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UK Light Rail Conference

BOUNCING BACK

t
his year’s running of the UK 
Light Rail Conference was a very 
different affair to the 14 previous 
outings for the UK’s largest 
gathering of light and urban rail 

professionals. Hosted in Gateshead on 13-14 
July, participant and exhibitor numbers were 
necessarily limited, but the quality of the 
discussion and debate was arguably of an 
even higher quality than before as the event 
marked the first major in-person gathering of 
the sector in almost 18 months.

Key discussion points over the two days 
focused around the ‘bounce back’ from 
the pandemic that has hit societies, and 
transport operators, so hard over the past year 
and a half; how we reframe the debate around 
light rail investment and the opportunities it 
presents; the challenges for transport posed 
by climate change; and the role of various 
technologies in helping us to deliver safer, 
more sustainable and more cost-efficient 
transport systems.

Day Two Chair Ian Brown CBE (former 
Managing Director of TfL London Rail) 
summed up the themes well in his closing 
remarks: “Light rail is not about transport, 
it’s about economies, social inclusion, the 
environment. It’s about understanding those 
things, across the board and no matter  
which part of the business we are from. 
Having done that we have to articulate that 

to the people who matter – to stakeholders 
and to politicians who may not know what 
light rail is, and what it can deliver to meet 
their agenda.”

Building back better?
In a virtual keynote address, UK Under-
Secretary of State for Transport Baroness  
Vere explained how the last 18 months  
“have been an extraordinarily difficult time 
for everyone, and the light rail industry as 
a vital part of public transport deserves our 
profound thanks for keeping our towns and 
cities moving. Operating at full capacity 
and providing services throughout, systems 
have ensured that those who needed to could 
travel safely, providing a lifeline for the most 
vulnerable in our society.”

Saying that the response to the pandemic 
has been “monumental”, Baroness Vere 
added: “However, with many of our 
restrictions being lifted shortly [the 
conference took place just before the 
postponed ‘Freedom Day’ of 19 July where 
the remaining restrictions on normal 
life in England were removed by the UK 
Government] the industry will face a 
different challenge. We will have people 
travelling again, although they may not 
return as quickly as we would like.”

Responding to questions from the 
audience, the Light Rail Minister said she 

Absent from the calendar in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this year’s UK Light Rail 
Conference filled the Gateshead Hilton in July as the sector got back to business after 18 months of 
enforced hibernation… TAUT rounds up the highlights of two busy days in the North-East.

  Supported by local hosts Transport 
North East and Nexus, this year’s UK 
Light Rail Conference venue overlooked 
the spectacular Queen Elizabeth Bridge 
that carries the Tyne and Wear Metro 
between Gateshead and Newcastle.

  Not quite the real thing, but this 
impressive model of the future Tyne 
and Wear Metro fleet was on display in 
Gateshead, created by John Herdman of 
the North Eastern Meccano Society.



Benefits of this system include the 
elimination of opportunities for vandals, 
reduced maintenance costs, and a sustainably 
‘green’ track. A variety of grass has been 
sown that absorbs twice as much CO2 as the 
existing turf (1ha offering the equivalent of 
around 30 cars) and the new solution also 
uses filtered rainwater.

After its initial roll-out on 7km (4.3 miles) 
of T3, SYSTRA says the intention is now to 
“use the system on additional sections of the 
Paris surface transport network” – and indeed 
on others too – marking what is hoped will 
become a new standard for green track systems.

Coping with climate change
In another virtual presentation from France 
due to pandemic-related travel restrictions, 
Hervé Mazzoni and Christelle Chichignoud 
discussed the existential threat of climate 
change – but also highlighted how technical 
know-how and lateral thinking can be used 
to combat extreme conditions and sudden 
weather events.

This presentation was particularly topical 
as cities the world over suffered the effects 
of extreme weather events during July. 
Severe flooding saw over 200 deaths across 
Europe nations, with many thousands more 
displaced from their homes. Transport 
networks experienced million of Euros worth 
of damage as floodwaters overran depots, 
wrecked tracks and disrupted power supplies.

