UK Light Rail Conference
Manchester’s light rail network now carries
44m passengers each year. M5000 3117 is seen
at Media City; the new Trafford Park line will
serve the Imperial War Museum North, seen
across the dock in the background.
All images by Neil Pulling, 23-24 July.

UK LIGHT RAIL CONFERENCE:

‘IS this OUR TURNING
Progressive transport policies, new technology and innovative funding, design and construction
techniques. Tony Streeter and Simon Johnston bring you the highlights from two days in Manchester.

T

he 14th running of the UK Light
Rail Conference, at Manchester’s
Victoria Warehouse, brought
participants from across Europe
to debate the mode’s future in
a climate of fundamental shifts in attitude
towards urban mobility and the environment.
The mood of the event was summed up by
former Managing Director of London Rail
Ian Brown CBE in his closing remarks on the
second day, saying that this year “actually
marks a turning point for the industry”.
The appointment of new UK Prime
Minister Boris Johnson came in the middle of
the event’s first day, with Mr Brown pointing
out that the new PM will already have had
positive experiences of the role of light rail
from his time as Mayor of London. However,
he contended: “There is a recognition that all
is not well in the railway industry overall.
I feel very strongly that there needs to be better
governance of the light rail industry as well.”

The role of the politician

Despite the machinations in Westminster,
arguably the most intriguing political
input came from François Bausch, Minister
of Mobility and Public Works from the
Luxembourg Government.

The new administration is implementing
a policy of free public transport from 1
March 2020 (see TAUT 973). While such an
initiative might be impractical in many larger
countries, rather than one with a population
of only 600 000, Mr Bausch argued that light
rail has a very bright future as the backbone
of his nation’s policy, given such drivers as
the need for more inclusive urban mobility,
growing emissions, and UN statistics that
suggest 80% of people will live in urban areas
in the coming decades.
There is a desire for “cities that are built for
people”, he contended – rather than those
designed to accommodate road vehicles. He
went on to explain how high-quality public
transport should be seen as an essential
component of prosperous societies, and a
public utility in the same way as electricity
and water – it is only this way that we will see
the necessary investment to drive real change.
For all the discussion of funding, cars
“never discuss costs”, he added. Rather, motor
vehicle users do not pay enough in taxes to
finance the infrastructure they operate on –
and if the real costs were to be analysed, the
“discussion would be completely different.”
During a debate on the future of light rail,
Mr Bausch also argued that trams have an
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“People want to
live in cities built for
people, not cities built
around vehicles”
François Bausch – Minister of
Mobility and Public Works,
Luxembourg Government

