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Introduction and executive summary �  
by Jools Townsend, chief executive,  
Community Rail Network 
 

The aim of this report, produced by Community Rail 
Network with support from Rail Delivery Group, is  
to explore the transformative role of the community 
rail movement in placemaking and fostering local 
identity across Britain�s railways. It highlights how 
railways and stations can evolve from transport  
interchanges into vibrant, inclusive, culturally rich 
community assets delivering signi�cant social,  
environmental and economic value.  
 
Community rail is a unique and growing grassroots 
movement made up of 76 community rail partnerships 
(community-based organisations), 1,300 station  
volunteer groups, and other locally-led initiatives across 
Britain, engaging and empowering communities, and 
helping them get the most from their railways and  
stations.  
 
Community rail promotes social inclusion and access  
to opportunity, sustainable travel and tourism, health 
and wellbeing, and local economic development.  
This involves working with train operators, the wider 
rail and transport sector, local authorities, educators, 
and community partners, to spearhead locally-led  
projects connected with rail, bring improvements to  
rail services and stations, and help communities have  
a voice on rail and transport. 
 
Placemaking is a people-�rst approach that empowers 
communities to shape their environments, in this case 
embedding pride, heritage and social value into railway 
spaces. Through community engagement, cultural  
expression and economic development, this report 
�nds that community rail partnerships and station 
groups provide demonstrable impact, helping rail  
to serve, re�ect and celebrate the unique character  
of local places. 
 

This report describes a wide range of initiatives � from 
art and music projects to heritage restorations and  
inclusive travel schemes � that illustrate how stations 
and railways can become hubs and facilitators of  
creativity, wellbeing and regeneration. It showcases the 
role of community rail in boosting sustainable tourism, 
supporting local economies and promoting inclusive  
access. It also highlights the impact of the Railway 200 
campaign, which ampli�ed community rail�s e�orts to 
commemorate railway history and connect people  
to place. 
 
As we move forward with rail reform and the  
establishment of Great British Railways, this report o�ers 
practical recommendations for community rail and the 
rail industry, advocating for deep and meaningful  
community empowerment and engagement, celebration 
of local identity, and alignment with broader  
regeneration goals. It presents a compelling blueprint  
for how rail can enrich lives and strengthen communities 
through thoughtful, collaborative placemaking. 
 
We look forward to continuing to work with 
government at all levels, rail and transport partners,  
and of course local communities, to create a rail  
network that re�ects people and place, is tuned into 
communities� needs and aspirations, and is central  
to a sustainable transport future. 
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Jacqueline Starr, executive chair and CEO of Rail 
Delivery Group, said: �Rail isn�t only about getting 
from A to B; it helps places thrive by connecting 
communities and driving local economies.  
 
�This report shows how community rail transforms 
stations into welcoming, inclusive spaces that  
re�ect local identity, promote wellbeing and 
encourage sustainable travel. Rail Delivery Group  
  is proud to support this work and the sta� and     
      volunteers who make it happen.� 

Accessible Community Garden at Harwich Town Station
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What is placemaking? 
 

Placemaking can empower  
communities to have a sense of  
belonging and pride in their local 
area as places change over time.       

� �

Placemaking is a term that can be interpreted in many 
ways, but at its heart, it is a community-orientated  
concept that is rooted in community participation.2 

     
In this report, we focus on how communities �  
including via the community rail movement � have 
shaped their local railways, stations and station  
surroundings, ensuring they re�ect the identity and 
character of the communities they serve, while also 
using the railway to develop a wider sense of place. 
 
We explore how communities help to turn railway 
�spaces� into railway �places,� 3 enhancing physical  
locations by the social practices they host or encourage, 
and creating people-centred environments.  

Some core components of placemaking relevant to the 
scope of this report include: 4   
 
�   Community engagement: Listening to and involving 
   communities, to harness lived experience and break 
   down barriers, ensure local railways and stations  
   re�ect communities� unique needs and aspirations, 
   and create pride in place; 
 
�  Cultural identity: Exploring and celebrating local  
   heritage, traditions and culture to create a strong 
   sense of identity and connection to the area,  
   emphasising the role rail can play in this; 
 
�  Economic development: Maximising the impact that 
   railways and stations can have on tourism, local  
   businesses, and the visitor and travel experience, 
   boosting local economies and stimulating wider  
   regeneration and inclusive economic development; 
 
�  Social interaction and wellbeing: Designing safe,  
   inclusive spaces that encourage people to gather, 
   meet, and engage with one another, strengthening 
   social connections and community cohesion. 
 