Responding to climate change is a 
responsibility for us all, but what will 
things look like in 2050? Key challenges, 
the SYSTRA duo explained, are projecting 
future conditions, and combining this 
information with expectations on carbon 
footprint control – plus being cost-effective. 
In SYSTRA’s case, the ‘extreme weather CV’ 
includes the company's involvement with 
systems in Dubai (opened 2014), Ouargla 
(2018) and Quebec (ongoing).

The capital of the province of the same 
name in the Sahara Desert, Algeria’s Ouargla 
has a 9.4km (5.8-mile) tramline that must 
operate smoothly in up to 55°C (131°F) – 
and a dry and arid environment. Exterior 
isolation of buildings, use of wood, and 
inspiration from local architecture to give 
passive protection were all used to help 
combat the heat. Yet that is not the only 
challenge – and the tramway uses a form of 
specially-developed ‘vacuum cleaner’ to suck 
sand away from switch blades.

Rolling stock comprises 23 Citadis 402 
trams, with an oversize fleet required as 
the build-up of heat makes it necessary to 
limit the duties of each vehicle to no more 
than four hours. After each tram’s shift, a 
replacement is provided to allow the first unit 
to return to the covered depot for cooling-off.

In Dubai, where extreme heat is also 
an everyday issue, rectifier station and 
equipment rooms were built underground. 
This solution had further aesthetic benefits 
for the cityscape, too.

In Canada’s Quebec, however, while 
temperatures can reach 50°C (122°F) in 
summer, at other times they fall to -40°C, 
meaning the future tramway system must 
operate through a 90-degree variation. 
Winter can also last five months. What’s 
more, with climate change, it’s anticipated 
that rainfall could rise 19% and snowfall as 
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help deliver that and as the 
champion for the industry 
within Government that’s 
the point I make at every 
opportunity. I know that 
I am preaching to the 
converted, but we must 
preach to others to get 

them to join with us to 
promote light rail. It has 

huge environmental benefits, 
it’s got this great capacity to 

move people in bulk – 263 million 
passengers used our services in 2019-20. 

That’s a 41% increase in just a decade.”
Light rail is recognised by government as 

“a very attractive form of green transport,” 
she said, adding that “it integrates extremely 
well with local bus networks and active  
travel options.

“Because of its permanent nature and 
frequent and reliable services, it has the 
ability to play a critical role in drawing 
in business and investment and opening 
areas up to opportunity in terms of our 
environmental ambitions. It just connects 
people in so many ways.”

‘Greening’ our systems
Grass track: it’s a great addition to any 
tramway, and certainly to any urban 
streetscape. Rather than asphalt, you have 
city transport corridors that can look more 
like parkland, encouraging insect life, 
attenuating noise and absorbing emissions.

But implementing green track systems 
brings challenges, as Paris line T3 (where 
grass track was installed in 2006) has shown. 
Above-ground sprinklers have suffered from 
vandalism, and water consumption has been 
far higher than expected. After a worldwide 
search for solutions, SYSTRA designed a 
ladder-like track support system, rather  
than the more common concrete slab.  
The company also worked with agricultural 
water management systems specialist 
Netafilm to adapt an existing ‘dripper’ 
system for use on the tramline.

A pipe is buried beneath the track and has 
a special membrane to ensure a constant flow 
of water. “As a result,” Hervé Mazzoni told 
the audience in a virtual presentation from 
Paris, “there is no excessive watering, waste 
or water evaporation.”
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continued to make the 
case for further recovery 
funding – but also that 
there was agreement on 
the need to ‘build back 
greener’. Two days after 
the conference, on  
16 July, the Government 
announced a further 
GBP56m (EUR66m) to 
support England’s six light 
rail operators outside London 
until April 2022. For more on this 
story, see News on page 363.

“We want to encourage more people to 
use public transport, we want more people 
to walk and to cycle, reducing their reliance 
on the car for shorter journeys so our streets 
become less congested and we can clean up 
the air for everybody”, Baroness Vere said.