In times of

image problem: “We must sell light rail in
the PFI it is derived from – namely achieving
constrained
the same way that Elon Musk sells his Tesla,
value for money and transparency.
public funding,
for example.” But while LRT is important in
A further financing variant, developed
promoters need
creating the foundation for modal shift, it
by the Welsh Government, is the Mutual
to be more
inventive in
cannot be seen as a panacea – buses and other
Investment Model (MIM). Based around a
seeking finance
modes must continue to play their part.
profit-sharing mechanism, this promotes
for new urban
In the same debate, Keolis UK CEO Alistair
public interest and has the twin benefits
transport
Gordon expressed optimism given the recent
of both transparency and the ability to use
schemes.
confirmation of record UK passenger numbers, standardised contracts. However criticisms
Kevin Bell from
but tempered this with some scepticism:
raised include whether it truly does offer
Womble Bond
“To achieve a proper rebirth, we need to be
value for money and that it can be more
Dickinson (top)
working on ten times the number of schemes
expensive than conventional public borrowing
and Claudia
we are at the moment.”
over the long-term. However Mr Bell
Peñaranda from
Transport for
Light Rail Safety and Standards Board
contended that with the concept still in its
London (below)
CEO – and former Greater Manchester
infancy, assessments of MIM’s effectiveness
outlined a
Metrolink Director – Peter Cushing
will need to wait.
number of
gave a perspective from the other
An ability to offer localised
innovative
side of the divide. Politicians,
solutions is one of the benefits
funding models
he pointed out, “are busy
of Tax Increment Financing
that can, and
“To
achieve
a
proper
people” and awkward
(TIF), another being that
have, unlocked
rebirth, we need to be
questions need to be asked
major scheme costs funded
finance for light
working on ten times
rail schemes.
to “put them on the spot.”
through TIF come from
the number of schemes
future tax revenue.
Where is the money?
accelerate the delivery of new infrastructure
However, accurate
we are at the moment.”
Talking on the
predictions of tax flows are that directly unlocks new housing. Among
Alistair Gordon – Keolis UK CEO
‘infrastructure void’,
other criteria is a demand that HIF is the only
difficult – and any project
Kevin Bell explained
option available to fill a funding gap.
overspend would not be
that with a background of
London successfully bid for GBP291m
offset by tax revenues;
historical underspending, a
(EUR323m) to allow for the acquisition of 14
TIF could also represent a
distracted government (not
new DLR trains and a station at Tameside West
diversion of funding.
least by Brexit), years of austerity
to increase capacity, ‘unlocking’ around 17 000
Transport for London’s
and various other funding
new homes across both private and publiclyClaudia Peñaranda explained
obstacles, “it can be argued that
owned developments on East London’s Isle of
“how we produced a successful
there is a significant funding gap.”
Dogs and in the Royal Docks area. Up to 2000
beat” for Docklands Light
However, the Partner at
homes are even to be built above and around
Railway expansion through
transport practice Womble Bond
the DLR’s Poplar depot – a scheme that would
a funding model based
only be viable with HIF money.
around housing needs. Urban
One organisation keen to understand
growth follows increased connectivity, she
funding possibilities is Transport for West
explained, provided three elements are
Midlands (TfWM). A year after the new West
present: available land, a local plan, and
Midlands Combined Authority’s in-house
demand for homes and jobs. In London’s case,
operating company Midland Metro Ltd took
the UK capital is expected to grow by 28% in
over from National Express on the network
25 years – and to 10.5m people by 2041.
around Birmingham, TfWM’s West Midlands
Given these projections, a need has been
Dickinson explained that the Victorians may
Metro Director Phil Hewitt said that as moves
identified for 65 000 new homes each year
offer lessons as rail infrastructure back then was
take place to triple the network’s size – at a
– twice the current planned figure – with
largely privately funded.
cost of GBP1.5bn (EUR1.66bn) – by 2026:
the aspiration being that 50% should be
Attracting non-state funding can both
“Any innovative forms of funding we can
‘affordable homes’. However, this need
increase the amount available to spend, and
find, we’ll seize.”
for investment is taking place against the
also improve competition. Obstacles remain
As well as currently building extensions
challenging backdrop of a loss of government
though, such as the complex matter of risk
to Centenary Square and Wolverhampton
grants for TfL services, as well as for affordable
transfer from public to private sectors, not
station, West Midlands Metro is also pushing
accommodation. But opportunities change
to mention the virtual demise of the Private
forward with wire-free operation. With the
– and TfL has taken advantage of the UK
Finance Initiative: “Third party funding
first vehicles with onboard energy storage
Government’s GBP5.5bn (EUR6bn) Housing
must be encouraged, but… in the absence of
already in service, parts of the next section
Infrastructure Fund (HIF), intended to
PFI schemes, what does this look like?”
One answer comes through
commercialisation of valuable sites adjacent
to infrastructure, as successfully practiced
by Hong Kong’s Mass Transit Railway, as well
as Transport for London – one of the largest
landowners in the UK capital. A further
possibility is operator-led investment, for
example through contracted commitments.
However, challenges here include a lack
of competition and the need to appeal to
potential operators in the first place.
What then of a new version of the Private
Finance Initiative – a Pension-Public
Partnership? Mr Bell explained that such
schemes could tap into an “immense pool of
funds” from pension and insurance providers,
with the benefits including providing longterm stable investment, and returns that may
outperform equity. However, the idea also
Colin Walton from Mainspring led a lively hour of debate that considered the future role of light rail in cities,
including questions from the audience on the environment, technology, funding and improving scheme delivery.
suffers from the same potential challenges as
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of route, due to open this year, will be fully
wire-free.
TfWM anticipates having 30m passengers
on its expanded network by 2028; the
comparable figure before the Birmingham
City Centre Extension opened to New Street
station in 2016 was just 4.8m.