 

1
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LGBT HERO adopters at Vauxhall Station
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Placemaking and rail 
 
Railway 200 

The notion of rail connecting people, places and  
communities has been celebrated in 2025 through a 
year-long Railway 200 campaign, showcasing how the 
railway shaped and continues to shape national life.    
 
Of the four key themes, two are of particular relevance 
to this report: 
 
�   Heritage, culture and tourism � the historic impact  
    of rail on the development of places and  
    communities, its ongoing cultural signi�cance and 
    role as a driver for sustainable tourism and travel; 
 
�   Celebrating railway people � highlighting the passion 
    and dedication of those who make the railway what 
    it is, including the work of volunteers such as the 
    thousands in community rail.  
 
Railway 200, and the ideas of placemaking and  
celebrating local identity, have been embraced by  
community rail and the movement has played a key  
role in the campaign. Community rail partnerships and 
groups have led on hundreds of events throughout 
2025, highlighting how rail continues to connect  
communities and create civic pride.  

Stations as places

Stations are part of the fabric of the 
community. It�s therefore important 
that we think about stations as more 
than just places to take a train, but as 
civic spaces for us to engage with, 
building pride and connection, both 
historically and now. 

� �

6

As the recognition and importance of placemaking 
within rail grows, so does the acknowledgement of the 
importance of railways and stations as places that  
deliver social value and enhance people�s lives. Stations 
are no longer treated as simply transport interchanges; 
they are seen as sites with the potential to create social 
good as true community hubs.  
 
As the Government works to set up Great British  
Railways (GBR), and a railway that is focused on  
delivering for people and communities, there is strategic 
support for railways and stations to become strongly 
aligned with community aspirations and linked to a 
range of policy objectives.  
 
Models put forward by Steer � via research commissioned 
by the Railway Industry Association (RIA) � show how 
stations can be developed as �high-performing locations 
that support strong community identity and stimulate 
railway vibrancy and value.� 7  This chimes with insights 
from SLC, who suggest that rail reform, nationalisation 
and devolution present a unique opportunity to 
reimagine the role of railways and stations as  
community focal points, with developments led by 
communities and local authorities as the experts of 
their own wants and needs. 8   
   

Railway 200 at Winnersh Triangle Station
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Suggested attributes and characteristics for 
�community hub� stations can include: 

Steer�s paper recommends e�ective engagement with 
communities, through community rail and GBR�s  
partnership framework, to align local railways and  
stations with community needs and aspirations.  
This approach would help to ensure they deliver bene�t 
for all members of the community, even those who are 
not rail users, via improved community services, or the 
facilitation of local economic activity.  
 
If such bene�ts are realised, further RIA research 9    
suggests stations could be reimagined as �engines of 
economic, social and environmental value� within 
�Station Investment Zones,� linking local placemaking 
with further investment in railways and stations to  
support Government priorities of more housing, jobs, 
and growth.  
 

Welcoming and 
inclusive to all 
 
Attractive amenities 
and services 

 
Visible human presence 

 
Integrated with other 
transport networks 
 
 
Re�ects and makes a positive 
contribution to local identity 
 
Obvious active community 
engagement and support

Railway 200, Wherry Lines CRP
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The value of rail 
The evidence from Rail Delivery Group�s (RDG) �Beyond 
the Tracks� report 10  demonstrates both the value of rail 
to local economies, and the perceptions of communities 
that stations are vitally important in helping local areas 
and businesses thrive. 

The report found that beyond the �nancial impacts, 
there were more place-based bene�ts to local 
economies from railways and stations. The research 
showed that people care about stations and want them 
to play a signi�cant part in showcasing their localities, 
creating opportunities, and boosting quality of life. As 
such, any growth in rail use could play a vital role in 
placemaking by shoring up the viability of local retailers, 
service providers and independent businesses, further 
embedding them in the communities they serve. £98bn generated 

for local economies
Based on the 1.23 billion passenger journeys 
taken in 2023/23, this means that rail passengers  
could be contributing an estimated £98bn annually  
to local economies as part of their journey.

