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Community rail and rail reform policy paper: 
Inclusive and accessible rail
This paper sets out Community Rail Network’s core recommendations for making the railway inclusive and accessible, and developing community rail’s role in this space, seizing on the opportunities of rail reform. 
It draws on community rail’s extensive experience working with diverse communities, particularly marginalised groups and young people, to break down barriers to travel, improve access to opportunity, bring people together, and support inclusive economic development.
This paper should be read alongside our other rail reform policy papers on: community rail support and recognition; stations at the heart of communities; integrated sustainable travel.
About us
Community rail is a thriving grassroots movement spread across England, Scotland and Wales, now (July 2026) comprising of 78 community rail partnerships (CRPs, covering 35% of Britain’s railways) and 1,300 station groups (at half of Britain’s stations). It exists to engage and empower communities, helping them to get greater benefit from their railways and stations. It is uniquely placed to support a rail network that is passenger-focused, locally responsive and aligned with wide-ranging social, environmental and economic objectives. Our evidence shows community rail engages c.125k community members each year and collaborates with thousands of community partners, to deliver a social return on investment of almost £18 for each £1 of funding.
Community Rail Network is the not-for-profit umbrella body that supports, champions, and represents community rail. We support the movement in connecting people and their railways, contributing to inclusive, empowered, sustainable and healthy communities, and we are the lead delivery partner in the Department for Transport’s Community Rail Development Strategy. Find out more at communityrail.org.uk.
Executive summary
Significant barriers continue to prevent many people from accessing and confidently using the rail network, and from playing an active part in their local communities and economies. These often-overlapping barriers – physical, financial, informational, psychological and social – disproportionately affect disabled people, black, Asian and minority ethnic people, those on low incomes, and people in rural communities. While young people and women are more likely to rely on public transport, our experience also shows a range of age and gender related impediments.
These barriers deepen social exclusion, limiting access to services, education, work and social opportunities, constraining inclusive economic development, and contributing to poor mental health.



Community rail makes a unique and powerful contribution to addressing these challenges, by:
· Breaking down barriers directly – especially addressing informational, psychological and social factors through rail confidence activity, and developing small-scale locally-led solutions to physical infrastructure-related challenges; and
· Gathering and understanding diverse lived experience and hyper-local needs that the railway can draw on.
There is scope to use rail reform to strengthen and further embed this work, especially to ensure the railway is better set up to listen and respond to community voices and insights, and to shift towards a co-creation approach to engaging with groups who are excluded from or hindered in their use of rail.
To create an inclusive, accessible railway everyone can benefit from, we recommend that rail reform should:
1. Embed commitments to meaningful engagement with people with diverse lived experience within the Long-Term Rail Strategy (LTRS) and the design of Great British Railways (GBR), ensuring GBR business units and their mayoral partnerships are set up to engage, listen and respond to diverse needs at all levels of decision-making;

2. Expressly recognise in the LTRS and GBR design the unique role of community rail (together with its community partners) in creating an inclusive, accessible railway, and ensure it has the right support, collaboration and routes to feed-in its insights and lived experience.
Community rail’s role with accessibility and inclusion, and scope to develop this
CRPs and station groups are uniquely embedded in their communities, and have a rich history of engaging marginalised groups, young people and the wider community, to break down travel barriers, improve access to opportunity, bring people together, and support inclusive economic development. Their work demonstrates how local engagement, including partnering with other community groups and charities, drawing on lived experience, and co-creating solutions at a hyper-local level, can improve accessibility, build confidence, and open up rail, often transforming people’s lives and life opportunities.
Community rail’s contribution is rooted in:
· Local insight into lived experience: identifying needs and barriers that may be overlooked otherwise, such as inaccessible paths, poor lighting, confusing layouts, or gaps in information;
· Strong community relationships: working with a wide range of groups, including disabled people, older adults, young people, and those experiencing social exclusion;
· Practical, low-cost delivery, co-designed with local people: including station audits, accessibility improvements, and travel confidence programmes;
· A bridging role between communities and the rail industry: ensuring that community voices inform rail development and that opportunities are understood.
Community rail’s role is quite unique, using its position of trust within communities to build familiarity, confidence, and trust among people who may otherwise find rail travel overwhelming 

or inaccessible, while (often simultaneously) generating local insights that can inform structural improvements, from station design and wayfinding to passenger assistance and multi-modal integration. Drawing on this grassroots presence, Community Rail Network offers policymakers a valuable evidence base spanning wide-ranging locations and activities, which can shape a more inclusive and accessible railway at a strategic level.  However, there is scope to further cement, embed and strengthen community rail’s work in this area, in particular to improve the railway’s ability to draw on the insights and lived experience that emerge from this work. 
This aligns strongly with transport policy goals at UK and devolved level. The Government’s Roadmap to an Accessible Railway seeks to accelerate accessibility improvements, framing accessibility as a core principle. It emphasises structural reform, cultural change, and measurable outcomes, with GBR positioned to deliver a more unified, passenger-centred system. Alongside this, the LTRS will establish a 30-year vision for the railway. Its core objectives include widening accessibility, reducing inequality and improving connectivity. Delivering these ambitions requires not only national reform, but strong local insight, engagement and opportunities for co-design.
Improving rail accessibility is not a standalone issue: it directly supports wider national and regional priorities, including the UK Government’s missions and focuses for many mayoral and combined authorities on inclusive economic growth and connectivity. Within this evolving policy landscape, community rail offers a practical, locally embedded mechanism to translate crucial public policy goals ambitions into meaningful outcomes, for and with local communities.
Core recommendations for rail reform and GBR
1. Embed commitments to meaningful engagement with people with diverse lived experience within the LTRS and GBR design, ensuring GBR business units and their mayoral partnerships are set up to engage, listen and respond to diverse needs at all levels of decision-making.  
 