It’s all about the data…

While data is invaluable for providing
seamless travel, David Clarke – Chief
Technology Officer at The Trust Bridge –
said that “privacy has to be fought for and
protected.” In a wide-ranging presentation
on the implications of holding, processing
and using data, Mr Clarke talked through
considerations such as our duties under the
EU’s General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), under which multi-million fines
can be levied. Nor, from the point of view
of organisations collecting and using data,
is this just about GDPR. Various legislation
covers this area around the world.
Data is there forever and Mr Clarke pointed
out that it is a significant business asset –
these days we generate immense amounts of
it: mobile apps, mobile operating systems,
Wi-Fi, bluetooth, CCTV (especially with face
recognition trials underway), Automatic
Numberplate Recognition Cameras… all these
and more are ways in which data is generated
and collected. People’s entire lives are being
monitored – and autonomous vehicles can
generate terabytes of data in a single day.
Key considerations for organisations
collecting people’s data include obtaining
permission for its use, explaining the rationale
for its use and demonstrating transparency.
From July, London Underground is planning
to collect anonymised data from mobile
devices searching out Wi-Fi. Clear signage is
being planned, and Mr Clarke pointed out
the alternative for consumers to having their
data collected… turn your Wi-Fi off!
Alex Stewart talked about the “good, the bad,
and the very ugly” with reference to a public
transport journey he had just made. Siemens
Mobility’s General Manager for Intermodal
Solutions discussed issues faced such as still
having to use paper tickets, crowded trains
and being left to fend for himself without up
to date information during disruption.
There are, Mr Stewart explained, more than
100 apps available for trip planning, ticketing

and Mobility as a Service that mean you can
now use an app to book and pay for your trip
(which could be the next available departure,
the fastest or cheapest connection), follow
the directions for each stage of your journey;
and book a city bike or arrange carpooling
or sharing. Apps such as those provided
by Siemens/HaCon and used in Denmark
employ an ‘open backend platform’; the local
authority owns the data, and other providers
are able to ‘plug in’ to give the most accurate
information to travellers.
Progress is also being made in ticketing to
suit all types of transport – for example an app
using Bluetooth technology to automatically
open barriers as the user approaches. Facial
recognition systems are also being trialled
around the world for the same purpose. The
next step, Mr Stewart explained, is to remove
ticket gates completely to speed up journeys.
Data provided by such applications can be
used to work out where transport – which could
Siemens Mobility’s
General Manager for
Intermodal Solutions
Alex Stewart led a
session that looked
at how the digital
revolution is benefiting
passengers, operators
and maintainers,
beginning with a
description of how his
journey to Manchester
exposed “the good,
the bad, and the very
ugly” of travel.

be demand-responsive ‘last mile’ transport or
paratransit – is needed in real-time, and also
where it is not being used properly.
Also from Siemens, Head of Business
Development for Communications and
Information Systems Stephen Phillips
described the latest generation of Tram
Management Systems (TMS). His organisation,
he said, doesn’t “just offer a solution [but]
what the customer wants.”
Cloud-based and modular, the new TMS
would allow GPS-enabled trams to interact
with existing infrastructure, thus reducing
the amount of physical infrastructure
needing to be installed, driving efficiency
and keeping costs manageable for even
smaller operators.