A third of people stated that they usually spend 
money with independent businesses when  
travelling by rail. Stations have potential to play 
an increased role in their local area, supporting 
local businesses around them and on the high 
street and providing the services people want 
when they travel.

A large majority of rail  
customers (73%) see their 
local station as important  
to helping the local economy 
and businesses thrive
A further 51% of people agree that businesses  
in and around the station play an important role 
in their local community. 
 
57% would like to see a greater presence of  
independent businesses in and around stations. 

A third of passengers  
spend with independent 
businesses

Railway 200, Lowestoft Station



7 �

COMMUNITY RAIL� PLACEMAKING AND LOCAL IDENTITY  

Placemaking and community rail 
By its nature as a grassroots movement, community rail 
contributes to local placemaking via the myriad of ways 
it delivers social, environmental and economic value for 
and with communities. It�s people-�rst approach is 
deep-rooted in the areas community rail partnerships 
and groups serve, encouraging and enabling many core 
elements of placemaking. This includes via e�ective 
community engagement, celebrating cultural identities, 
creative expression, economic development and  
regeneration, and improved social connectivity, health 
and wellbeing.   
 
 
Community rail and local identity 
 
The local identity of an area helps to preserve traditions 
and provide con�dence for future development.  
It o�ers a sense of home, place, security and  
community, and can be an important contributor to 
quality of life and inclusive, sustainable development. 11 
Community rail activities have successfully tapped into 
and celebrated local identity in many ways, helping to 
foster a sense of belonging and pride in the railway.  
 
 
Celebrating uniqueness  
 
There are now 76 community rail partnerships and 
1,300 station groups across Britain, each one di�erent. 
Every railway line and station has its own story to tell, 
and community rail takes great pride in celebrating and 
promoting these stories to as wide an audience as  
possible. They celebrate what is unique about the line, 
station, area, town or village they love and care for, 
using this uniqueness to create strong, vibrant  
communities.  
 
This uniqueness may come from any combination of 
landscape, celebrated local people, language or dialect, 
architecture, the arts, cultural myths or stories,  
something that place started or gave to the world, or 
anything that connects its past, present and future.  
Community rail seizes on such opportunities,  
particularly where this uniqueness is linked to  
the railway.  
 

But even if not, community rail can often use station 
environments or rail-related activities to showcase what 
makes their area special.  
 
Examples from community rail include Marston Vale 
Line CRP installing special vinyl markings on trains used 
on the line, visually highlighting the countryside the line 
runs through from Bedford to Bletchley, and exhibitions 
such as at Ely Station, celebrating its famous cathedral 
and Oliver Cromwell�s House. The Friends of Strines 
Station created a series of railway walks showcasing  
locations believed to have inspired Edith Nesbit�s classic 
book, the Railway Children, while the Friends of Buxton 
Station�s �Unhailed Trail� celebrates achievements of the 
town�s lesser-known in�uencers, including Frank Soo, 
the only man of Chinese heritage to play football  
for England. 
 
Groups have ensured a legacy for individuals who have 
a special place in the hearts of areas, such as the Friends 
of Batley Station�s memorial to the late MP Jo Cox, who 
was its co-founder and former vice-chair. There has 
even been a specially-created beer, with the Abbey Line 
CRP celebrating Railway 200 and their own 20th  
anniversary by commissioning the Abbey Flyer, an ale 
dedicated to the a�ectionate nickname for the branch 
line running from Watford Junction to St Albans Abbey 
Station, and the peregrine falcons that nest on  
St Albans Cathedral. 
 

Railway 200, Lowestoft Station
Artwork for Shotton Station
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The Wigan Murals are a powerful example of  
placemaking celebrating uniqueness of place 
through community-led art. Spearheaded by South 
East Lancashire Community Rail Partnership  
(SELCRP), they have transformed Wigan North 
Western Station into a vibrant cultural landmark.  
 
The �rst mural, led by local artist Jess Riley, featured 
an A to Z of �Wiganese� � phrases and words unique 
to the town � gathered from thousands of residents 
via community workshops, social media, and public 
submissions. This inclusive approach fostered local 
pride and identity, turning a previously blank  
underpass into a joyful, welcoming space. 
 
