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Representing the users of the Barnstaple to Exeter railway line 

 

 

 

Foreword 

 
As one of the longest established User Groups, we very much welcome the fact that we 
have been consulted on the RUS and have been pleased to participate in the process. 
 
As will be seen, our response has been prepared following a great deal of thought and 
research as well as internal consultation within our Association. I should like to thank Alan 
Clark for all his hard work in assembling the document on our behalf. 
 
We fully understand Network Railôs view that the RUS should concentrate on those 
enhancements that are fully funded, but feel that in doing so it gives the impression that 
other essential improvements are being neglected. 
 
Consequently, we feel most strongly that the Strategy should also include other 
aspirations and proposals which, although still requiring funding solutions, are 
nevertheless regarded as important or even essential and can be justified in other 
ways.   
 
We believe that our aspirations are reasonable and fall within these categories and urge 
that they be included in the final Strategy document. 
 
John Phillips 
Chairman 
November 2009 
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Tarka Rail Association 
 
 

Response to Network Rail Route Utilisation Strategy Sept 2009 
 

 
1. About the Association 

 
The Tarka Rail Association is a voluntary organization representing the interests of 
passengers and other interested parties who use or benefit from the rail services provided 
by the 39 mile North Devon line which links Exeter with Crediton, Eggesford and 
Barnstaple. It is a well established and respected organisation which has worked closely 
with the rail operator, Network Rail and local authorities to provide a well used now hourly 
daily service which continues to result in excellent passenger growth despite the economic 
downturn. 
 
The Tarka Rail Association's aspirations for the line are to promote the line by encouraging 
its use both as a means to travel regularly for business, work, education or leisure within 
the Exeter to Barnstaple area but also to places anywhere on the rail network both in the 
United Kingdom and Europe. With the need to reduce car travel, it is required to become a 
viable alternative and in order to achieve this, earlier and later trains will be required. 
There is also a reasonable percentage of through journeys between the North Devon line 
and the Avocet line to Exmouth, as it is the quickest and most convenient means of 
crossing Exeter. This is a vital link for the communities of North, Mid and East Devon. The 
line needs to continue to deliver the current marketing mix of social and commercial 
objectives.  
 

2. The North Devon Line Catchment Area and Population Growth 
 
Although serving a predominantly rural area for most of its length, each end serves a 
vibrant economically important area with high potential population growth. At the south of 
the line Exeter is the administrative centre for Devon County Council and its role as a 
regional service centre is growing. With major employers like the Met office moving to its 
outskirts it has contributed to passenger growth. It is a major provider of employment 
throughout the area being one of the top ten most profitable areas to locate a business 
and is a major tourist attraction with a cathedral and a popular redeveloped quayside. It is 
a major rail interchange. Barnstaple is the major economic centre of North Devon and is 
the northern terminus of the line. It is a historic market town and former port. To the north 
Barnstaple has an environmentally sensitive coastline and estuary attracting many tourists. 
In the South West Regional Spatial Strategy it is a focus centre for major new 
employment, social and cultural investment. It is also the rail head station for several 
nearby towns including Bideford, Great Torrington, Ilfracombe and South Molton. 
Eggesford is the halfway point of the line. Crediton is the largest intermediate town on the 
line and is the junction for the line to Okehampton a market town which is rapidly 
expanding and a major destination for those tourists wishing to visit northern Dartmoor . 
The line serves a local population currently in excess of 317,900 and has had a mean 
population growth of 10.06% in the last 10 years1.  
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Table 1 Population 1 

Town/City Approximate current 
population 

Increase over last 10 years (1999-
2009)% 

Barnstaple 47,800 8.69 

Bideford 38,000 10.54 

Crediton 20,400 7.79 

Exeter 140,800 9.46 

Great 
Torrington 

12,300 9.88 

Ilfracombe 19,000 6.66 

Okehampton 26,100 17.27 

South Molton 13,500 10.19 

 
The South West Regional Spatial Strategy projects plans for 10,900 new homes, (7,200 
targeted for Barnstaple) in the area administered by North Devon District Council and 
10,700 in the Torridge District Councilôs area. If this plan is approved this will mean 21,600 
new homes mainly located in the existing urban areas by 20262 in the area served by the 
northern section of the line.  The population of the Exeter area is predicted to increase by 
24,525 people between 2006 and 2021 which is a rise of 18%3. The South West Regional 
Spatial Strategy proposes that the environmental impact of the transport requirements of 
this growth is met by public transport as much as is possible. 
 