…it’s also all about safety

Ensuring the safety of all urban travellers
is a common challenge around the world,
but Dublin has found a powerful yet simple
tool to help reinforce the message of safety
around its trams. Using cab CCTV footage
from the city’s tramway, Luas and Transport
for Ireland have launched the safety video
Seconds Could Change Your Life that shows real
footage of accidents and near-misses with
pedestrians, cyclists and car drivers.
The film, available on YouTube, was shown
by Transport Infrastructure Ireland Projects
and Contracts Manager Senan Moynihan,
who also updated delegates on a major new
urban rail project in the Irish capital. While
the Metrolink system in the UK Light Rail
Conference’s host city is well-known, Dublin
is to gain its own version with almost the
same name as its MetroLink underground
urban rail will soon link the city to the
airport (for more, see TAUT 972).
Describing the new Light Rail Safety
and Standards Board’s work in addressing
the RAIB recommendations from its
report following the tragic Sandilands
accident in November 2016, Railway and
Tramway Engineering Director David Keay
and Transportation Atkins Senior Safety
Consultant Laura Reardon together explained
‘RM3’, a risk management model intended to
help improve safety. In this session, delegates
were told that RM3 can be tailored to fit
different networks, with outputs that are
owned by the industry, with Mr Keay saying
“I believe we’ve got something here which is
a step change in the management of risk in
the light rail industry.”
He contended that the use of RM3 in the
light rail sector is “the first time we’ve had
a quantitative approach” – adding that the
model will be made available worldwide.
Which is the best way to manage
competence, using compliance or a
developmental approach? AssessTech’s Director
of Operations Sally Brinkley argued that while
the former is about legal compliance, it can
lead to a reactive and ‘tick box’ approach where
issues can remain hidden or undiscovered.
After an accident it could likely be found that
the people concerned were 100% compliant.
However, under a developmental
approach, people ‘own’ their competence
and receive detailed feedback and action
plans to help them improve. Such methods
can improve performance by being more
motivational – and problems are detected
before accidents occur, while compliance
becomes a by-product.

What do we mean by light rail?

A packed audience of senior figures from across the industry participated in interactive presentations and
debates on strategic, operational and technical topics designed to share experience in developing the mode.
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This year’s conference highlighted a
number of concepts that may not fall into
the traditional light rail category, but are
nevertheless clearly focused on reducing the
cost – and therefore increase the adoption –
of ‘steel wheel on steel rail’ solutions.
Rolling stock leasing company Eversholt
Rail has taken an interest in the concept
of what has been dubbed a Very Light Rail
vehicle because “we want to grow”, Head of
External Relations Tim Burleigh explained.
The business is increasingly focusing its time
on innovative new solutions to deal with
the challenges of today and the future.
For while the market for community and

This year’s
exhibition
showcased
a number of
innovative
solutions
for digital
modelling
tools aims at
reducing the
costs and time
associated
with design,
construction
and training.

rural rail rolling stock is comparatively small
in absolute terms, it is “growing rapidly”.
Mr Burleigh argued that key challenges
for the UK’s rail network include
decarbonisation; ensuring that growth in
demand continues; achieving better endto-end journeys; and affordable extension
of the network. The country is currently
in the throes of a debate about how future
rolling stock on its heavy rail system should
be powered – Mr Burleigh contended that
the answers lie in a mixture of cost-effective
electrification and other forms of propulsion.
Although heavy rail passenger numbers
had grown steadily since privatisation,
they fell in 2017 amid changing demand
(such as a decline in purchases of season
tickets). Against this, the importance of
community rail in stimulating overall

passenger demand is rising. However, much
of the rolling stock on such lines is around 30
years old – meaning that many vehicles use
comparatively environmentally-unfriendly
engines, and have dated interiors that lack
the facilities expected by today’s passengers
such as air-conditioning and charging
sockets for electronic devices.
Looking for new ideas, the UK’s Department
for Transport and RSSB (Rail Safety and
Standards Board) launched a programme to
see experience from the automotive sector
applied to rail. Whereas a typical Diesel
Multiple Unit weighs around 1.8 tonnes or
more per linear metre, the VLR project is
targeting one tonne per linear metre. This
brings the prospect not only of significantly
improved fuel consumption, but also the
ability to run on lighter weight infrastructure,

thereby offering further savings. The trains
are to use an already-proven goods wagon
bogie and readily-available diesel engines.
What results is a DMU with seating for 56
people and space for at least 40 standing, plus
wheelchair space compliant with the PRMTSI rules. The plan, Mr Burleigh explained,
is to make riding the new train a superior
experience to travelling in a contemporary
bus. Although designed as a single car, the
VLR is ‘scaleable’ through the ability to
couple two or more cars. Using a modular
interior design, propulsion could easily be
adapted to non-combustion engine variants.
“It’s become real,” Mr Burleigh said of a
project that saw a demonstration vehicle
phase begun last year and the start of
construction in 2019. Testing is intended to
take place in the second quarter of next year.