Building on this success, a second mural titled  
Wonders of Wigan showcased historical and modern 
images of 25 key landmarks, including Haigh Hall 

CASE STUDY� South East Lancashire CRP � Wiganese Murals

and Wigan Pier. Created with input from local 
photographers and residents, the mural  
celebrates Wigan�s architectural heritage and its 
role in railway history, marking Railway 200.  
QR codes provide stories behind each site,  
deepening public engagement. 
 
Together, these murals exemplify placemaking  
by embedding community voices into public 
space, enhancing the station�s atmosphere, and 
strengthening connections between people and 
place. They not only improve the station�s  
aesthetic environment but also serve as cultural 
reference points that re�ect Wigan�s past,  
present, and collective spirit. 
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Commemorating railway history  
 
Re-connecting people to places through history can help 
to bring those places to life in the present day and foster 
a collective identity to stimulate more connected  
communities.12 By understanding the history of how  
a place has evolved, its future development can be  
designed in ways that feel both appropriate and enduring.   
 
Where railway history has played a key role in the growth 
and development of communities, it can help to enrich 
the narrative of those places, showing how they came to 
be. This can act as a driver for community engagement, 
empowering communities and individuals to weave  
stories of local rail and stations into a collective narrative 
that resonates with people and embeds a sense of place. 
This is also seen via the preservation or restoration of  
railway architecture and design, maintaining the status  
of railways and stations as the landmarks they were and 
continue to be.  
 
Community rail marks the importance of railway history 
in many ways, often using stations as bases to promote 
and display the ways in which rail has contributed to 
placemaking and local heritage. This includes events and 
exhibitions, such as Community Rail Lancashire�s 

�On Track � A Glimpse into Lancashire�s Railways Past  
and Present� exhibit at Clitheroe Castle Museum, and 
Gloucestershire CRP�s photographic exhibition  
highlighting the contribution of the local Black community 
to the county�s rail network post-World War II.   
 
History and place are also celebrated via heritage panels 
and displays, such as the 200 blue plaques erected by 
Southeast Communities Rail Partnership for Railway 200 
to highlight people and places with a connection to the 
development of the railways. Or educational activities,  
like the children taken on bespoke �try the train� trips  
by the Platform Rail Education scheme to learn about 
Isambard Kingdom Brunel and his building of the Great 
Western Railway.  
 
The movement�s a�liation with railway history is also  
illustrated via an array of projects to preserve rail�s  
architectural grandeur, including the Friends of  
Bishopstone Station�s conversion of a 1930�s former 
parcels o�ce at the Grade II-listed station into a  
community hub and events space, and the restoration  
of original railway features by the Wherry Lines CRP  
such as �running in boards� for Lowestoft and West  
Runton stations.  
  
  

13

Gloucestershire CRP
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The Rails Which Circled the World project at  
Workington Station demonstrates placemaking via 
the transformation of a transport hub into a cultural 
landmark. Led by Community Rail Cumbria and 
local partners, the initiative celebrates Workington�s 
industrial heritage, particularly its Moss Bay  
Steelworks global role in rail production, through  
a compelling outdoor exhibition. Seventeen large  
heritage panels, a locally-sourced limestone  
sculpture of steel pioneer Henry Bessemer, and  
restored station features, such as LMS colours and 
heritage benches, collectively reimagine the station 
as a space of memory, identity and learning. 
 
The project fosters community engagement by 
incorporating personal stories from former 
steelworkers, screening �lms in waiting rooms,  

CASE STUDY� Community Rail Cumbria and Workington Focus Group �  
The Rails Which Circled the World

and hosting educational visits, such as those from 
the University of Hertfordshire. These elements  
invite both locals and visitors to connect with  
Workington�s past, encouraging re�ection and 
pride. The exhibition also supports wellbeing,  
o�ering older generations a nostalgic experience 
that may aid those living with dementia and other 
conditions. 
 
By embedding history into the station�s physical  
and social fabric, the project not only enhances  
the aesthetic and emotional value of the space but 
also positions Workington Station as a destination  
in its own right. 
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Building pride and positivity 
 
Community rail creates pride in place and pride in the 
railway, celebrating and strengthening the role of railways 
and stations in community life. This is enabled by  
meaningful engagement with local communities, giving 
them a voice to inform and in�uence rail�s development 
locally.  
 
