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North Cheshire Rail Users Group  

News Bulletin  
 

Northern Powerhouse Rail or Northern Poorhouse Rail?  

After a failure to land earlier this year it was eagerly anticipated at the recent Labour Party Conference that 

there would be formal government support for the Northern Arc proposals as outlined in the previous NCRUG 

News Bulletin. The most significant part of the Northern Arc concept in our area would entail a new line 

connecting Liverpool with Manchester in conjunction with a new Liverpool ‘Gateway’ station, and a connection 

west of Manchester Airport (with a new station) to join the West Coast Mainline and HS2.  

It was somewhat disappointing to many that the government support for the scheme failed again to 

materialise. Added to which, perhaps in a moment of political opportunism, opposition to the scheme was 

stirred up with statements to the effect the project would be another HS2 and there are enough existing rail 

connections between Liverpool and Manchester already which could be simply upgraded to accommodate 

future needs. This ignores the fact the existing Victorian era infrastructure is at, if not over capacity, and that is 

before the additional rail freight demands are taken into account. 

Re-winding the clock to the time immediately after the shock of the Global Financial Crisis, part of the thinking 

behind Northern Powerhouse Rail (and HS2) was the political realisation that having the British Economy 

mainly invested in the City of London meant potential exposure to future similar shocks. The idea of re-

energising the economies of the North with, amongst other things, meaningful rail connectivity and at the same 

time providing a fast link to the economic powerhouse of London. In this context it seems nonsensical the 

London to Crewe phases of HS2 were progressed with first, as it was Northern Powerhouse Rail that was to 

make HS2, particularly south of Birmingham, viable.  

Despite the political setbacks there are ongoing discussions about more detailed aspects of the scheme. One 

consideration is the location of the new Liverpool Gateway station. Two proposals under consideration are for 

a new station near Ditton (Widnes) or on the existing CLC line near Halewood, although other options are 

being considered. 

 

Avanti West Coast: New Year disruption, a sightseeing opportunity and 

additional services.  

Avanti west Coast have advised all stakeholders (including NCRUG) of maintenance disruption on the West 

Coast mainline this Christmas / New Year. Although such disruption is ordinarily most unwelcome, after much 

liaison work between Avanti and Network Rail use of the historic Settle to Carlisle line has been agreed from 

1st – 14th January 2026 while the Clifton Bridge is replaced. The service will be provided by Class 805 Evero 

‘bi-mode’ trains at roughly 2 hourly intervals from Preston through to Carlisle and will offer a unique opportunity 

to experience the vistas and history of the 73 mile journey. 

Important to note: The M6 motorway will be closed between junctions 39 and 40 for the first 2 weekends of 

January. 

Avanti West Coast have also announced more detail on their December timetable additions:  
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Subject to Office of Rail and Road (ORR) approval; the second Liverpool – London train will commence on 15th 

December. From Monday – Saturday the 00:43 (minutes past the hour) departure from Lime St will be Class 

807 units calling at Liverpool South Parkway, Runcorn (00:02), Crewe and Milton Keynes. There will be, in 

theory, restrictions on travel from Liverpool Lime St to just Liverpool South Parkway in an effort to divert 

passengers making this short journey onto local services. Sunday services will commence in May. 

The Pendolino services will leave Lime Street at 00:08 and call at Runcorn (00:27), Lichfield Trent Valley and 

Tamworth. There is an additional stop planned at Hartford for one morning service southbound and one 

evening service northbound. The calling time at Runcorn makes for a very viable connection for passengers 

travelling from Helsby and Frodsham to London; a 00:56 departure from Frodsham connecting at Runcorn 

would see one scheduled to arrive in London 2 ½ hours later. 

The ORR has removed access rights for 5 Avanti services, locally in our area the weekday 1932 Chester – 

Euston will be withdrawn and the Sunday 1753 Holyhead - Euston will terminate at Crewe. 

 

New trains for Northern. 

