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Billy Johnson fires on the Swanage Railway  
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Foreword 

Teamwork, social integration, skills development and a sense of 
purpose are promoted in young people through volunteering on 
heritage railways.  Members of our group found some of the evidence 
from young people involved to be inspirational and the work being 
done by the railways to be a powerful force supporting social cohesion 
and a great example of vocational development and training.    

This report shows the important role of heritage railways in education 
and the training of young people, not just in the technical aspects of railways, but in life 
skills as well.  It is a symmetrical relationship as young people benefit greatly from working 
on heritage railways, while the future of heritage railways is greatly dependent on the young 
people they attract.   

In my own constituency, I have seen the value of the Great Central Railway to schools in 
Loughborough in bringing STEM education to life, and in providing apprenticeships and 
skills training for young people, and this report shows how such benefits are spread across 
the UK.   

The railways are also an important recruiting ground for the national rail network, and there 
is scope to develop this positive link proactively.  

Our report reveals that more young volunteers will need to be attracted to work on heritage 
railways if their long-term future is to be secured.  More needs to be done to encourage 
young women as volunteers in a sector that has traditionally been seen as activity for boys.  
We know that women and girls have the skills and aptitude to work in many areas such as 
engineering where they have traditionally been under-represented and in doing so will help 
the railways find the number of young volunteers they need for their longer term survival.    

I am grateful for the open approach adopted by all those who gave evidence, which has 
enabled us to produce a balanced report whose conclusions and recommendations will 
help inform the way forward.  I am grateful too for the support of the Heritage Railway 
Association in the supporting information they have provided and in meeting the cost of 
printing the report.   

We commend the report to the heritage rail movement, the national rail network and to 
Government, given the wide range of social and educational policies it covers, and we hope 
it will be the basis for future progress and particularly the removal of the constraints that are 
at present restricting the engagement with younger volunteers.   

Rt Hon Nicky Morgan MP,  

Chairman, All-Party Parliamentary Group on Heritage Rail 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List of members participating and their railway interests: 

Rt Hon Nicky Morgan MP, Chairman (Great Central Railway)  

Martin Vickers MP, Treasurer (Cleethorpes Coast Light Railway) 

Liz Saville-Roberts MP (Ffestiniog, Welsh Highland, Snowdon Mountain, Bala 
Lake, and Fairbourne railways) 

Lord Faulkner of Worcester, Vice Chairman (Heritage Railway Association 
President)  

Rt Hon the Lord Grocott, Vice Chairman (Telford Steam Railway) 

Rt Hon the Lord Shutt of Greetland OBE, Vice Chairman   

Lord Snape (former career railwayman) 

Lord Berkeley OBE (chairman Rail Freight Group) 

Clerk:  Chris Austin OBE (West Somerset Railway) 

1. Key Findings and Executive Summary 

a. Heritage railways bring a wide range of benefits to young people and to 
society.  They offer exciting and challenging opportunities for young 
volunteers, covering skills from precision engineering to catering. 

b. Young people who volunteer on heritage railways benefit significantly by 
developing their social skills as well as their technical expertise.  The 
experience encourages teamwork and discipline, interpersonal skills and 
social cohesion.  It can provide a sense of direction and purpose and help 
guide young people to worthwhile career and lifestyle choices.  

c. Heritage railways themselves provide a hugely valuable series of benefits and 
support a wide range of Government policies in relation to local economic 
growth, the encouragement of tourism, employment, training, social cohesion 
and accessibility. 

d. Heritage railways are an important recruiting ground for the national rail 
network, and there is a steady stream of young volunteers and paid staff, 
including some with apprenticeships, moving to work on the main line.   

e. Heritage railways have an important role to play in education, and school 
visits are a key part of the activities of most of the railways.  They are used to 
support topics on the science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) 
agenda as well as studies in history, geography, art and design.  This work is 
also supported by an extensive programme of events by the National Railway 
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Museum (NRM) in York and Shildon, which benefit 147,000 young people a 
year.  