“Of course, as part of ‘building back 
greener’ light rail is perfectly positioned to 

“As part of ‘building 
back greener’, light rail 
is perfectly positioned 

to help deliver that and 
as its champion within 
Government that’s the 
point I make at every 

opportunity.”
UK Under-Secretary of 

State for Transport, 
Baroness Vere

  SYSTRA’s innovative new irrigation system for 
Paris T3 was showcased on the event’s first day, 
promising lower maintenance costs for rich, verdant 
grass track alignments. SYSTRA



much as 36%. Adaptations to take account 
of the cold include heated switches and 
overhead contact lines, and oversized 
pavements along the future LRT alignment to 
allow for the storage of cleared snow.

Although many cities with extreme 
temperature ranges already employ measures 
to keep their tramways running, it is clear 
that such approaches will need to enter 
everyone’s everyday thinking in the future.

AI, data and the role of technology
A lot has been made of developments in 
automated vehicle operation in recent  
years, but driverless trams are just the 
beginning. Optimising route design,  
real-time operational management, 
predictive maintenance… all these are 
potentially part of a business case for 
using Artificial Intelligence (AI) to reduce 
operational expenditure by up to 70%.  
So argued Johan C Haveland of Asistobe, as 
he looked forward to transport networks that 
behave autonomously and intelligently.

Mr Haveland’s presentation built upon a 
quote from international public transport 
association UITP in 2020 that stressed the 
potential role of AI as one of the solutions 
that “unlocks the value of data to improve 
the quality and efficiency of the public 
transport sector.”

Optimising public transport, he began,  
“is like predicting the best move in chess, 
except you are playing with millions of 
passengers, thousands of pieces (trams/buses) 
on a playing field of tens of thousands of 
squares (stops and stations).”

A robotic operational control centre might 
be expected to reduce the time taken to 
restore normal service after a breakdown by 
50% compared with humans undertaking 
the same task manually, he explained. 
Meanwhile, moving to autonomous vehicle 
operation brings challenges of having 
sufficiently robust algorithms – also raising 
significant societal, legal, regulatory and 
ethical questions. However, he explained, 
“It’s not a question of if LRVs will be 
driverless, it’s a question of when.”

Coventry City Council’s Nicola Small 
agreed with the necessity to explore the 
future automation of rail services, telling the 
conference: “We know autonomy will deliver 

great benefits in terms of reducing operating 
costs, tripling revenue and making a viable 
commercial case for Very Light Rail – not just 
for Coventry, but for other towns and cities 
around the UK.”

Andy Shaw, Head of QHSE at Nottingham 
Trams, discussed the opposite end of this 
equation: human risk factors. He contended 
that light rail can learn much from aviation 
in this area. Whereas human error rates 
might be one in 100 during normal activity, 

that rises to one in ten while under  
pressure or distracted, and one:one with 
impending disaster.

Mr Shaw said that “the human is very,  
very flawed… human error is to be explained 
and understood, not to be criticised.”

Harnessing a wealth of data
Panel discussions at the conference are 
invariably lively, and this year demonstrated 
that again in a session on the application of 
technology in urban transport schemes. 

Phil Hewitt, from WSP Israel, said: 
“Technology is giving us a wealth of data 
from all aspects of the project lifecycle.  
From the very conception of a scheme you 
have available a level of information about 
people, what they are doing and what they 
want to do that was never available before.  
So when you’re thinking about light rail now, 
you can tap into that fantastically powerful 
data source from the outset to help you define 
exactly what you’re trying to achieve.”

“Over the past couple of days we’ve seen a 
lot of exciting technologies coming together. 
Our task now is to find a way of capturing all 
that in a coherent way and avoiding a rush 
to implement things just because that’s the 
latest sexy bit of kit. It has to be right thing 
for passengers.”

Stadler Rail Service’s UK Managing 
Director Rob Baxter, meanwhile, said that 
his organisation is “looking at operations-
led condition maintenance with one of our 
contracts in the UK. The principal issue is 
how that is positioned with the unions – the 
technology side is relatively straightforward.”

Fellow panellist and TAUT Editor Simon 
Johnston added: “What I find interesting is 
that the passenger data we’re gathering now is 
not only real-time, but it’s also really honest… 
it gives you incredibly precise insight 
into who’s using our mobility networks, 
information we never had 20 years ago.”