Northern are currently planning for their next fleets of replacement rolling stock. Basic specification work has 

already been undertaken and the next stage will be detailed proposals from the manufacturers. Replacements 

have been broken into ‘Lots’, probably the most pertinent for our area are the Lot 2 design which will be Multi 

Mode Multiple Units (MMUs). These MMUs will be the Phase 1 Class 15X replacement trains, and although 

initially diesel powered they can be upgraded to Electric (EMU) and Battery (BEMU) as the network 

infrastructure permits. We can expect to see the first MMUs on the lines in our area in 2031. 

Notwithstanding the fleet replacement programme, some Class 150 and 156 units will be end of life before 

2031. Northern are looking to take on some ex TfW Class 158 units in 2027 as a stop gap, although I was 

reminded by a Northern representative recently this is certainly not guaranteed as there is a critical shortage of 

Diesel Multiple Units (DMUs) so competition for any available stock (with life left in it) will be fierce.  
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Freight on the Hooton-Helsby line. 

In addition to the current freight workings to the Encirc glass facility at Ince, a part of the planning agreement 

for the nearby Protos Energy from Waste facility includes provision of a rail head (an extension of the Ince 

spur) so feed stock can be moved by rail to the new facility. This stipulation in the planning agreement (Clause 

5) was recently removed at a meeting of the Cheshire West and Chester Council (CWaC) Planning 

Committee. The removal of clause 5, ostensibly at the request of the developer due costs, means the rail link 

is unlikely to ever be built. The terms of the original planning agreement allows for just over 750 HGV 

movements a day, however the removal of the requirement for a rail link will mean the HGV upper limit 

becomes a baked-in target, further blighting an already heavy congested road network.  

As reported in a recent RailFreight.com news article; this decision by CWaC seems to fly in the face of the 

current government target to increase rail freight by 75% by the year 2050. The developer (Peel) has recently 

purchased the adjacent CF Fertilisers site for incorporation into an expanded Protos facility. The CF Fertiliser 

site already has a (disused) rail connection which runs off the existing Encirc spur, but doubles back to run in 

front of the old plant leaving the existing Encirc halt a closer option so is unlikely to provide a viable alternative. 

It has been suggested it would take a Judicial Review to have the recent decision overturned. 

 

Transport for Wales (TfW) services. 

Pay as You Go. 

TfW have announced the introduction of Pay As You Go (PAYG) ticketing in May 2026. PAYG ticketing works 

in a similar manner to the Oyster Card (tap on, tap off) and will be available at Runcorn East, Frodsham, 

Helsby and through North Wales although won’t extend beyond TfW stations for the time being. Therefore the 

limit of use for this this payment method will be Frodsham (for Liverpool) and Runcorn East (for Manchester) 

although completely by coincidence TfW have bought into the same back of house technology as used by 

Merseyrail so there could be potential for interoperability in the future. 

New services. 

The introduction of the December timetable will see the doubling of Chester – Wrexham services to roughly 2 

trains per hour, with these services extending direct to Cardiff at 2 hourly intervals. From May the extra service 

will be provided by an extension of the current Crewe to Chester shuttle. Journey times from Chester direct to 

Cardiff are typically scheduled at under 3 hours, making the journey time very competitive against taking the 

car. Track re-doubling from Rossett to Wrexham has not yet been completed so this could be a weak point for 

the ambitious new schedule. 

Liverpool direct Llandudno and Manchester direct Holyhead services commence in the May 2026. Also 

starting with this timetable change will be a Birmingham to Chester service via Shrewsbury. The level crossing 

at Prestatyn preventing additional services on the North Wales Mainline will be staffed as an interim measure 

while planning permission is sought for a permanent structure. 

The extension of Liverpool to Chester services to Llandudno will provide a real boon for South Liverpool 

including travellers from LJLA and also Halton (Runcorn). Currently, despite the existing TfW Liverpool direct 

Chester services via the Halton Curve, a quick ticket search from Liverpool to Llandudno throws up the top 

option as Merseyrail to Chester, then change to TfW (or Avanti) for North Wales. Liverpool direct Llandudno 

services will change all that, and combined with hourly Manchester to Holyhead services provide some relief 

from the chronic overcrowding experienced on North Wales services particularly at peak hours and over the 

school holidays.  

