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Foreword by Chair

It is once again my pleasure to write the foreword to the Bishop Line Community Rail 
Partnership Annual Report and my thanks go out to all those who have supported the 
Bishop Line this last year.

I would like to extend my special thanks to Bob Whitehouse our Community Rail Partnership 
Officer and Stuart Woods our Secretary for their sterling efforts and friendship.

The DfT endorses our current Action Plan but the uncertainties generated by the new 
franchise continue to dominate our thoughts.   I am optimistic however that we can rise to 
the challenges ahead.

I am grateful for the work undertaken by our station adoption groups and welcome the 
continued success of Bishop Trains.   We are also working with the New Shildon Residents 
Association and local schools to upgrade and improve artwork at Shildon Station.

It was also encouraging this year to witness the continuation of the Heritage Services along 
the Weardale Railway between Wolsingham and Stanhope.   We will continue to help to 
support the group and look forward to their anticipated lengthening of the route to Witton 
le Wear next year.  And let us not forget the phenomenal success of the Polar Express 
Christmas specials which grow from strength to strength.

What does the future hold?  Well, there are two massive tourist related events taking place 
along the line in 2016 and we’ve already been in discussion with our rail industry partners 
to ensure that the Bishop Line makes a positive contribution and raises its profile into the 
bargain.   Firstly, Locomotion - the National Railway Museum at Shildon is hosting the return 
of the Flying Scotsman event in the last week of July themed as an old fashioned train 
spotters “shed bash”.   This, I am sure, will draw in the crowds and could even possibly 
rival the 2014 Mallard 75 Great Goodbye.   Secondly, the Eleven Arches Project at Bishop 
Auckland reaches an important milestone in the same month with the opening of the 
Kynren historical re-enactments adjacent to the River Wear beneath Auckland Castle 
which is itself being the subject of considerable redevelopment.   The re-enactments will 
attract 8,000 visitors on each of the 14 planned events over the summer.   An enhanced 
train service, which could include a line specific shuttle train and park and ride facilities, 
is essential to provide a sustainable alternative to the bus and car thereby relieving traffic 
congestion in the area.  Let us hope that the new franchisee can rise to the challenge and 
showcase what they are capable of.

We are also continuing dialogue with Auckland Castle and the Bishop Auckland Town 
Team regarding all the exciting developments in the town and monitoring the activities 
of the Friends of the Stockton and Darlington Railway whose ambition to raise the profile 
of the historic route in the lead up to the S&DR Bicentenary in 2025 is one which the 
Partnership fully endorses.  
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Clearly, there is something happening at every location along the line; the proposed 
heritage quarter at North Road, the Hitachi plant and new college at Heighington, the 
return of Flying Scotsman at Shildon and the regeneration of Bishop Auckland through 
tourist based initiatives.   Interesting times lie ahead and I hope you will join with us in 
ensuring the Partnership plays its full part.
 
Charlie Walton
Chair, Bishop Line Community Rail Partnership
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Partnership
Objectives
The Partnership’s overall aim is to raise awareness of the Bishop Line – locally, regionally 
and nationally.  Over the last year, a number of initiatives have been delivered to help 
sustain patronage along the line.  Many objectives are ongoing and will continue to be 
delivered in the short, medium and long term.

 
Short-term 

• Continue to build the business case for a regular interval hourly service, 
 in partnership with the train operator and Network Rail

• Further develop the range of guided and self-guided walks along the line

• Continue to work with key attractions and local businesses to develop joint 
 promotion initiatives

• Continue to roll out small-scale improvements at each station, including signage,  
 CCTV and horticulture

• Continue to work with schools to promote rail safety and travel awareness

• Provide cycle facilities and associated signage at all stations along the line

Medium-term 

• Introduce an hourly service, based on an extension of the Saltburn to 
 Darlington service

• Continue the Sunday service

• Introduce a later evening service (train or bus service)

• Introduce improved rolling stock (ideally an all-class 156 operation)

Long-term 

• Construct a new station at North Road and extend the Head of Steam Museum

• Introduce a half-hourly tram train operation

• Devise a plan to maximise the legacy of Stockton and Darlington railway’s 
 200th anniversary in 2025.  
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Results
Patronage 

Patronage is tracked by station for each full year from period 1 (starting 1st April) through 
to period 13 (ending 31st March).   

There has been a slight decrease in patronage along the line in 2014/15 compared with 
2013/14, except at Shildon station where patronage has risen from 15,624 boarders and 
alighters to 19,773.  This represents an increase of 26%.  