“As we emerge from the pandemic we  
are almost certainly going to see a change  
in ridership patterns going forward.  
How long that lasts and how profound the 
shift is remains to be seen, but having that 
honest insight will help us create more 
efficient travel networks in the future.”

LRT after the pandemic
It’s hard to escape the effects of COVID-19 
right now, and another of the panel debates 
covered insights into what the future of 
public transport may hold.

Urban Transport Group Director Jonathan 
Bray kicked off the discussion by accepting 
that we are currently “experiencing a car-led 
recovery… and we face some challenging 
times under that scenario.”

“On the positive side, the Government 
has a decarbonisation agenda, we have the 
COP [climate change conference] in Glasgow; 
that all plays to our favour. We also have a 
Prime Minister who was the Mayor of London 
and gets the importance of urban public 
transport, but we need to go back to basics 
and remake the case for light rail from the 
ground up. We need to demonstrate what 
light rail does for the places and the people  
it serves, rather than what light rail is.”

In response to a question from the 
audience, Tom Gifford (West Yorkshire 
Combined Authority’s Head of Mass Transit) 

  ABOVE: In a highly topical session, Hervé Mazzoni and Christelle Chichignoud  
of SYSTRA examined the challenges of designing and operating LRT systems in 
extreme climates; offering solutions from their work in Dubai, Ouragla (pictured)  
and Quėbec City. SYSTRA

  RIGHT: Vehicle technologies were a key feature of this year’s exhibition; DB ESG and 
Sella Controls showed off their collaborative work in the area of overspeed systems.
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Johan C Haveland

CEO, Asistobe

“Optimising public 
transport is like predicting 

the best move in chess, 
except you are playing with 

millions of passengers, 
thousands of pieces and on 

a playing field of tens of 
thousands of squares.”
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acknowledged: “It was difficult a few years 
ago to make the case for what could be 
GBP100m/km for a mass transit system,  
it’s just got so much harder in the past 18 
months with COVID and what that future 
might look like.”

“We can’t predict what’s going to happen 
tomorrow with announcements, let alone 
in three, five, or ten years’ time. It’s all 
about coming up with a range of reasonable 
scenarios that we can map against using 
informed evidence-based decisions.”

Stephen Luke, Mott MacDonald’s Practice 
Leader for Light Rapid Transit, took this 
further, saying: “We need to think about the 
wider outcomes of transport schemes and 
what we want our future towns and cities to 
look like and plan around that. Transport 
systems need to be resilient and flexible, but 
it really is about building the wider strategic 
case and thinking about value being more 
than just money.”

Manchester: more growth to come…
With patronage currently at circa 50%, 
Metrolink needing subsidy for the first time, 
problems of staff absences, difficulties in  
the supply chain, a rise in anti-social 
behaviour, and having to come up with  
new ways of working to keep people safe,  
Greater Manchester’s system has plenty  
to be getting to grips with.

Yet authority Transport for Greater 
Manchester (TfGM) still has plenty of plans 
for growth. A renewals scheme has been 
agreed to 2025, expansion of park-and-ride 
sites at Whitefield and Radcliffe has begun, 
the latest trams from a new order for 27 
M5000 vehicles are being delivered, and 
the results of a tender process are expected 
for expansion of the depot at Queens Road. 
However, that is just the start and, says Head 
of Metrolink Danny Vaughan: “Metrolink 
will need to change as well as grow.”

Demand is expected not only to return to 
pre-pandemic levels (with 70% reached by 
the end of this year)… but to rise. Some of the 
change will be driven by the forthcoming 
arrival of High Speed 2 (and also Northern 
Powerhouse Rail); the airport will need 
Metrolink to be extended to reach the new 
HS2 station, while rebuilding at Piccadilly 
station will require the tramway to be 
relocated (and possible severance  

of the Ashton line for two years while work  
is undertaken).

New stops are envisaged for Sandhills (north 
of Victoria), Elton Reservoir (on the Bury 
line) and Cop Road (Oldham and Rochdale). 
Over the next five years, options will be 
developed for extensions to Port Salford, 
Salford Crescent, Middleton, Stalybridge, and 
Stockport East – East Didsbury – Airport.