3. Existing Road Network 
Barnstaple is linked by the A361 a 35 mile modern mainly single carriageway constructed 
road to the nearest Motorway (M5) near Tiverton. Running south of Exmoor it can be 
blocked by snow in winter. It is the only viable route for heavy road haulage into north 
Devon from the motorway. An alternative national route the A377 follows the route of the 
North Devon Line from Barnstaple to Exeter but is a relatively slow route due to it 
meandering along river valleys. It has a poor road safety record. The journey time is 
comparable with rail. The bus service follows a longer route via Bideford and Torrington 
and takes 2 hours 15 minutes. The rail journey is the most environmental, fuel efficient 
less stressful option. The line needs to offer the possible option of rail freight as an 
alternative to the road option.   
 

4. North Devon Line Operation 
 
The line provides a healthy mix of long distance passengers and local commuter travel for 
both work and education. There is also a growing leisure and weekend tourist market. 
Both the South West Regional Spatial Strategy and South West Tourism highlight this as a 
growing market. There has been an 88.31% growth in passenger numbers since 2001. 
The line is single track leaving the Exeter to Paddington main line at Cowley Bridge. It has 
two passing loops at Crediton and Eggesford and is manned for signaling purposes at 
Crediton using tokens to control occupations of the single sections north of this point. 
Barnstaple is the only staffed station on the line.  
 

5. Service Provided 
 
The weekday service is provided from 05:56 until 23:26 with an hourly service throughout 
most of the day. The last weekday departure from Exeter Central for Barnstaple is at 20:55 
and returning from Barnstaple at 22:18. On Sundays a two hourly service is provided 
commencing at 09:40 until 22:30. Currently all trains commence at Exeter St Davidôs, 
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Exeter Central or Exmouth.  
Average journey time from Exeter St Davidôs to Barnstaple is 1hour and 8 minutes. All 
trains stop at the intermediate stations of Eggesford, Yeoford and Crediton.  
Chapleton, Umberleigh, Portsmouth Arms, Kingôs Nympton, Lapford, Morchard Road, 
Copplestone and Newton St Cyres are request stations. Of these Umberleigh, Morchard 
Road and Copplestone are ñrailheadò stations. The 39 mile line functions more like a 
secondary main line than a branch line as it can at certain times of the day have three 
trains using it and it links two major centres of population within Devon. 
 

6. Stations 
 
With the support of Devon County Council signage and large public information notice 
boards have been installed at stations along the line. These provide a simplified timetable, 
station facilities and other useful information. Umberleigh has benefited from improved 
lighting and a resurfaced car park. There are currently plans to extend car parking at 
Morchard Road and to purchase land for a car park at Eggesford.  
 

7. Current Constraints 
 

1) The line suffers from overcrowding on some trains which are currently operated by 
single two car units (see figure 1). These currently depart from Barnstaple after 0700 
and from Exeter after 1600 during the evening peak flow. This under capacity is not 
only applicable on working weekdays but also on Saturdays when there is considerable 
leisure traffic. Sporting events in Exeter and beyond, shopping, tourism and business 
journeys generate this demand. Nearly all stations are enjoying increased use. For 
example Copplestone and Morchard Road have increased by 39% and 31% since the 
introduction of the hourly service. This is due to recent housing developments and the 
continued rise in cost of motoring and traffic congestion. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Full and Standing on a Tarka Line Train 
Photograph courtesy of John Phillips 
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2) Two stations suffer from poor access to trains due to low platform height and higher 
train floor height on the current units in use on the line (see figure 2). These stations 
are Newton St Cyres and Copplestone. The use of the Harrington Hump at these 
stations could be a possible economic solution.     