Customer service 

This year has again seen good customer service by conductors and other staff.   This is 
supported by verbal comments made to the Community Rail Officer whilst travelling along 
the line.  Northern Rail is making efforts to raise customer service levels further across the 
network.   
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Performance 

Performance is tracked by period for the whole of the Bishop Line enabling peak periods 
to be identified.  

The year has seen mixed performance on the line.  In recent months there has, however, 
been a marked improvement.  Most of the poor performance was caused by rail infra-
structure problems beyond the Bishop Line.  
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Station News
Station adoption
All stations have now been formally adopted by the following organisations: 
• Bishop Auckland - Bishop Trains
• Shildon - New Shildon Residents Association
• Newton Aycliffe - Greenfield Community College
• Heighington - Xcel Centre
• North Road - Bishop Trains

Bishop Auckland and North Road 
Stations have been formally 
adopted by Bishop Trains and 
their Youth Group has taken on 
the horticultural upkeep of the 
stations.  They are also regularly on 
duty at Bishop Auckland station 
helping passengers, selling tickets 
and keeping the station clean 
and tidy.

Bank Top station
Darlington Borough Council has instructed consultants (ARUP) to look at proposals for 
improving Bank Top Station.  This work is supported by the Tees Valley.  The consultants 
are looking at options to present to the council early in 2016.  Whilst these proposals are 
advancing it is to be hoped that the consultants are aware of the local transport flows 
which come from South Durham and North Yorkshire into the wider  Tees Valley as well as 
the north-south flows to Newcastle, York and beyond.

Walks from Shildon and Bishop Auckland
Treasure Trails walks have been produced from Shildon and Bishop Auckland and are now 
available from www.treasuretrails.co.uk 

Customer information screens
Customer information screens have been installed along the line and are now operational.  
They will provide accurate real time information about train times for the travelling public 
and are an excellent enhancement to customer service.
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Service News

Bishop Line franchise 
It was announced on Wednesday 9th December that the Bishop Line franchise has been 
awarded to Arriva Rail North.  The Partnership is looking forward to information about the 
date of the start of the hourly service promised in the award (which must be by 2019) as 
this, together with the new units, is a major constraint to growing patronage along the line.

Service quality audits
Service quality audits have continued along the line for the whole of 2015.  It is pleasing 
to find only minor faults on both the trains and the stations.  This is something for which 
Northern Rail and their agents must be congratulated.  Toward the end of the year it has 
been noticed that the platform surfaces at Newton Aycliffe need attention and this is the 
responsibility of Network Rail, who are pursuing the matter.  

Hourly service and connections survey
Included in the new franchise announcement was news that Bishop Line would be 
upgraded to a full hourly service between Bishop Auckland and Darlington, giving 15 trains 
per day in each direction – five more than in 2015.  At least 13 of these will operate as 
through services to/from Middlesbrough.

Sunday service to Whitby
The new franchise announcement also included news that Sunday services to Whitby will 
operate all year round, with effect from winter 2017 / 2018.  At present there is no Sunday 
service during the winter months.

Virgin East Coast franchise
The Partnership is aware that there are three major constraints to growing patronage 
along the line.  Two of these, the hourly service and the replacement of the aging Pacer 
trains, have been addressed in the new franchise.  The remaining one is the connectivity 
with the Virgin East Coast trains at Darlington.  We are looking forward to discussing this 
with Virgin Trains in the near future.
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Industry News
Northern Rail and Trans Pennine franchise 
We were pleased to see the announcement of the franchise awardees towards the end 
of the year.  We look forward to discussing with both Arriva and the First Group how we 
can work together to provide excellent services to the public.

CRP Members Seminar North 
The partnership attended the northern member’s seminar in Manchester on 10th 
November 2015.  At the seminar we were informed of the Department for Transport’s views 
as to the new franchises, together with information about the new pension rules that will 
affect all CRP’s

Local Sustainable Transport Fund
We are aware that the government has announced there is likely to be further funding.  
However at the end of the year the detail had not yet been released, therefore at this 
time both of the current projects come to an end on 31st March 2016.

Personnel
The Partnership, as an unincorporated association, is considering the best way of employ-
ing their officer independent of the Local Authority and train operators.
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Marketing
Collateral & Events
Website
The Bishop Line website has been upgraded and now includes live departure information, 
along with station information, history of the line and partnership information.  It also 
contains a number of informative downloads such as annual reports and research.

Digital Marketing 
Following the launch of the new website the 
partnership carried out digital marketing in the 
form of Facebook advertising.  Targeted posts 
were executed throughout July and August 2015 
and resulted in reaching over 25,000 people, 
of which 427 clicked through to the Bishop Line 
website.  This is a click through rate of 1.6%, note 
that anything above 1% is considered successful.  