As well as better integration across buses 
(including franchising) and trams, the Greater 
Manchester 2040 Transport Strategy calls for new 
stops, possible new routes – and tram-train.

The potential for tram-train in the region 
is significant, with possible destinations 
including Stockport, Warrington, Wigan 
and Bolton. Furthest developed is what’s 
been dubbed the ‘Tram-Train Pathfinder’, 
from Oldham to Heywood via Rochdale 
and Castleton. An assumed 19km (12-mile) 
route (roughly a third of it on heavy rail) 
would deliver 30-minute journey times, a 
section of a potential northern orbital route, 
capacity increases and better connectivity for 
Oldham, Rochdale, Castleton and Heywood.

One organisation that has been a part of the 
Metrolink story for well over a decade is the 
MPact Thales consortium (MPT). “Absolute 
Alignment and Sophisticated Simplicity” is 
the mantra for MPT, which has consistently 
delivered on-time and on-budget for what is 
now the UK’s largest light rail network.

For its most recent project, the Trafford 
Park Line (which opened the day before 
the UK’s first national lockdown, 22 March 
2020), MPT created a fully-immersive 
digital twin as the foundation of its delivery 
model. Modularisation and joint utility 
trenches were also part of the approach in a 
methodology seen as a way forward for the 
often troublesome issue of moving under-
street apparatus than has bedevilled many  
a light rail project.

Aspects such as the trenches and careful 
materials management (86% of material 
excavated was reused or diverted from 
landfill), using the BIM model to optimise 
ordering, and a culture of developing ideas 
led to a CEEQUAL sustainability rating of 
nearly 84% (performance) and over 98% 
(strategy).

Danny Vaughan described the TPL as 
“a top-quality addition to the Metrolink 
network” and said that continuous 
improvement by MPT over a construction 
programme lasting a decade meant that the 
line is “the finest piece of infrastructure 
delivered yet by the team. Their meticulous 
approach and attention to detail meant they 
got it right first time, bringing the project in 
significantly ahead of schedule.”

…and more Tyne & Wear Metro growth
Transport North East wants to “integrate 
and expand the reach of Metro and local rail 
into more communities” and is currently 
developing a strategy that will open for 
consultation in October 2021.

Potential future rail routes include not 
only fill-in sections in Newcastle city 
centre, but also new connections such as to 
Ashington and Woodham in the north, from 
Sunderland to Doxham, and from Ferryhill 
in the south via Durham Belmont to South 
Hylton and Washington.

In addition to these longer-term proposals, 
Transport North East Managing Director 
Tobyn Hughes updated delegates on the 
existing ‘Metro Flow’ project, which will 
deliver the capacity for a further 24 000 
passengers a day (removing three million 
car/km from the region’s roads annually) 
through conversion of existing single line to 
double-track route.

West Yorkshire light rail next?
West Yorkshire “could and should be next” 
to introduce a light rail system, explained 
the region’s new Mayor in a recorded message 
to the conference. Tracy Brabin drew 
comparisons with 70 city regions in Europe 
that have brought new tramways into use 
in the last 20 years, adding that “we know 
we need to better connect our region, better 
connect our communities within our region, 
and address inclusive growth and increased 
levels of productivity.”

Ms Brabin’s message was part of a 
presentation by the West Yorkshire 
Combined Authority’s Tom Gifford, who 
explained his organisation’s “bold and 
ambitious plans” to transform connectivity 

  Following a successful career across a number of 
second-generation UK systems, Phil Hewitt gave an 
overview of his current work in helping to deliver the 
NoFIT interurban light rail project in Israel.

  A panel of operators, authorities and key industry partners took part in a debate on the future of public 
transport to round off the event’s first day.
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across a region that is home to over  
2.3 million.