 

 
 

Figure 2: View of Low level Platform at Copplestone 
Photograph courtesy of Imagerail  

http://www.imagerail.com 
email:enquiries@imagerail.com 

 
 

3) Eggesford suffers from a short platform length on the down side which imposes 
passenger access operating restrictions on longer trains greater than two cars. Devon 
County Council is extremely keen to see provision of four car operation at peak times 
to avert overcrowding.  

4) Single track working on a thirty nine mile line with only two passing loops can impose 
delays when trains are running late. 

5) There are delays due to level crossings at Salmon Pool which has a 25mph restriction 
due to it being a double track crossing without a barrier. A small rural road crosses the 
line at this point. The crossing at Eggesford is currently operated by the train driver with 
a cord which involves the train stopping before proceeding over the crossing to the 
station platform. The level crossing sits on a rural side road by a junction on the A377 
road. New emerging crossing technologies need to be evaluated so that the current 
situation can be resolved. These delays hinder the aspiration of journeys between 
Exeter and Barnstaple being reduced to less than one hour. Eggesford is listed in the 
report as being 13th in the top 15 locations for reactionary delay minutes with a total of 
7498 minutes and affected 1118 trains. This gave a delay per train affected of 6.7.  

6) As the line follows various river valleys it is prone to flooding during times of heavy 
sustained rainfall. This threat can only become greater with climate change. 
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8. Future Growth 
 
In the South West Regional Spatial Strategy North Devon is viewed as a main area of 
growth for the next twenty years with commercial, industrial, educational and retail 
developments planned for Barnstaple and its surrounding towns. As stated in section 2 
there will be major population growth with the provision of a significant number of new 
homes at each end of the line and also at Crediton. These developments will increase 
further the number of passengers using the line. Two large supermarkets are proposed 
near Barnstaple station and one is currently being built at Crediton near the railway station. 
A ferry service from Ilfracombe is planned from 2010 and this will add to passenger 
numbers on the line as the capacity is believed to be 360 passengers per sailing. Also 
residential growth is likely at intermediate stations along the line.   
A provision for freight may be required with potential customers being supermarkets, 
forestry (Eggesford) and a possible waste incinerator at Barnstaple. It has been identified 
that the relatively weaker North-South communication links in the county are a weakness 
in the Devon economy4 so a strengthened North Devon line service is a key strategic 
component in correcting this weakness.  
 

9. The Tarka Rail Association Response 
 

The association welcomes the following in the report: 
1. The recognition for the need of an hourly service between Exeter and Barnstaple 

from 2018. The current hourly service introduced in December 2008 has rapidly 
increased passenger numbers by at least 15% and is proving to be a viable 
alternative to the car for many people. This service has been funded partially with 
the help of Devon County Council. The hourly service needs to operate for 18 hours 
per day to offer a comprehensive viable alternative to the car and reduce the 
associated environmental impact.  

2. The recognition of the tremendous growth in passenger use of the line. It has the 
best growth record of all the branch lines achieving a 74% increase since 2001. In 
fact the line has now achieved a 91.6% growth with the latest figures. The fact that 
single track Devon branches run at or close to capacity as dictated by passing loop 
provision. 