Connecting
communities
Daily travel in over 75 cities has been
improved by our light rapid transit
expertise. For more than 40 years,
we’ve been helping our clients deliver
efficient, affordable and environmentally
responsible rapid transit systems, making
travel easier for all, enhancing life now
and for future generations.
mottmac.com
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Building on success
there no overhead wires, but there is
“no wayside power of any kind”, Mr Read
Although focused on UK priorities, this
said. Instead, the MRV-3 vehicles are powered
year’s Conference had a strong international
using LPG; Qatar is the world’s largest
dimension, bringing in examples of innovation
supplier of this fuel.
and best practice from around the world.
With capacity for 100 passengers, the
Keolis Downer’s Head of Customer
15m single-ended cars offer level boarding
Experience and Network Design Nathalie
at a height of 280mm. They are also capable
Sassen described the recently-completed
of conversion from ‘closed’ to ‘open’ cars
light rail scheme in Newcastle (New South
through the removal of their
Wales) as “an ambitious project that
windows.
has transformed the city”.
Wayside power supplies
The joint venture’s deal
account for 30%-50% of
for Newcastle is Australia’s
“I don’t care whether
tramway infrastructure,
first multi-modal
your car is driven by a
he explained, and can be
operations contract,
computer, a Martian, or
a major obstacle when
and covers all modes:
you. It’s still a car.”
funding new systems.
bus, ferry, tram, onBrad Read – President, TIG/m
TIG/m has already built
demand and park-anda hydrogen-powered
ride shuttles – with
tramway in Aruba
autonomous shuttles
(TAUT 925) and has both
to come. It also includes
modern and heritageintegrated ticketing.
style vehicles in its range,
Work on the tramline in
featuring onboard energy
the country’s seventh-largest
storage as the main
city (which has a population of
propulsion systems.
around 350 000) began in 2017,
Mr Read, who also expressed
and the 2.7km (1.7-mile) route
a hope that it may be possible
opened earlier this year (see
to bring a vehicle to the UK in
TAUT 976). It represents part
the near future, highlighted the
of the rebirth of a city that in
company’s ‘virtual coupling system’. This
recent decades has suffered from steelworks
would replace a physical connection between
closures, storms, flooding and earthquakes.
vehicles, with GPS/Bluetooth to keep cars
Bus routes have been reorganised and the
running within a metre of each other. Up to
LRT system, which runs wire-free along a
three vehicles could run together under the
largely former heavy rail formation using
BELOW: Showcasing just one example of true
control of one driver, he said.
CAF trams, has a 7.5-minute frequency.
industry co-operation, Laura Reardon from Atkins
Giving an overview of the global rolling
“We’ve really completely changed the
described the work undertaken by the UK’s new Light
stock market, Andy Lucas from the event’s
network” Ms Sassen explained. Despite only
Rail Safety and Standards Board on developing a
organiser Mainspring highlighted that while
being open for six months, the success of the
quantitative risk model for the light rail industry.
vehicle orders may be relatively static, the
line has already led to talk of expansion.
increase in framework agreements proves
Expansion of successful systems was a
there is still underlying growth. Mr Lucas went common theme of the Conference, with
on to indulge the audience in a little “crystal
many examples given of both current and
ball-gazing” of what the near future may
