minehead to Taunton 

strategic corridor.  Finally, the railway also has a policy of encouraging younger employees 

and to enhance their skill s. In several respects, the WSR and companies associated with the 

provision of railway locomotives and stock could be developed into a more significant 

engineering sector, employing skill ed labour. 

 

There is another dimension of management philosophy at the WSR that fits the economic 

development strategy. It supports local supply chains, especially in the sourcing of local 

foods, with its buy local policy. This is important in helping to retain local businesses and 

employment. Secondly, it encourages local culture and social cohesion with its operation of 

low season trains such as at Christmas time; in addition, residents are offered discounted 

travel on services. Thus, in terms of meeting the Intention One framework, the railway 

offers a positive commitment within the tourism sector, not only to the creation of 

permanent jobs but also by being able to sustain them. Increased investment in the railway 

would meet the criteria indicated for appropriate economic development, especially given 

that the railway strives to conserve a high quality environment, which is commensurate 

with the image of West Somerset as a holiday destination.       
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 6.0  Conclusions 

 
The WSR has sustained a growth pattern over the last ten years in terms of level of demand, 

revenue accruing and employment. It is now investigating ways of investing to build on this 

solid base during the coming years and this will require an investment package.  

 

Within this context, the study analyses the market for the railway and, with judicious 

development of enhanced value and integrated tourism offering, there is real potential to 

attract off -peak, shoulder season, short breaks market. Furthermore, demand can be 

generated by encouraging through services. This would necessitate an upgrading of the 

junction with the main line and access to WSR by a main network train operating company.   

This investment would also enable the WSR to host an increased number of charter trains. 

In terms of li fting demand and encouraging modal switch, this investment is key to the 

railway enhancing sustainable tourism development in the study area. There are other 

potential gains, such as increasing the skill base and employment in a specialist engineering 

sector. 

 
The economic impact of the WSR in the local community has been estimated using a 

micro-multiplier model, and this suggests that the railway currently has a multiplier value 

calculated at 1.9. This means that for every £1 that is spent by customers of the WSR, the 

total value generated for the local economy is £1.90, i.e. the impact is twice as large as the 

initial spend.  

 

The survey of the WSR and the local businesses analysis also suggests that an average 

£61,800 of business income accounts for one full -time job. Using this ratio the railway 

generates 46 jobs in the local economy at present, and following investment by the railway, 

this figure would rise to 62 jobs in ten years time. This is a baseline figure as it does not 

take into account the impact of railway volunteers in the study area, the West Somerset 

Railway Association and other traders associated which are totally reliant on the railway for 

their business. The proposed investments, therefore, have a potential to li ft the level of 

demand, visitor spending and employment opportunities in the local economy.     

 
 



West Somerset Railway: Local Economic Impact Study 

International Centre for Research and Consultancy 
Manchester Metropoli tan University 

26 

 7.0  References 

 
BTA. (2003). Employment generated by tourism in Britain. London: British Tourist 
Authority (now VisitBritain). 
 
EDAW. (2002). Western Somerset Economic Development & Access Strategy. EDAW 
 

Halsall , D.A. (2001). Railway Heritage and the tourist gaze: Stoomtram Hoorn-Medemblik. 

Journal of Transport Geography, 9, 151-160. 

 

National Economics Foundation and The Countryside Agency. (2002). The Money Trail : 

Measuring your impact on the local economy using LM3. 

 

Somerset County Council (2003). Tourism in Somerset The Facts. Somerset County 

Council  

 

Taunton Deane Borough Council (1999). Tourism Strategy. Taunton Deane Borough 

Council  

 

West Somerset District Council (2003). Unit 5 Strategy for the delivery of Intention One: 

To champion a balanced community and economy in West Somerset. 

 

West Somerset District Council (2003). West Somerset Community Draft Plan 2004-2007. 

West Somerset District Council   



West Somerset Railway: Local Economic Impact Study 

International Centre for Research and Consultancy 
Manchester Metropoli tan University 

27 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDICES 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



West Somerset Railway: Local Economic Impact Study 

International Centre for Research and Consultancy 
Manchester Metropoli tan University 

28 

 

APPENDIX 1
PAX - Monthly Values, Jan 1997 - Oct 2003
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APPENDIX 2
Monthly passenger revenues, Jan 1997 - Oct 2003
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APPENDIX 3

Growth index: PAX/Revenues, Jan 1997 - Oct 2003 
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APPENDIX 4
Monthly revenue per passenger, Jan 1997- Oct 2003
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APPENDIX 5
Average seasonal variations (monthly PAX Jan 1997 - Oct 

2003)
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APPENDIX 6
Daily demand fluctuations (Minehead, Summer 2003)

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sa Su

Day

A
ve

. d
ai

ly
 p

ax
 r

at
io

:s
ea

so
n 

m
ea

n



West Somerset Railway: Local Economic Impact Study 

International Centre for Research and Consultancy 
Manchester Metropoli tan University 

34 

 APPENDIX 7
Minehead, Summer 2003 (Daily pax ratio:season mean)
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APPENDIX 8 
Total Economic Effect of the West Somerset Railway 

 
 

Money staying in the local area   Money leaking out of the local area 
    
 
 
           
     Round 1: Direct Income –  
     Visitor Spend/West Somerset 
     Railway Income 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Round 2: Indirect Income -     Businesses spend money  
   West Somerset Railway      outside the local area on  
   Local spend: Indirect Spend     NI and pensions for staff , 
                                                    non-local staff and suppliers, 
        fuel, utiliti es and taxes 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  Round 3: Induced Income -  People spend money outside 
  from both Local Suppliers              the local area on income tax  
  of the WSR and Local               and home costs, non-local 
  Employees of the WSR              goods and entertainment 
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 APPENDIX 9 
Study area defined as ‘ local’  

 