When people feel they have been part of the process  
of shaping their environment, they develop a deeper 
connection to and pride in their local area. This is why 
taking a people-�rst, co-production approach to  
placemaking is so vital, to empower communities in the 
collaborative process of creating places that re�ect their 
culture, history and identity. 
 
Pride in place is evident in station settings via messaging 
that welcomes you and says, �we are here,� often  
accompanied by images of local landscapes and landmarks. 

One such example is the �We Are Nottingham� mural  
at that city�s station, co-created by a local youth group 
alongside the Poacher Line and Robin Hood Line CRPs, 
the latter itself named as its line passes through areas  
associated with the legendary heroic outlaw.  
 
A sense of pride in place, and the desire to promote 
those places to a wider audience, is also often the basis 
for community rail communications, promotional  
campaigns and events. This was typi�ed by the Highland 
Mainline CRP�s �Highland Fling� event, which saw a ��ash 
mob� of more than 100 volunteers, young singers and 
dancers, and Atholl Highlander pipers descend on Kings 
Cross Station. The partnership�s key driver is highlighting 
the heritage and history of the line to encourage  
sustainable tourism by rail, and the event helped them 
engage with more than 6,300 people, 80% saying they 
had been encouraged to visit the area by train.  
 
   

11 �

We Are Nottingham mural
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The Looe Valley Heritage Project, devised by Devon 
& Cornwall Rail Partnership, shows how storytelling, 
technology and community collaboration can be 
used to create pride in place. Focused on the  
historic Looe Valley Line in Cornwall, the initiative 
aimed to enrich the visitor experience and promote 
the line to prospective rail travellers by celebrating 
the railway�s 150-year legacy. It transformed the line 
into a cultural destination by embedding heritage 
into physical and digital spaces. 
 
Key features included interactive �augmented  
reality� interpretation boards at stations, talking  
portraits, a mobile app o�ering historical insights, 
and a mini-documentary series that received more 
than 10,000 views. Community involvement was 
central, with local residents contributing memories 
through interviews and events, ensuring the  
narrative re�ected authentic voices. 

CASE STUDY� Looe Valley Line Heritage Project

Promotional activity included a �lm premiere  
event, social media outreach, and cross-platform  
integration, encouraging exploration and  
connection. The app and �lms turned a train ride 
into a meaningful cultural experience, and the  
project was the catalyst for the creation of a  
heritage centre at Liskeard Station, with a  
photographic exhibition and recreations of the  
station�s original ticket o�ce and waiting room.  
 
By blending heritage, innovation, and community 
input, the project created a genuine sense of  
identity and pride, all hallmarks of successful  
placemaking. 
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Community rail and culture 
 
Cultural or creative placemaking uses art, music, poetry, 
and storytelling to express local identity and bring places 
to life. By involving creative practitioners and celebrating 
heritage, communities turn spaces into meaningful 
places. As some describe it: place equals space plus 
meaning, with that meaning shaped by the stories  
created and shared.14   
 
 
Art 
 
The approach of art-based placemaking is not just limited 
to creating a visual appeal, it also generates an emotional 
connection between people and places. 15 
 
Community rail and art is a natural �t, as stations lend 
themselves to becoming creative hubs, given they are 
central, neutral, recognisable spaces where a range of 
people come and go. They often o�er a�ordable space  
in the heart of local communities, bringing visibility that 
can showcase arts and culture to people who might  
not normally visit a gallery or museum, therefore opening 
up exhibits and displays to a wider audience. 16  
 
Several artworks have been created to celebrate Railway 
200, such as displays depicting rail through the ages at 
Leamington Spa by Heart of England CRP, and  
Barton-Cleethorpes CRP�s �Art Along the Line� project, 
which includes a mural outlining how Cleethorpes  
Station has developed over time.  

