Roxbourne Park Railway planning application statement 

Who we are and what we do
We are The Harrow and Wembley Society of Model Engineers (HWSME), a club of volunteers that provides our community with miniature train rides. The HWSME was founded in 1936 and is based in Roxbourne Park in Eastcote since 1976.

We open our miniature railway to the public on Sunday afternoons from March till October. We also run special community events at Halloween, Christmas, Bank Holidays, New Year’s Day. Additionally, we organise children’s birthday parties and have hosted events for schools and children with special needs. On a typical Sunday afternoon, we attract around 1000 visitors to our site and give around 300 rides. Last year we carried, around 8000 passengers. Most of the rides are for young children with parents and grandparents. The railway is accessible to all: young, old, at school, working age, retired, and from a wide spectrum of economic and ethnic backgrounds. We also attract many people with neurological issues such as autism and learning difficulties.

In addition, the HWSME provides a social forum and place for club members to share our hobby, and skills, to meet and socialise. Our club and members have several locomotives some steam, some electric, and a rake of 10 sit-on carriages. 

The Roxbourn Railway’s future 
Since we built our current clubhouse/engine house in 1989/1992 our membership has changed. In the early days, most members built their own locomotive and had a workshop at home. This is no longer the case so the clubhouse is now cluttered with club-owned machinery, hand tools, locomotives, and carriages necessary to enable us to operate and maintain every aspect of the Roxbourne Railway. During Covid club members built a new set of carriages putting further pressure on space in our clubhouse. The clubhouse is now also dated, does not have any disabled facilities and is not safe for unsupervised public access.
 
Since Covid income from members’ subscriptions and train fares has fallen and our costs have risen significantly.  We are at the point of not having sufficient income to cover our costs on rent, insurance, fuel, energy, materials, equipment tools, maintenance, and capital replacement to keep the railway going. 

Additionally, we lost a significant number of members during Covid. It takes 8 qualified people to run the railway each time we open including guards, drivers, signal and turntable operators, ticket collectors, station staff, and ticket sellers. It is a big commitment to ensure the railway is safe to run and has sufficient staff to operate for the public every Sunday and for special events. Some weekends we get very close to not having enough members to run the trains. Over the years our membership has shrunk from over 125 to 70 of whom around 50 actively participate. Our membership is now predominately elderly, some are the children of the founders, now in their 80s. Like many other clubs, we have lost members as many people have died or moved away without enough new people joining. This is a trend we need to reverse by growing membership and attracting new, younger able-bodied people to sustain the club and the Roxbourn Park railway’s future. It is critical to the railway’s survival that our income cover our costs and have enough able-bodied people to run and maintain the railway.

We have now been dealt an additional blow with the ULEZ. Most members are retired and/ or on limited incomes and many need to use large vehicles to transport locomotives for use on the Roxbourne railway. The threat of the additional cost of driving to Roxbourne Park has meant we have already received notice from three active members in Buckinghamshire that they will not be renewing their membership and several others have indicated that they cannot afford to attend as many days as before.

Our sustainable future plan  
We have developed a strategy to help us modernise and to strengthen our community focus which we hope will attract more members and visitors to safeguard the Roxbourne Railway’s future. 

1. Organisational changes 
Over the past few years, we have:

· Created a visitors’ area with seats and tables so they can sit, watch and have a picnic to increase the amenity of our site and make the “going to the trains, experience more enjoyable.
Opened our engine shed on Wednesdays to provide a meeting place and companionship for many of our elderly and retired members. 
· Built a 00-gauge railway layout in the engine shed and started a 00-gauge (Hornby) club. Once a month we throw open our doors for young people, typically between the ages of 5 and 11 to play trains. This now has around 20 active members with their parents. 
· Started a monthly club for young boys and girls typically between the age of 11 and 17 to learn how to be a guard and/or driver on our railway. Here experienced members provide practical training and pass on skills. We currently have over 10 young people regularly attending and three have already passed out as guards for public running. 
· On-demand hosting of children’s birthday parties. For this, we set up a small marquee for the party followed by rides on the railway. 
· Hold friends and family open days
· Develop a website, Facebook page and use Instagram to showcase what we do and communicate with our community. 

2. Additional accommodation
As part of our plan we desperately need additional accommodation to provide warm, dry welcoming spaces for:
· the public when it rains. Currently, we have no undercover space for visitors 
· our staff to issue tickets to the public, instead of from a draughty gazebo 
· hosting children’s birthday parties, rather than having to set up a marquee 
· a disabled loo available to our visitors and members alike, something we do not currently have. This will benefit many of our elderly members and make the railway more accessible for grandparents and those with disabled children 
· members to sit, chat, make cups of tea and for committee meetings 
· attracting new members who tend to expect better accommodation than we can currently offer 
· improving operational efficiency by having more space. 
· extra secure storage of rolling stock and equipment. 

Currently, our only building is a draughty engine shed full of engineering equipment which is not suitable or safe for public entry. And erecting and taking down a marquee (which takes 8 people to erect) and gazebos each weekend is very time-consuming and not suitable when it is cold and the wind is blowing and nor is it secure for collecting fares.

Additional accommodation on site is therefore crucial to the survival of the railway. The lack of suitable accommodation is holding us back. Sorting this out is the key to moving forward.  

We have identified the need for three buildings and these are the subject of this planning application: 
1. a combined ticket office and disabled-accessible loo open to the public as well as members
2. a space to host children's parties and other club events. 
3. Separate carriage shed to free up space in the clubhouse. 

It seemed that the cost of these facilities was quite beyond the club’s affordability. But by chance, an opportunity came up to purchase two suitable portacabins from a local charity “Get Set 4 Tennis”, (based in Maple Cross Park) which we can afford and we can repurpose on our site to provide the accommodation we need.  Also, with the endorsement of Harrow Council (our Landlord), we have applied for a Community Fund National Lottery grant to fund the purchase of the portacabins. We have now committed to purchase these portacabins which need to be moved off the Mapel Cross site before 15 September.  So whilst we are awaiting the outcomes of the planning application we intend to store them on our site recognising that if we are not successful they will need to be disposed of and removed from Roxbourne Park. Hopefully, this will not be the case.

Longer term we also need secure accommodation for our rolling stock and infrequently used tools and for this intend to purchase a standard 40ft container. 

Environmental impact 
The proposed buildings are temporary structures of a lightweight, metal prefabricated construction that will be delivered by lorry and craned into position and do not require more than shallow pad foundations such as railway sleepers. There will be no other disturbance to the landscape.

The siting of the buildings does not require the removal of any trees.  The position of all trees on our site is shown on the application drawing following a tree survey. If required we can add tree species.  

The portacabins and container are/will be refurbished second hand and therefore our buildings will be 100% recycled. 
 
The portacabins have already been painted green to blend in with the park, as will the container. When sited all three buildings will have sympathetic planting to further minimise any visual impact on our site and attract wildlife. 