planned schemes that could deliver valuable
hold, highlighting the increased expectations
improvements in connectivity.
from passengers for digital connectivity and
“What we need to do is work out how we
the move towards ‘intelligent’ systems to aid
can fund it”, said London Trams General
operation and maintenance.
Manager Mark Davis of the proposed Sutton
He predicted a growing role for hydrogen
Link in London. Public consultation has
fuel cell development in the coming years
shown 85% support for the project – with
and that joint procurement initiatives would
strong endorsement for trams as the chosen
become more common, with significant costmode. Assuming money is forthcoming,
savings being possible through co-operation
construction of an extension to the Croydon
between operators.
network from Wimbledon or Colliers Wood
could begin in 2023, for an opening in 2026.
Also being discussed is the future
replacement of the system’s earliest
Bombardier vehicles, which are now around
20 years old. Mr Davis suggested such an
order could take place as part of a wider joint
procurement for the industry, allowing
London Trams to ‘piggyback’ with others.
Looking north, Edinburgh is thriving.
Employment is forecast to rise, and over the
next 20 years the population of the ‘Athens of
the North’ could climb by 20%.
The world’s number one festival city has
now confirmed extension of its tramway,
which opened in 2014. Following a final
decision to proceed in March, utilities
diversion is underway with construction due
to start later this year, with testing planned
for 2022 and opening the year after.
Under the scheme, trams will reach the
areas of Leith and Newhaven that border the
A drinks reception hosted by international transport operator Keolis saw the discussion and debate continue
long after the formal schedule had concluded on the first day.
Firth of Forth, which have high population
With the Sheffield – Rotherham tram-train
pilot service now underway, the topic of such
vehicles came up not only in that context, but
also other potential uses. Blackpool Transport
is keeping “an open mind” on the suitability
of tram-train, according to Finance Director
James Carney. The municipal organisation
that serves the seaside town in England’s
North-West has also said it would very much
like a Fleetwood – Preston service to come
to fruition. Funding for this has not been
secured, but would be addressed in a future
feasibility study, he said.
Brad Read, President of US-based
TIG/m, argued that the current interest in
autonomous road vehicles may be overly
misplaced – and could lead to ill-informed
decisions over the future of transport. That’s
because the higher rolling resistance of rubbertyred vehicles, and pollution beyond just
tailpipe emissions, compared with a system
using steel wheels on steel rails means it will
fail to match the latter’s efficiency regardless
of how it is controlled. He explained: “I don’t
care whether your car is driven by a computer,
a Martian, or you. It’s still a car.”
One of TIG/m’s latest projects is a turnkey
project for a wire-free streetcar for the new
2km (1.2-mile) Msheirab Downtown Doha
Tramway loop line in Qatar. The company’s
system for a new development area in the
Qatari capital has involved overseeing
the design and construction of both
infrastructure and vehicles. Not only are
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Tim Burleigh from UK rolling stock provider
Eversholt Rail outlined some of the challenges of
decarbonising the railway with an exploration of the
new approaches being taken with the vehicle design
elements of the Coventry Very Light Rail programme.