Schools transition programme
For the fourth year the Partnership has assisted in delivering two transition days for pupils 
in Darlington schools.  The transition days help to educate children about their transport 
options when moving from primary to 
secondary school.  The sessions cover 
train and rail safety along with walking 
routes, cycling routes and using local 
buses safely.

77 pupils from 14 Darlington schools 
took part in the 2015 programme.  Each 
pupil that took part was awarded 
‘Junior Travel Ranger’ status.  They 
would then act as a travel ambassador 
for their school, providing help and 
advice to their classmates on how to plan their 
journeys to secondary school.
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Interpretation boards 
Work is progressing on a series of Interpretation boards which will feature interesting 
historical information relating to each station and will be located on all platforms along the 
line.  The boards will be installed in early 2016.  
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Press Cuttings

27/02/2015 ‘Government has listened’ say rail users as announcement spells 
end of hated Pacers
www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/11822973._Government_has_listened__say_rail_users_as_an-

nouncement_spells_end_of_hated_Pacers/

20/06/2015 Darlington youngsters get travel safety tips 
www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/13323472.Darlington_youngsters_get_travel_safety_tips/

27/07/2015 Get on line with the Bishop Line 
www.dothelocalmotion.co.uk/news/news-item/?id=29

31/07/2015 New rail website
www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/13522801.New_rail_website/

05/08/2015 Bishop Auckland Railway Station celebrated as town regeneration 
gathers steam
www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/13576529.Bishop_Auckland_Railway_Station_celebrated_

as_town_regeneration_gathers_steam/

16/08/2015 Bishop Auckland railway station celebrates past, present and future
www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/13600126.Bishop_Auckland_railway_station_celebrates_

past__present_and_future/

18/09/2015 Youngsters ‘adopt’ train stations in the region
www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/13770307.Youngsters__adopt__train_stations_in_the_region/
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The Coming Year
Funding
The Partnership is currently funded by Virgin East Coast, Northern Rail, Durham County 
Council and Darlington Borough Council.  We are aware of the funding from Virgin East 
Coast and wait to see what funding is available from the other partners.  We are aware 
that local government funds are extremely limited and we await the details of the support 
to the partnership.  We also receive benefit in kind from First Transpennine Express and 
Cross Country Trains, for which we are grateful.

Friends of Stockton and Darlington Railway 
The Friends Group, of which the Partnership is a member, are extremely active in getting 
the line known, conserving its assets and planning for the Bicentenary of the Stockton 
and Darlington Railway in 2025.  They held an extremely well-attended conference at 
Locomotion – the National Railway Museum at Shildon, which highlighted many of the 
issues in respect of celebrating 2025.  It is understood that three councils along the original 
route (Durham, Darlington and Stockton - on - Tees) are willing to support the event.

Darlington’s Heritage Campus
The Heritage Campus project, which is based around the old Darlington Station at North 
Road, received much support from the community.  The project meetings started in 2010, 
however over the last twelve months very little has occurred and we await with interest, 
what plans emerge.  
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Partnership 
Members

Funders
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Local authorities
Darlington Borough Council
Durham County Council
Great Aycliffe Town Council
Shildon Town Council

Rail organisations
A1 Locomotive Trust
Bishop Trains
Friends of Darlington Railway Museum
Friends of the National Railway Museum
(North East Branch)
Locomotion, the National Railway
Museum at Shildon
Railway Heritage Committee
Weardale Railways Limited
Weardale Railway Trust
Weardale Railway Heritage Services Ltd
G5 Group

Rail industry
Association of Community Rail Partnerships
British Transport Police
Network Rail
Northern Rail
Passenger Focus
Rail Trade Unions

Community and voluntary based 
groups
Bishop Auckland Town Team
New Shildon Residents Association
Xcel Centre Newton Aycliffe
Greenfield Community College

Membership
Membership of the Partnership is open to organisations that have an interest in rail,
the Bishop Line, or improving sustainable transport in the local area.  To find out more,
or to become a member, please contact the Partnership.  Contact details can be found 
overleaf.

Special thanks to TransPennine Express and CrossCountry trains for their support to the Partnership and its members.



This report is produced by the Bishop Line Community Rail Partnership.
Enquiries about the Partnership should be made to
Robert Whitehouse
Community Rail Officer
The Bishop Line
Room 401 Town Hall
Darlington DL1 5QT
Email: robertwhitehouse@bishopline.org
Tel:  01325 388883

dpla0669