3. The commitment to a Community Rail Route Plan being undertaken which will 
possibly lead to improved line speed.  

4. The acknowledgement of the need for a rolling stock plan to be announced in the 
autumn of 2009. 

5. The acknowledgement of the need for reduced blockades during periods of heavy 
maintenance on branch lines. 

6. The need for cross Exeter journeys. This is later contradicted by proposing to 
terminate Tarka Line journeys at St James Park. The line is part of the Devon Metro 
which is composed of the existing services on the Paignton, Exmouth and 
Barnstaple lines. This is a very efficient use of rolling stock and encourages 
convenient passenger journeys between these lines. In tourist terms it offers a very 
important marketable ñcoast to coastò service between the north and south of 
Devon. Therefore the Association strongly objects to the proposed termination of 
this link at St James Park as it reduces cross Exeter journey opportunities as this 
station is also located close to the city centre and offers no advantage over Exeter 
Central.  
The planned proposal to terminate journeys to St James Park from 2018 will deter 
some customers from making the through journey to Digby & Sowton, Topsham and 
Exmouth. The Digby & Sowton area is a major source of employment in Devon, a 
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retail park, a large residential area and the site of the recently built rugby ground. 
The rugby ground generates a good passenger flow on match days and has been 
deliberately designed to deter car journeys to it. The Tarka Rail Association would 
propose the continuation of journeys along the line to Exmouth or at least 
terminating at Topsham. This would facilitate better cross city journeys for Exeter as 
proposed in the Route Utilisation Strategy report. This would also help alleviate road 
congestion in Exeter.  

7. The acknowledged increase in use of Exeter St Davidôs of 30% from 1998 to 2007. 
8. That holiday traffic is a significant proportion of the rail passenger market in Devon 

and Cornwall. This is particularly true on the Tarka Line where tourism is a major 
industry with a large number of varied attractions.     

9. That lack of station car parking capacity is a widespread issue. It is a key issue if 
access to the network is not to be deterred suppressing future passenger demand.  

10. Through the National Station Improvement Programme or Access for All, some                
stations on the Tarka Line will benefit from improvements to address some of these 
problems. 

11. Growing demand for more services at weekends and particularly on Sundays, and 
the effect this will have on engineering access.   

12. The planned improvement for passenger facilities at Exeter St Davidôs and Exeter 
Central. 

13. By referring to the Regional Spatial Strategy for the South West, the increase in 
jobs, dwellings, and population for Barnstaple and Exeter. This states that the most 
important transport factor affecting the performance for the regional economy is 
reliable connections to London and the South East. Further development of the 
heavy rail network should include Barnstaple as well as Exeter to provide for local 
and commuter journeys to achieve growth and relieve congestion. 

14. That passenger growth will exceed that of the passenger demand forecasting 
handbook for the urban centre of Exeter in the short to medium term.  

15. That First Great Western's proposals for 12 additional vehicles as part of the High 
Level Output Specification have been taken into account. 

16. To address connectivity issues at Exeter St Davidôs. 
17. To address connectivity issues between Exeter St Davidôs and Plymouth. There has 

been a noticeable increase in demand for travel between the Tarka Line and 
stations between Exeter and Plymouth (see figure 4).  

18. The longer term plan of train lengthening to address future growth. This will have an 
impact on stations like Eggesford with a short platform length. Also the realisation 
that the line will have physical and capacity restraints which may need a further 
review with infrastructure improvements for increasing capacity, connectivity and 
journey times. 

 
10.  TARKA RAIL ASSOCIATION ASPIRATIONS 

 
a) Short Term  
 
1) The hourly service needs to operate for 18 hours per day to offer a comprehensive 

viable alternative to the car and in order to relieve traffic congestion in Exeter and 
Barnstaple and benefit the local environment. It should include a late night departure 
for Barnstaple from Exeter Central (at approximately 2300) to enable local people to 
enjoy an evening out in Exeter and benefit long distance business and leisure 
passengers by providing a later connection at Exeter St Davidôs. 
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2) Line speed enhancements to achieve a Barnstaple Exeter journey time of less than 1 
hour with the current off-peak stopping pattern. Currently Cowley Bridge to 
Copplestone is 70mph which the Association believe could readily be raised to 75mph. 
Copplestone ï Umberleigh is 55mph which we would argue ought to be raised to 
65/70mph and Umberleigh to Barnstaple is currently 60mph and again, could 
reasonably be increased to 70 or 75mph.  Similarly when turnouts need renewing, 
consideration should be given to raising speeds.  A higher maximum speed for 
locomotive hauled trains (currently understood to be 30mph) needs to be worked 
towards. 