density and low car ownership. The route
realises another section of the original
scheme that was curtailed a decade ago.
The roughly 4.5km (2.8-mile) extension
will complement the problematic and overbudget – but now successful – 14km (ninemile) first line. It will also help Edinburgh’s
moves to make, in the words of council
Transport and Environment Convener Lesley
Macinnes, “cars into guests” rather than have
them dominating the city centre.
Acknowledging the challenging
environment, created not least by the
original line’s delays, extensive public
consultation has been undertaken in advance
of the new line’s construction. This includes
600 pieces of feedback, 1470 working hours
and attendance at 150 meetings.
QR codes

Expected to cost GBP207m (EUR228m) – a
figure that includes a 6% optimism bias – the
expansion is to be largely funded through
borrowing, with no government grant.
A “pollution-busting core” of an immersed
tunnel under the River Thames is key to a
proposed project known as ‘KenEx’ – a light
rail system serving the counties of Kent and
Essex to the east of London. Such a choice
of construction would be cheaper than the
alternative of a bored tunnel, and although
unusual the concept has been successfully
proven with the 240m Medway road tunnel
in northern Kent that opened in 1996.
Thames Gateway Tramlink’s Managing
Director Gordon Pratt explained how the
network could be used to address problems
such as gridlocked roads, disconnection from
employment opportunities, and pollution
from the more than 50 million road vehicles
that use the bridge and tunnel to cross the
Thames at Dartford each year.
Complementing a joint vision by London’s
Mayor and the South East Local Enterprise
Partnership, Mr Pratt described how KenEx
could form a core part of a suggested
Transport Innovation Zone serving two
major shopping centres as well as Ebbsfleet
International station on the High Speed 1 rail
route between London and the Continent,
and a proposed theme park.
Options are being considered for a roughly
cross-shaped network that would include an
East-West line on the southern (Kent) side
of the Thames, as well as a more dog-legged
route that would cross under the river into

Essex. A study has shown that such a project
would be “certainly feasible”.

Construction and operations

What do we mean by ‘optimising resilience
and timetable delivery’? That was the
topic discussed by Rob Barnes, Senior Rail
Operations Consultant at Mott MacDonald –
using a case study on Manchester’s Metrolink.
The digital RailSys modelling and data
analysis tool can be used to answer questions
such as whether timetables are consistent,
what the infrastructure constraints are, and
what happens when changes are made to a
network, as well as how they can be made
more efficient. Using advanced modelling
techniques, scheduled running times can
be analysed against real-life situations,
including how drivers actually drive,
and identifying delays due to network
constraints. This can also be used to model
KeolisAmey
Metrolink
Director of
Engineering Chris
Stinchcombe
outlined the
recent projects
designed to
increase capacity
and resilience
on the network.
Mr Stinchcombe
brings a wealth of
experience from
Yarra Trams to
Manchester.

QR codes
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With absolute alignment of our three partners MPT continues to
deliver the design & construction of the multi-million pound
Metrolink expansion with the Trafford Park Line Extension
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new timetables, special events, or the
introduction of new stock or infrastructure.
Mott MacDonald’s Technical Director of
Railway Operations Carl Phillips explained
how Rail Sys can be employed in the early
stages of a project to determine whether the
specification generated is the right one – and
to identify the trade-offs inherent in any
design, such as frequency versus punctuality.
The replacement of little-documented
phone lines, sewers and sub-surface
apparatus can cause chaos to both project
timescales and budgets – and MPT Project
Leader Andy Smith took the floor to
explain how to ‘crack the issue’ with
recent experience from the UK Light Rail
Conference’s host city (see also TAUT 980).
Mr Smith described Manchester’s current
Trafford Park Line project as a “step change”
– and explained how such detail is vital on
successfully managing utilities aspects,
but in particular ensuring that the entire
team is “absolutely aligned”. That may
sound simple – but it has traditionally often
proved difficult to achieve. The historic city
of Manchester however has had large areas
of utilities diversions. ‘Combined Utilities
Plans’ have been continuously developed over
successive projects as the UK’s largest tramway

Delegates were given a behind-the-scenes tour of some elements of the new Metrolink Trafford Park Line by
construction consortium MPT; the new GBP350m line is due to open in 2020.

system has expanded, and these plans direct
how to deal with likely challenges.
Core to the success of this approach is
integrated traffic management and Joint
Utilities Groups meet as frequently as every
two weeks at the start of a project.
Manchester’s Second City Crossing
brought the opportunity to trial what’s
been termed a ‘Joint Utilities Trench’. This

Nathalie Sassen
from Keolis Downer
(left) described the
role of the new LRT
service in Newcastle
(NSW) as the
backbone of a more
integrated network,
while Gordon Pratt
(right) outlined a new
tramway scheme that
could remove millions
of car journeys from
congested roads in
south-east England.