13 �

As well as celebrating rail and its place in society, art is 
powerful within community rail in terms of youth  
engagement and intergenerational activity, such as the 
new display at Shotton, coordinated by the Conwy  
Valley & North Wales Coast CRP, which was co-created 
by a local primary school and residents of ClwydAlyn�s Llys 
Eleanor, an independent living scheme for older people. 
Such projects generate pride in place, and a sense that 
stations should be respected and valued by all. As well as 
creating cultural value, many also serve to create safer 
spaces and tackle anti-social behaviour, such as the 
colourful community-led underpass, or �Wonderpass,� at 
Meldreth Station. 
 
Art within community rail also often gives a voice to  
marginalised groups, allowing them to contribute their 
ideas and perspectives to railway places and what they 
mean to them, and signalling that stations and the railway 
are inclusive spaces for all. Recent projects have included: 
 
�    The Queer Art Trail, promoting work by the LGBTQ+ 
     community along the Tyne Valley and Cumbrian Coast 
     CRP lines; 
 
�    Mosaics at Rye House and Ware stations on the New 
     River Line CRP, produced by a group of local carers and 
     a charity supporting adults with learning disabilities; 
 
�    Artwork co-created by the local refugee community 
     and Severnside CRP at Bath Spa Railway Station, and; 
 
�    An exhibition at Wrexham Station by 3 Counties  
     Connected CRP and members of local homeless  
     charities exploring the theme of �cyne�n� � a sense  
     of place. 
 
 

Ware Station, New River Line CRP
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The Friends of Rose Hill Station in Marple initiated 
an inter-generational community art project as a 
placemaking e�ort to revitalise the station and 
strengthen local identity. Recognising a disconnect 
between age groups, a lack of shared community 
spaces, and low civic engagement, the group  
devised a mural project that brought together over 
300 residents, from toddlers to a 100-year-old.  
 
The mural, composed of painted discs, depicted 
Marple�s past and present, celebrating its  
landscapes, industries, and daily life, with themes  
including �You, Marple Life and Trains,� and �Marple 
People � Then and Now.� 
 

CASE STUDY� Friends of Rose Hill Station �  
Intergenerational art project

By transforming a bare concrete wall into a bright 
community canvas, the project turned the station 
into a cultural landmark and focal point of pride.  
It fostered collaboration across generations,  
encouraged sustainable travel, and enhanced the 
station�s role as a social hub. The initiative also  
included workshops and storytelling sessions,  
deepening connections and preserving local  
heritage. The mural�s unveiling drew over 200  
attendees, highlighting its success in creating a 
shared sense of place. A resource booklet extended 
the project�s legacy and continued the development 
and promotion of community cohesion. This project 
illustrates placemaking by using art to activate  
public space, build relationships, and re�ect the 
unique character of Marple.  
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Music and drama 
 
Music and drama�s role in cultural exchange is  
well-established as a way to share insights into di�erent 
ways of life, promoting understanding and connectivity 
among diverse communities, and providing imagery to 
guide people through their physical surroundings. 17 
   
When used in collective, community-based  
engagement, music and drama can be e�ective  
participatory tools for expressing and sustaining a  
community’s unique cultural identity, giving voice to  
its history and values. As with other cultural activities,  
people engaging in music and drama can also form new 
friendships, strengthen relationships, and develop a 
stronger sense of social and community cohesion. 18 
 
Music is a great way to engage young people with rail, 
and many community rail partnerships and groups have 
used songs as a basis for projects. For example, the 
Bishop Line CRP�s �Our Line Connections� saw local 
young people create songs about what local places 

along the line meant to them, while schoolchildren in 
Brampton in Cumbria marked Railway 200 by creating  
a song about Brampton Station and Thomas  
Edmondson, its stationmaster in 1836 and a pioneer  
of railway ticketing. 
 
Music and drama also o�er insights into folklore and 
traditions of places, celebrating what makes them  
special. This can be seen with the range of music trains 
organised across the network, including those by the 
Essex and South Su�olk CRP, championing the culture 
of the communities they serve through sea shanty and 
Cockney singalong trains. Drama can also be used to 
promote landscapes and their people, such as the West 
Highland Line CRP�s �Benighted on the Moor� audio 
play, and High Peak & Hope Valley CRP�s youth theatre 
performance celebrating the life of Peak District activist 
Ethel Haythornthwaite, a key �gure in saving the Hope 
Valley Line and developing thinking about protecting 
nature and landscapes everywhere.  
 

�Our Line Connections�, Bishop Line CRP
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