Other TfW news: 
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Kids travel free. TfW has launched its new family ticket which allows up to 2 children aged under 16 to travel 

on the TfW network for free, with every paying adult fare. This offer is valid any time of day regardless of peak 

or off-peak services meaning they will be ideal for school holidays and spontaneous last-minute arrangements. 

£1 Bus fares. The TfW trial of £1 bus fares for 16-21 year olds has been extended to 5-15 year olds and will 

run until August 2026. This trial only applies to bus journeys within Wales, but could be advantageous for 

families travelling from elsewhere by rail subsequently seeking a bus connection.  

 

Stations News. 

Ellesmere Port 

The North Cheshire Community Rail Partnership (NCCRP) has forged ahead with co-ordinating volunteers 

and purchased planters and other gardening supplies to freshen up the appearance of the Station as part of a 

larger project to re-define the station environs and connect the Station more effectively with the surrounding 

community. Merseyrail is in full support of the scheme including a financial contribution. 

Ince and Elton 

Readers of Todays Railways magazine will likely have noted an article in Edition 208 on Britain’s least used 

stations. Station 3 in the article features Ince and Elton and suffice to say the article features, amongst some 

interesting background information, an excoriating review of the station, services and surroundings. Whilst 

some of the content is quite accurate, the author articulates a very negative view on the future potential of not 

only the station but also the line. I tend to agree with some of the points raised about the station; in the 

absence of Customer Information Screens some basic passenger and timetable information is needed (surely 

a Northern requirement?) and the station lacks context with the wider community. I did take the trouble to 

respond to the author by way of a letter to the editor, in which I tried to articulate a more positive forward view 

based on what we have been told by Merseyrail. To date, the letter has not been published. 

On a more positive note; the NCCRP funded Outdoor Gym Equipment at Elton is set to be installed at the end 

of this month. The Gym Equipment is set to be installed between the existing play facilities and football pitch 

on the Community Centre Field, a 5 minute stroll from the Station. Signage will follow. 

Chester 

Refurbishment work on the Chester Station interior continues. The Listed Status of the building has held up 

the moving of the Ticket Office and although over £7m is being spent on the current facelift project, the major 

interventions needed such as new passenger routes are not included. 

Helsby 

A new volunteer group has been established by the NCCRP at Helsby. Following a meeting of potential 

volunteers in Helsby earlier this month 10 people have stepped forward to help out. The NCCRP has 

developed an ambitious plan in conjunction with TfW ranging from tidying up the station gardens to re-

purposing unused buildings for community use. 

Frodsham 

The platforms at Frodsham have yet again been brought to the attention of Transport for Wales. The gap 

between the platform and train is such that Saphos have decided to skip the Frodsham stop for next years 

charter excursions as disabled access is not viable. The platforms were last inspected some 4 weeks ago, 

although the outcomes have not been reported back. The standard for accessibility legislation compliance is 

platform level at 915mm above rail top. In the Northern area only 10% of stations are currently compliant, with 

heights ranging from 720-1200mm.  
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After years of dithering and two false dawns with potential tenants, CWaC has finally put the former Good 

Shed in the Frodsham Station car park up for sale. Years of neglect, vegetation encroachment, numerous 

break ins and pest infestation have rendered what was once an attractive structure now derelict. It’s hard to 

see how the current eyesore could be feasibly restored and a lack of any protected status leaves the building 

vulnerable to demolition by any new owners.  

 

Also at Frodsham; the handrail on the ramp to Platform 1 at Frodsham was impacted by a vehicle and this has 

left rusting and sharp exposed edges. CWaC is aware and although the remaining rail was security taped, this 

has subsequently been removed. 

 

 

NCRUG Committee 

As stated at the April AGM; after 8 years as Chair, I intend stepping down next April. Post Halton Curve, the 

group has securely found a new direction with a headline campaign for restoration of regular passenger 

services from Hooton to Helsby (and beyond), and the necessary upgrade to the station infrastructure to 

support this. Of course this is with the addition of the day to day rail user advocation the group has performed 

since its inception. 