With 93% of journeys starting and 
finishing in the region, a new West Yorkshire 
Connectivity Plan is the start of a process 
to create a single strategy for the future, 
with transport (including control of bus 
services) central to the region’s plans. 
The vision is targeting a ‘blend’ of modes 
including walking and cycling, and with 
buses at the heart of its plans, there is an 

acknowledgment that “we have a gap”.
Pointing out that not having an existing 

system is actually a benefit – as there is  
no legacy that has to be worked with –  
Mr Gifford explained that there are corridors 
“where we think there is the opportunity for 
mass transit and that light rail, tram-train, 
ultra-light rail, and advanced Bus Rapid 
Transit are all part of that blend.”

Coventry’s world-first
Coventry has problems. The West Midlands 
city has high car usage, poor urban air 
quality, walking and cycling lower than 
the national average for short trips, 
poor journey times on key 
corridors, delays at the 
access junction for the 
hospital… But it also has 
a solution: Very Light 
Rail.

VLR promises costs 
a fraction of those of 
conventional light 
rail, with minimal 
utility diversions, 
reduced earthworks 
and preliminary 
work needed, vehicle 
costs perhaps a third of 
equivalent trams, and no 
need for overhead catenary. 
Coventry City Council’s VLR 
Programme Manager Nicola 
Small updated the conference 
on progress with this world-first 
scheme.

Currently undergoing electrical and factory 
acceptance testing ready for transfer to a 

dedicated VLR test track in neighbouring 
Dudley in September, the prototype has 
been constructed using a partnership of local 
business and academic organisations. As well 
as offering a form of light rail that could be 
accessible for cities which are currently ‘priced 
out of the market’, VLR is supporting local 
supply chains: 40% of the material spend is 
within the West Midlands, and a further 27% 
within the rest of the country.

A patent application is underway for the 
WMG/Ingerop trackform, the design concept 
for which was completed in May.

Nicola Small told the conference she does 
“get a little frustrated” at investments in 

things such as space technology 
and tourism “when 
we’ve got real projects 
that will deliver real 
benefits for people 
every day. It’s a bit 
sad that money 
goes into that kind 
of project when 
we’ve got so many 
on the ground that 

would benefit from 
investment now and 

bring the technology 
forward to deliver a new 

manufacturing sector in  
the UK.”

With frequent headways, the 
scheme’s promoters believe VLR 
can mitigate congestion caused by 
under-capacity on the city’s road 
network; and that by regenerating 

areas of deprivation and inequality through 
better connectivity it can make the city a 

  In a frank and honest appraisal, Danny Vaughan 
from TfGM’s presentation ‘What does the future hold 
for Metrolink after ten years of expansion… and a 
global pandemic?’ drew questions on everything 
from bus integration, tram-train expansion to  
post-COVIDfare strategies.

“every passenger  
journey on the metro is  

worth Gbp8.50 to the UK 
economy… that’s a number that 

sticks, that people can really 
identify with.”

Tobyn Hughes

Managing  Director, Transport  North East

EXPLORING THE FUTURE OF THE TYNE ANd wEAR mETRO 
In addition to the packed two-day schedule at the 
Gateshead Hilton, delegates were also treated to 
a choice of technical tours this year. Some opted 
to visit the works to expand the Tyne and wear 
metro’s Gosforth depot, with an exclusive chance 
to inspect a mock-up of the future Stadler fleet, 
while others took a trip to South Shields to see 
Nexus’ new GBP8.4m (EUR9.9m) Learning Centre.

This purpose-built facility opened in late 
2020 and brings a range of infrastructure and 
operations training under one roof. It features 
a 70m stretch of dual track for infrastructure 
training and will also be used for engineering staff 
as they learn how to maintain the new Stadler 
trains when they arrive in 2022.

  LEFT: As part of the ‘Trams to 
Newhaven’ scheme, Morrison 
Energy Services has delivered 
the complex utility works 
programme, choosing the UK Light 
Rail Conference to showcase its 
innovative approaches.

  RIGHT: Schweizer exhibited  
its automated track protection  

and level crossing warning 
systems, used across many 

European systems.
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better place to live and do business.
Hence the plan for the first section to open 

in 2025 (running from the station to the city 
centre and University Hospital Coventry 
and Warwickshire). Extensions would create 
loops to key city and suburban destinations.