f. Many heritage railways do well to run apprenticeships for younger staff.  The 
best example, which is a model for other areas of activity, is the training 
scheme for the highly specialised skills of managing steam locomotive boilers 
operated by the Boiler and Engineering Skills Training Trust (BESTT). 

g. Heritage railways rely very largely on volunteers and could not exist without 
them, but the number of young (under 18) volunteers is only around 5% and 
the number of young female volunteers is very small (under 1%).   

h. The requirements of heritage railways are strongly focused on safety and they 
have in place measures to protect young volunteers through their safety 
management systems, governance and risk assessments.  Special care 
needs to be taken with young volunteers, to ensure they work within their own 
capabilities and competencies. 

i. In a traditionally male sector, many more women are now involved in working 
on and managing heritage railways.  Whilst numbers remain small, it is clear 
that young women volunteers are prepared to undertake non-traditional jobs, 
and this needs to be fostered and encouraged.  At present, the latent talent of 
young women volunteers and paid staff is not being fully used by heritage 
railways.  

j. Outdated legislation in the form of the Employment of Women, Young Persons 
and Children Act (the 1920 Act) has already become a significant constraint 
on recruiting young volunteers under 16.  This not only prevents them 
benefiting from the experiences their parents and grandparents had, but risks 
losing them altogether to railways, as they find another outlet for their 
interests at a crucial stage in their lives and when exploring future 
employment.    

k. Disclosure and barring are important and affect all railways, but the process is 
bureaucratic and hard for volunteers to administer.  In particular requirements 
in relation to 16-18 years olds are unclear and the Disclosure and Barring 
Service (DBS) appears not to have been able to provide greater clarity.  We 
do not believe it is right for this to be left by legislators for the courts to 
determine, and the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) should make 
the position clear, particularly where implementation of this important 
requirement is the responsibility of volunteers rather than paid employees. 

Conclusions and recommendations are shown in section 16 of this report.  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2. Introduction 

Young volunteers are the future of heritage railways, and the experience of working on 
them gives them life skills and confidence as well as the enjoyment of working with 
those sharing their interests, spanning the generational divide. 

The importance of heritage railways to the local economy for both employment and 
tourism was described in the Group’s first report, The Value of Heritage Railways, 
published in 2013.   

Heritage railways employ just over 3,000 full time equivalent staff and some 22,000 
volunteers and are supported by many more people in terms of donations and 
shareholdings.  A recent survey by the Heritage Railway Association (HRA) showed 
some 774 younger volunteers (under 16) and this number is probably slightly 
understated. 

The current number of young volunteers (around 3.5% of the workforce) is not adequate 
to ensure the continuation of the present level of heritage rail activity in the long term 
and this report considers what might be done to improve recruitment, and in particular to 
encourage more young women to become involved.  

3. Remit  

i) The study aimed to establish the facts about the numbers of young people 
attracted to heritage railways, to identify and analyse the training schemes and 
apprenticeships on offer and to assess their value.  

ii) It also sought to establish the extent to which the railways offer facilities to 
schools and colleges that are relevant to the curriculum for educational visits, 
projects and work experience schemes.  It considered how the railways’ offer 
meets the needs of schools and how this might be improved to mutual benefit.   

iii) The study looks at the legislative and regulatory issues surrounding working with 
young people, considers how far they limit the scope for encouraging young 
volunteers and recommends how problems might be overcome without 
diminishing the protection offered to them.   

iv) The overall objective has been to report on measures to make it easier for  
heritage railways to engage and foster the interest of young people and  
offer them the opportunity of work experience or of training and employment  
 in the wide range of skills needed to operate heritage railways today.  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4. The Value of Volunteering 

Heritage railways rely principally on volunteers for restoring and operating the railways, 
managing them and fundraising.  Indeed, some like the Helston and Leighton Buzzard 
Railways are entirely run by volunteers with no paid staff.     