In addition to the Chairs role, a dedicated Newsletter Editor and Social Media officer would be ideal. If broken 

into the various roles the workload is not onerous and (except for the Chair) need not necessitate committee 
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membership, although all NCRUG supporters are invited, in fact actively encouraged to attend committee 

meetings anytime they wish.  

Please give some thought to this call. Should positions remain unfilled the viability of the group will be 

jeopardised. 

 

Launch of the Oxfordshire Rail Strategy: 22nd September 2025  (Roy Desouza) 

I had a welcome opportunity to attend this event. It was some way out of NCRUG’s usual domain, but was a 

good chance to learn something of how things are done in a very different part of the country and to 

experience some of those differences first hand.  

The meeting was hosted by the County Council at County Hall and presentations were made by Council staff 

and Council Members and representatives from Rail Future (Thames Valley) and the Oxford & Gloucester 

Community Rail Partnership. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The meeting was aimed at launching consultation on the draft strategy with some of the more interested 

parties in the area.  If anyone wishes to see the finalised strategy, it can be viewed at:    

Annex 1 OxRAIL 2040 Plan for Rail FULL.pdf 

There were many intriguing takeaways from the session: 

• How unusual it is to see a County Council producing something of this type. Perhaps the creation of a 

Cheshire Combined Authority will see them do something similar;  

• There are twice as many stations in Cheshire than Oxfordshire’ 

• The southern part of Oxfordshire is commuter territory for London, but this effect fades away the further 

out you go, Bicester being less under the capital’s influence and Banbury is hardly at all; 

• The development agenda for rail is very much focussed on supporting economic growth and unlike 

many places in the UK, there really is a lot happening in the County; 

• As well as the development of East West Rail, the reopening of the Cowley freight branch line to 

passengers has been announced and the reopening of several other stations is in prospect.  

https://mycouncil.oxfordshire.gov.uk/documents/s78792/Annex%201%20OxRAIL%202040%20Plan%20for%20Rail%20FULL.pdf
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• There is local pressure to reinstate the closed line to Witney. This is currently is served by high 

frequency buses which even run overnight, so there certainly is demand present. 

• The GWR rolling stock is largely IETs, giving a very modern impression to train operations;  

• The GWML electrification scheme stalled before being completed and didn’t quite reach Oxford, 

despite the gap needing to filled from Didcot being quite short;   

• Oxford station itself has been the subject of massively overrunning improvement works  which have 

had a major impact on traffic movement in the city and caused some conflict between the local council 

and rail industry. 

• A student member from the CRP made an impressive presentation on the issues faced by young 

people using public transport, rail in particular. One was reminded that even ‘down south’ transport is 

felt to cost too much and people may lack knowledge of how to use buses and trains. Young peoples’ 

mobility is more restricted than for adults because of these factors; this must be true in our patch as 

well.   

This visit served as a useful demonstration that there is plenty happening to show that rail has a positive 

future.  

 

Conductor Humour 

The work of a Conductor can be thankless and stressful; fare dodgers, complex on board ticket sales as the 

next stop approaches, prams and luggage dumped in the cycle storage, bicycles blocking exits… it’s 

surprising there is a will or time for humour in the job, but as committee member David Evans experienced 

recently; every so often conductors are prepared to stray off the regular script in a humorous way: 

Earlier this year travelling from Frodsham to Liverpool the conductor announced in a jolly tone that ‘I will be 

coming along the train shortly to say hello to you all’. After a short pause he continued with a sigh, then went 

on to say ‘but I suppose I might just as well check your tickets while I’m there’. 

On another occasion approaching a station in the North East the conductor asked passengers to ‘have their 

tickets, passes and excuses ready… or if you take a twenty-yard run up you might just clear the barriers’. 

If you’ve got a snippet of rail humour you’d like to share in the next newsletter, please email 

chairman@ncrug.org.uk  

 

Contacts:-     PHONE   EMAIL 

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

Treasurer:        treasurer@ncrug.org.uk 

Website/ Facebook: Ian Whitely     ian_whitley@hotmail.com    

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. 

 

MW 25/112025 
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