Overview of the Railways Bill for community rail partnerships/groups

The Railways Bill aims to overhaul what the Government describes as the ‘fragmented and
inefficient structure’ of Britain’s railways, replacing the franchising model with a publicly owned
and integrated system led by a new body: Great British Railways (GBR). GBR will unify track and
train operations, simplify decision-making, and be accountable for delivering reliable,
affordable, and accessible services.

Implications for communities and community rail
> Local accountability and community engagement

A central theme of the Bill is putting passengers and communities back at the heart of the
railway, and it states that GBR will collaborate with local partners to bring decision-making as
close to communities as possible. The Bill introduces a statutory role for Mayoral Strategic
Authorities (MSAs) and Devolved Governments, requiring GBR to:

e Consult them on significant changes to passenger services;
e Haveregard to their transport strategies;
e Share relevant information to support local decision-making.

This creates a legal foundation for local partnerships, enabling communities to influence
service planning, station management, accessibility, and multimodal integration. The
government also commits to a ‘right to request’ further devolution, allowing MSAs to seek
greater control over services and infrastructure. Final agreement of partnerships will not take
place until GBR is formally established.

> Empowered local Business Units

GBR will be structured with regional Business Units, combining infrastructure and operations
into locally focused teams. These units will act as the “face of the railway” for communities,
providing a single point of contact and leadership. This model is designed to:

e |Improve responsiveness to local needs;
e Support community-led initiatives;
e Encourage local patronage and economic development.

This proposed structure aligns with the goals of the community rail movement, working to
promote local rail use, improve stations, and connect rail services with wider community
priorities.

The Bill states that all tiers of local government in England will benefit from empowered local
GBR business units who will provide a single point of contact for local railway matters. GBR
design is being progressed separately to legislation and detail regarding the regional structure
will be confirmed ahead of GBR operation.



» Accessibility and Inclusion
The Bill places a strong emphasis on accessibility, with GBR required to:

e Consider the needs of disabled passengers in all decisions;
e Meet minimum accessibility standards in its licence;
e Engage with accessibility stakeholders.

A representative for accessibility will sit on GBR’s board, ensuring that inclusive travel remains
a priority. This could benefit community rail by supporting efforts to make local stations and
services more inclusive and usable for all, including disabled people and marginalised groups.

» Station management and community use

GBR will take over station asset management, streamlining maintenance and repairs. This
change is expected to:

e Reduce delays infixing issues (e.g., lighting, signage);
o Enable more efficient upgrades;
e Support community use of station buildings and spaces.

A more joined-up management approach could help to facilitate community rail initiatives such
as projects to revamp station buildings and land, potentially reducing bureaucratic hurdles.

» Fares and ticketing reform
The Bill supports a simplified fares system, with GBR consolidating ticketing across operators
and launching a single online platform. While independent retailers will remain, GBR will lead
on:

e Making fares easier to understand;

e Expanding ‘Pay As You Go’ ticketing;

e Ensuring railcards and discounts (e.g. for disabled, senior, young people) are protected.

This should benefit communities and community rail by making rail travel more accessible and
improving understanding of how to access affordable fares.

» Economic growth and local development

GBR will be incentivised to support economic and social value, including:
¢ Unlocking housing and regeneration opportunities near stations;
e Supporting tourism and local businesses;

e Promoting rail freight to reduce road congestion and emissions.

Community rail can play a role in these goals by linking rail services to local development plans
and tourism strategies. The reforms aim to make GBR a proactive partner in such initiatives.



» Transparency and performance
GBR will be held to account through:

e Clear performance targets;
e Publicreporting at over 1,700 stations;
e Oversight by a strengthened Passenger Watchdog.

This watchdog will monitor passenger experience, investigate issues, and advocate for
improvements. It will also have a specific role in accessibility and be able to escalate concerns
to the regulator. This framework empowers communities to raise concerns and expect action,
including community rail partnerships and groups, as directly cited in the Bill consultation
response.

» Funding and long-term planning

The Billintroduces a new Periodic Review (PR) process for funding GBR, providing five-year
financial settlements. This gives communities and local authorities greater certainty about
investment in infrastructure and services. It also enables better planning for community rail
partnerships and projects, which tend to rely on stable funding and long-term support.

Consultation and community input

The government received over 2,300 responses to the consultation, including ten from across
community rail, alongside local authorities, and campaign organisations. Key themes included:

e Support for public ownership and simplification;
e Calls for stronger duties on accessibility and environmental sustainability;
o Desire for more local influence and transparency.

The government has responded by embedding accessibility in legislation, committing to
consult on GBR’s draft licence, and ensuring local leaders have a statutory role.

Conclusion

The Railways Bill represents a significant shift in how Britain’s railways are structured and
governed. For communities and community rail, the potential implications are:

e Greater local influence and partnership opportunities;
o Improved station management and accessibility;

e Simplified fares and ticketing;

e Afocus on economic growth and regeneration;

e Stronger accountability and transparency.

While the fullimpact will depend on the detail as to how GBR is implemented, the legislative
framework sets the stage for a more responsive, inclusive and community-focused railway.



Community Rail Network is working proactively to engage DfT, Shadow GBR, DFTO and other
industry leaders and policy-makers to feed into the design and set-up of Great British Railways,

to ensure community voices are heard and the role of the community rail movement is
protected and developed.

More information on the Railways Bill, including the Bill itself, is available here.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/railways-bill?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=d4683cc9-c4dd-4abe-b942-bb7b67bb7f50&utm_content=daily