Often a shared frustration at UK 
conferences is the lack of new schemes 
coming forward, however 2021 showed the 
potential for the long-awaited ‘pipeline’  
that the industry has been pushing for for 
decades.

CNNCT’s Mat Taylor and Engineering 
Integration’s Julian Mason considered the key 
factors involved in using light rail to re-open 
closed railway lines, with specific reference to 
proposals for the Cirencester – Kemble route.

While the so-called ‘Beeching lines’ 
have been shut since the 1960s, Mr Taylor 
highlighted a number of lines which could be 
redeveloped for light rail operation, saying, 
“population centres and activity has grown 
up around these disused lines and offer new 
potential, new opportunities. Similarly, 
the UK Government has recognised these 
opportunities and put GBP500m [EUR590m] 
forward for the Restore Your Railway fund – 
some of these lines offer real opportunities 
for light and very light rail.”

Social benefits
As much as the conference featured 
presentations and debates around innovative 
technology and systems, there was an 
increasing emphasis on the more holistic 
benefits of rail-based transport. As noted by 
Stephen Luke of Mott MacDonald: “We’re 
very good at economic, engineering and 
environmental appraisals, but how do we put 
a social outcomes layer on top of this?”

He presented examples of his company’s 
work in the UK and around the world that 
focused on socially-inclusive outcomes, 
such as climate action and resilience, 
social procurement, job creation and skills 
development. Such considerations are 
increasingly rising to the top of agendas 
as well as the use of innovative design and 
materials to drive costs.

“We need to move away from the mentality 
of focusing purely on capital costs; as we 
move out of a pandemic and have seen that 
inequalities have been exacerbated, that  
has really stress-tested society. We need to 
move recognise what society truly values  
and that it is more than just pounds, shillings 
and pence.”

Where will the money come from?
Paul Tweedale of Tenbroeke offered a 
fascinating insight into finance, outlining 
the challenges for scheme promoters in 
attracting interest from the private sector, 
and where governments are currently 
positioned in respect of their financial 
commitments.

UK spending in 2021-22 is forecast to be 
more than GBP1000bn (EUR1880bn) with 

receipts of only GBP819bn (EUR966bn) – 
meaning an expected deficit is GBP234bn 
(EUR276bn) . That is greater than at any time 
in the last 70 years. Simultaneously, rail use 
has collapsed.

So, where does the money come from?  
In terms of private finance, Me Tweedale 
offered both good and some bad news.  
The good news includes that there’s huge 
liquidity in the markets, low interest rates, 
and that Quantitative Easing is still taking 
place. The bad news includes that interest 
rates ‘only have one way to go’, Quantitative 
Easing will eventually end – and there is still 
a lack of passengers.

There are significant specific challenges 
too with extracting value from LRT systems. 
Assets are rarely transferable – rather  
schemes are system-specific; infrastructure 
costs are often more than predicted;  
and systems are ‘rarely profitable in their  
own right.’

An integrated approach, his presentation 
argued, needs both a knowledgeable 
employer and an integrated team. 

  Further articles exploring some of the topics  
and themes from this year's UK Light Rail 
Conference will appear in future issues of TAUT. 
All images by Neil Pulling.

 With works now well underway on the Newhaven extension of the Edinburgh tramway, Rob Leech and 
Chris Wilson gave a progress update, beginning with a thorough examination of the lessons learned from the 
troubled implementation of the city’s first tramline.

“this year’s conference was not just 
a return to normal… it was a move 
to a degree of cohesiveness that I 

have not seen before as the light rail 
industry positions itself as a part 
of the solution to wider pressing 

issues in the UK.”
Ian Brown CBE 

UK Light Rail Conference Chair

  LEFT: Tom Gifford’s 
presentation on the future mass 
transit plans for West Yorkshire 
was followed by a recorded 
message from the region’s newly-
elected Mayor, Tracy Brabin.

  RIGHT: Is VLR the future of 
urban rail for small- to medium-
sized towns and cities? Nicola 
Small from Coventry City 
Council gave an update on her 
work to deliver a pilot scheme 
in the UK.