This should include:
a. Clear expectations for GBR (and other rail partners as relevant) for ongoing, meaningful engagement with marginalised groups and those who face particular barriers to using rail, including disabled people and young people;
b. Consistent standards for engagement and co-design, moving beyond one-off consultation to continuous dialogue, feedback loops, and iteration;
c. Formal mechanisms at national, regional, and local level to ensure lived experience is embedded in decision-making;
d. Stronger accountability, ensuring that insights gathered from engagement activity are demonstrably used to inform policy, investment, and operational decisions;
e. Integration with wider policy priorities, ensuring accessibility is treated as a core outcome rather than a standalone issue.
2. Expressly recognise in the LTRS and GBR design the unique role of community rail (together with its community partners) in creating an inclusive, accessible railway, and 


ensure it has the support, collaboration and routes to feed-in its insights and lived experience.
This should enable community rail to:
a. Empower, hear from, and amplify the voices of people with diverse lived experience, using its position of trust and community relationships to engage groups who are less likely to be able to access rail and have a voice in their communities;
b. Advise, support, and feed into railway partners on accessibility and inclusion improvements, providing ongoing, locally-grounded insight, identifying hyper-local issues, and advancing solutions;
c. Overcome perceived and socio-cultural barriers directly through building rail confidence, especially among marginalised groups and young people;
d. Spearhead and deliver co-designed accessibility improvements at a local level.
See also our policy position statement on community rail support and recognition, which is also critical to community rail playing an ongoing and enhanced role.
What success looks like
Delivering these recommendations would create a railway that is:
· Inclusive by design, with accessibility embedded from the outset;
· Informed by lived experience, ensuring solutions reflect real needs;
· Locally responsive, with improvements shaped by community insight;
· More widely used, with increased confidence among underrepresented groups.
Ultimately, it would ensure that rail plays a full role in supporting inclusive growth and improving quality of life across communities.
Our offer
Community Rail Network is ready to work with government, train operators, DFTO, the future GBR as it’s set up, as well as mayors, local authorities and other decision-makers, to maximise the social, economic and environmental value of railways and stations.
We can:
· Offer strategic insights and advice through the process of rail reform, and on an ongoing basis;
· Provide further evidence and practical examples; see our reports on placemaking and local identity, inclusive and accessible travel and Connected Stations, and project reports including On Track for Inclusive Train Travel, Travelling with Confidence (empowering disabled people), and Tackling Loneliness with Transport (engaging young people); 
· Facilitate connections and discussions with CRPs and station groups across Britain;
· Support and advise on the design and delivery of accessibility and inclusion strategies, processes and ways of working.
For further information or to discuss these opportunities, please contact Rob Lowson, policy, research and resources officer, at rob@communityrail.org.uk 

Appendix A: Typical accessibility and inclusion activities in community rail
Community Rail Network have a suite of research reports around the issues of accessibility, inclusion and youth engagement:
· Inclusive and accessible travel
· Connected stations
· On Track for Inclusive Train Travel
· Travelling with Confidence (empowering disabled people)
· Tackling Loneliness with Transport (engaging young people)
Appendix B: Challenges around accessibility and inclusion
Community rail activity reveals the following key challenges around creating an inclusive and accessible railway:
Barriers are multiple, interconnected, and often overlapping: Barriers to rail travel are not limited to infrastructure. They include physical accessibility, safety and personal security, affordability, gaps in information, digital exclusion, inconsistent staffing and assistance, and poor integration with other modes of transport. These factors often intersect, meaning individuals may face multiple, compounding challenges depending on their circumstances, location, and journey type.
Rail travel can feel complex and difficult to navigate: The rail network can be difficult to use, particularly for those unfamiliar with it or lacking confidence. Inconsistent information, unclear wayfinding, changes during journeys, and uncertainty around assistance can all contribute to a lack of confidence and deter travel.
Local insight is not consistently embedded in decision-making: Mechanisms to capture and act on local knowledge and lived experience are inconsistent at national, regional, and local levels. As a result, hyperlocal barriers, such as inaccessible station approaches, poor lighting, or gaps in onward travel, are not always identified or addressed.
Engagement and co-design are inconsistent and underutilised:  While there is growing recognition of the importance of lived experience, approaches to engagement and co-design remain patchy. Opportunities to work meaningfully with disabled people and other underrepresented groups are not consistently embedded, and insight generated through community engagement, including by community rail, is not always fully utilised to inform policy and delivery.
The establishment of GBR provides an opportunity to address these challenges, as:
· The Roadmap to an Accessible Railway provides a clear framework for improvement;

· Rail reform and GBR offer a chance to embed accessibility and co-design structurally, and;

· There is increasing recognition of the importance of lived experience and community engagement.

[image: ]
image1.jpeg
Policy Position Statement (§ Raf Network




image2.jpeg
} communityrail.org.uk