 
3) Also to speed up the operation of the line by improving the operation of Eggesford 

Level Crossing and elimination of delays caused by the ungated Salmon Pool Crossing 
on the otherwise fastest section of route either by closure or, if this proves 
unacceptable locally, then by other physical or electronic means. 

 
4) Provision of a three car service through the combination of Class 150/2 and 153 units 

and/or 150/1 and 150/2 units to meet existing and growing high levels of use. 
 

5) The Timetable to recognise the need for good connections to destinations west of 
Exeter, especially to and from Plymouth 
 

6) Provision of adequate real time passenger information at stations as set out in 
Appendix 3, in particular to meet the needs of aurally and visually impaired passengers 

 
7) Recognise that Barnstaple Station acts as a railhead for North Devon, which, according 

to South West Tourism, is the busiest tourist area in Devon & Cornwall and the need 
for Barnstaple Station to deal adequately with expected significant growth in use. 

 
8) In view of the anticipated increase in use, including as a result of improved frequencies 

to and from St James Park/Exmouth and London Waterloo, the RUS must address the 
lack of capacity in Platforms 1 and 3 at Exeter St Davidôs and consider the need for 
both lines to and from Exeter Central to be bi-directional. 

 
b)   Medium Term Aspirations 
 
1) Platform lengthening at Eggesford to accommodate four car trains to meet anticipated 

further passenger growth. At present the down platform can just about accommodate a 
three car train, but depending on configuration. 

 
2) Provision of a reinforced plastic ramp similar to that currently being trialled at 

Harrington in Cumbria to be installed at Copplestone Station. Copplestone has a very 
low level platform which acts as a severe disincentive to use by people with mobility 
problems or young families, yet the station has great potential in view of its location. If 
the trial is successful at Harrington it could be a cost effective solution in preference to 
rebuilding the platform (see figure 3). 
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Figure 3: View of the ñhumpò at Harrington Cumbria
5 

 
3) Resurface other station platforms where necessary, including the provision of tactile 

paving. 
 
4) South-eastwards extension of the Crediton passing loop towards Newton St Cyres to 

facilitate a further significant speeding up of the service and to improve its resilience. 
 
5) Development of signalling system to permit a second train to operate north of 

Eggesford, including reinstatement of track in Platform 2 at Barnstaple in order to 
increase flexibility, reliability, increased frequency and/or the operation of excursion 
type trains.  Platform 2 would provide a robust means for long distance trains from the 
Midlands and London to serve north Devonôs substantial and growing tourism industry. 

 
6) Additional on train provision for cycles and luggage, especially at weekends. 
 
 
c)  The Long Term Aspirations 
 
1) Introduction of additional semi fast (railhead) weekday service, to operate hourly from 

Barnstaple or Eggesford to Cranbrook and Honiton, to gain access to future 
employment opportunities in East Devon and Exeter Airport.  This would enable the 
Barnstaple ï Exmouth service to be speeded up calling only at Umberleigh, Eggesford 
and Crediton, with trains also serving one additional intermediate station.  This will 
require the provision of one or more additional passing loop(s). 

 
2) Introduce hourly Sunday service (alternate semi-fast and slow). 
 
3) Consider the relocation of Lapford Station if justified by frustrated passenger demand 

and in the light of future bus service provision in the area. 
 
4) An earlier morning train to Exeter to provide a service reaching Exeter before 0730 for 

the earlier commuter and long distance business and leisure passenger. This would 
relieve pressure on Tiverton Parkway. A later evening service (approximately 2300) 
from Exeter would again cater for the long distance passenger.   
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Appendix 1 Passenger Flow Data 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Devon Passenger Flows 

 
 
 

Figure 5: Avocet Passengers Flows 
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Figure 6: Tarka Line Journeys 

 
 

Projected figure for 2009 based on current trend is 387.256 
 
 

Data for figures 4-6 courtesy of First Great Western and Devon and Cornwall Rail 
Partnership 
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Appendix 2 Map of the line and Connecting Routes 
 
 

 
 

Map courtesy of Google Maps 
 
 


