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Community rail and rail reform policy paper:  
Recognition & support for community rail
This paper sets out Community Rail Network’s core recommendations for seizing the opportunities of rail reform to further develop the community rail movement and its positive impacts across Britain. It is intended to support discussions and feed into the development of Great British Railways (GBR) and wider rail policy and decision-making.
It draws on Community Rail Network’s decades of experience supporting community rail to grow and thrive, the insights and voices of our members, and the opportunities we’ve identified together for increasing our impact.
It can be read alongside three more policy papers recommending ways to utilise rail reform to develop three key spheres of community rail activity: stations at the heart of communities; inclusive and accessible rail; 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
Rail reform and the set-up of GBR, together with devolution, presents a crucial opportunity to unlock far greater value from the railways for and with local communities, creating a railway that is inclusive, community-orientated, and optimally-used: a public good. This must extend beyond operational reform to creating a culture focused on maximising social, economic and environmental benefit.
This runs to the heart of community rail, and the community rail movement is enthusiastic about further developing its relationship with the railway to bring this to life. Community rail’s work illustrates the fundamental purpose of rail: making people’s lives, our local places, and our shared future, better. Its insights show how this purpose can be delivered on to a far greater extent. 


Community rail currently relies heavily on its relationships with and funding support from train operators, including clear points of contact, core funding for CRP staffing, biddable project funding, and opportunity for collaboration. This must be carried forward under rail reform, while also seizing the chance to create a more consistent, enabling, empowering approach across the new GBR business units and wider rail sector. This paper provides a broad summary of our recommendations: Community Rail Network and its members should be engaged in developing the details, in a ‘nothing about us without us’ approach.
Core recommendations for rail reform and GBR
1. Strong strategic recognition for community rail and its role
a. The DfT’s Community Rail Development Strategy (CRDS) should be taken forward. This strategy is well-embedded in community rail, providing a guiding light across CRP planning and delivery, and a framework for Community Rail Network’s work as the lead delivery partner. It will need reviewing in light of GBR and the opportunities it presents: this must be done collaboratively with Community Rail Network and the community rail movement;

b. The CRDS is currently adopted in England and Wales: we strongly recommend that it (or an equivalent) is implemented in Scotland, to support community rail development across the devolved nations;

c. High-level, positive support and recognition for community rail should built into the Long-Term Rail Strategy, as part of a wider commitment to creating a railway that is community-orientated and responsive to local needs. This should make clear community rail’s independence as a grassroots movement and its contribution to rail’s strategic objectives, referring to the CRDS for greater detail, and ensuring that significant changes to community rail policy are developed with suitable engagement;

d. The role of Community Rail Network as the representative body for the community rail movement should be maintained through these strategies.  

2. Empowering, enabling and consistent funding:
a. The community rail movement should benefit from a secure, enabling and consistent funding approach from the rail industry, ensuring it can continue to develop and thrive. Funding levels need to be appropriate and proportionate, set in consultation with the movement, aligned with existing community rail structures and coverage, while supporting further growth;

b. CRPs need access to reliable core funding to support their staffing (on which the CRP model depends), and to allow for long-term planning and development. Core funding should be provided via multi-year settlements, aligned with the five-year GBR financial planning periods, with clear funding agreements and suitable annual review and reporting built-in;


c. CRPs and station groups should have access to biddable project funding to support delivery of activity, including continuation and extension of evidenced projects over longer periods, as well as testing new innovations and approaches (and which can often be combined with funding from non-rail sources);

d. Processes for applying for, receiving and reporting on funding, including core and project funding agreements, should be designed with Community Rail Network to maximise the social, economic and environmental value of community rail initiatives, and support the further success and growth of the movement, aligned with the CRDS and links to wider public policy goals;

e. We propose Community Rail Network should continue to benefit from a DfT grant (combined with Transport for Wales support and the equivalent in Scotland), alongside a modest contribution from each GBR business unit replacing our current train operator funding. This will enable our vital, well-evidenced work increasing community rail’s spread and impact to be delivered effectively and consistently across Britain. We would continue to supplement this through our growing corporate partnership and sponsorship scheme and grants.

3. Clear contacts and responsibilities, empowering relationships, and routes to feed in insights: 
a. Each GBR local business unit must have a clear and defined point of contact for CRPs, station groups and Community Rail Network, to encourage and enable meaningful interaction between the movement and the rail industry. This position/team needs to be embedded within the structure of the business units, be visible and accountable, and allow for two-way communications, with insights from community rail able to be cascaded up to more senior levels and different areas of decision-making;

b. The community rail roles/teams within GBR business units need to be suitably resourced and empowered to build on existing good practice and relationships between CRPs and groups and railway partners, especially train operators. This must allow for business units to respond appropriately to local CRPs and groups and wider community partners, make decisions and give permissions in a timely manner, foster collaborative working relationships, and allow community rail to feed in insights to shape local rail development;

c. Specific support, help and permissions that are essential to community rail activity should continue to be readily available and provided through clear, accessible and straightforward processes. This could include, for example, providing free group travel passes for rail confidence trips, and giving permissions and providing safety briefings for station adoption activity. 

 


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 more detailed evidence and practical examples of community rail projects and initiatives, their successes and challenges;
· Facilitate connections and discussions with CRPs and station groups across Britain;
· Support and advise on the design and delivery of strategies, plans, 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 
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