COMMENT: PAUL ROWEN – LRTA CHAIR
Amongst the wide-ranging
presentations and debates
at this year’s UK Light Rail
Conference, I was particularly
impressed with three of them:
a joint presentation from the
senior officer and Transport and
Environment Convenor from
the City of Edinburgh Council
on the Newhaven extension, a
lively presentation by US-based
manufacturer TIG/m on its
hydrogen technology, and the
demonstration of an innovative
ticketing app from a Swiss start-up.
It was also great to see such a
variety of businesses, large and
small, bidding for a share of the
GBP2-3bn (EUR2.2-3.3bn) annual
UK light rail market.
However one significant
absence was that of any
ministerial or civil service
presence from the Department
for Transport. I appreciate that
the event came at a critical time
with the announcement of
Boris Johnson as our new Prime
Minister. However, the UK’s only
(and part-time) light rail resource
was scheduled to join a round

table on the future of light rail for
our towns and cities alongside
the likes of the CEO of Keolis UK,
the Luxembourgish Transport
Minister and yours truly.
Why the no-show? I’m told
he was attending an important
debate on cableways. Was this
really more important than
meeting with the senior figures
from those organisations who
finance, plan, build, operate and
maintain our light rail systems?
In my view, the lack of any
central government presence
speaks volumes about the
priority attached to light rail
by UK politicians and the civil
service. Yet despite this, there
is no lack of schemes wanting
support, or towns interested in
adopting light rail to help green
their areas. It is a lack of funding
and support from government
that is holding them back.
There are those who may
argue that UKTram – the body
nominated by Norman Baker in
the Coalition Government to be
the ‘single voice of the sector’ –
is the vehicle to lobby on behalf
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of the industry. But
as a large portion of
its funding comes
from the DfT is it going to bite the
hand that feeds? I think not!
To get new schemes funded
it will need some of the bigger
industry players to put their
hands in their pockets and
fund some serious lobbying in
Westminster. Metrolink's
‘Big Bang’, Nottingham Phase 2
and Blackpool's renewal
happened in spite of – not
because of – ministerial backing.
So, if the Minister won’t come
to us then we must go to him –
getting questions, debates and
motions raised in Westminster.
There are many individual
MPs interested in light rail, but
they are mostly new and need our
support. The forthcoming Clean
Air Act gives us a lever and, as the
Edinburgh transport plan shows,
there is a political will out there to
make new schemes happen.
We need to foster and
support that thinking and park
our trams on the Minister's lawn.
We’ve got nothing to lose.

approach has now come into its own on the
TPL project, this time over a 1.5km (0.9-mile)
length of line. For the TPL, utilities have been
modelled on a single drawing and trials along
the new formation were undertaken in order
to confirm the position and depth of existing
utilities, such as 33 000v cables that needed
to be diverted; some 205 utilities diversions
have all been modelled.
BIM has allowed a virtual fly-through, as
well as a ‘soft delivery’ of the projects before
a spade enters the ground. When it comes to
undertaking this in reality, a lead contractor
is named so that only one organisation is
involved in the joint trench – it then hands
the work site back to MPT afterwards.
The method, the conference was told, has
been “instrumental to the success” of the TPL.
Guided by project managers from MPT,
delegates were given a walking tour of the
new line during the event, to see progress on
the new Metrolink line first-hand.
Further examples of the techniques that
have made each new Metrolink extension
project run smoother include modular
construction of bridges, platforms and stops;
not only does this reduce cost and speed
delivery, it also gives a consistent, high-quality
finish. The new line is around 80% complete,
with opening predicted for early 2020.
New UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson
visited the TPL just a few days after the UK
Light Rail Conference delegates, making
his first speech outside the capital since
assuming office and promising billions for
new rail projects in the north of England.
Matt Johnston, TAUT Publisher and
Managing Director of conference organiser
Mainspring was delighted with how the event
ran: “We saw a far greater level of interaction
at this year’s event. The role of technology
is increasingly evident – in improving the
passenger experience, as well as in how we
plan, design, construct and operate both new
and existing tramways and light rail systems.
“Despite all the continued uncertainty
around Brexit, the mood amongst the
audience was overwhelmingly positive, and
events such as this are crucial in enhancing
the sharing of experience as we all look to a
bright future for the mode.”
The UK Light Rail Conference is organised by
Mainspring. Details of the 2020 event will be
announced shortly, see www.mainspring.co.uk
for further information.