The majority of volunteers are, unsurprisingly, in the 55+ age group, but a core of working 
age volunteers exist as well as an enthusiastic minority of younger volunteers (under 21).  
Accurate figures do not exist, but the latter probably represent around 3.5% of the volunteer 
workforce.  This is seen by the heritage railway movement as insufficient to ensure 
continuity as older members retire or become inactive.  Consequently, most railways have 
set about active recruitment and encouragement of young volunteers. 

We recommend that heritage railways should record the number of young people 
engaged with the railway and HRA should keep aggregate national figures. 

!  

Model railways help to teach basic principles of railway operation and call for dexterity and skill in building and 
maintaining the layouts, as here on the West Somerset Railway which has a thriving group of young 
volunteers. 
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5. Activities 

The activities undertaken by young volunteers are many and varied.  This is itself part of the 
underlying interest of working on a railway, covering a wide range of engineering, operating, 
marketing and administrative skills.   

Our witnesses told us that the principal tasks undertaken by young volunteers included: 

• Locomotive cleaning 

• Assistance with locomotive fitting (with limitations on power tools) 

• Carriage maintenance or restoration 

• Travelling ticket inspectors 

• Litter picking from trains 

• Catering 

• Vegetation clearance 

• General building work 

• Station duties (passenger assistance, cleaning, but not train despatch) 

• Model railway operation (teaching basic railway procedures) 

It is noted that these tasks are ideally suited as a basis for gaining knowledge and skills 
relating to railway work, while avoiding safety critical tasks.   

6. Young Volunteer Groups 

The evidence shows that the larger railways run bespoke groups for young people, which 
help channel their interests, develop skills and have clear social benefits in raising self 
confidence amongst young members.  The Swanage Railway told us that some of their 
young volunteers had experienced bullying by their peers outside who did not share an 
enthusiasm for railways.  Those joining their youth group the Sygnets, who had previously 
wanted to hide their interests or who had felt "different" or isolated, had become part of a 
friendly, welcoming group of people with similar interests providing an outlet for expressing 
their enthusiasm without being judged.  They felt part of a like-minded group, and indeed 
could gain approval and credit for their interest and knowledge.  

The largest railways were able to provide different groups for different age groups.  So, the 
Bluebell Railway offered membership of the Stepney club (named after one of their 
diminutive engines) for the youngest children (under 8s) to foster their interest and arrange 
train trips and visits to other railways.  For 9-15 year olds, the 9F club (named after a larger 
freight engine) had offered the chance of supervised work on engine cleaning, carriage 
restoration and station platform duties.  Monthly meetings allow members to learn about 
railway operations and maintenance.   
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The North Yorkshire Moors Railway, however, has a young volunteers group working in the 
locomotive sheds, one for catering on stations and trains, and two groups undertaking a 
variety of duties along the line with station groups at Pickering and Levisham.       

Smaller railways do not have the resources to run special groups, but youngsters are able 
to participate by being paired with an older, qualified volunteer.  The Ravenglass & Eskdale 
Railway have formalised this approach through a “buddy” system for training guards.  The 
railway confirms that this has been successful in passing on the specific skills required, but 
also in encouraging the young volunteer to gain in confidence by learning about team 
working and social interaction.   

7. Changing Interests and Aspirations 

2018 marks the 50th anniversary since the end of main line steam on British Rail.  So, most 
people under 60 will have little recollection of what the national railway network was like 
with steam.  The passion and interest is still strong in spite of this long gap, but it does 
mean that some railways have broadened their appeal to reflect the fading memory of 
steam, and indeed there is a strong interest also in ‘heritage’ diesels (those built between 
1957 and 1987).  The Ravenglass & Eskdale Railway faced this challenge directly and 
started to recruit based on the value of volunteering to the individual, rather than by 
appealing to a sense of nostalgia about steam trains.      

�  

Steam retains its fascination across the generations.  Sygnets listen with rapt attention as the controls of 
express passenger locomotive ‘Eddystone’ are explained on the Swanage Railway 
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8. Rail Industry Careers 

Without exception, all the railways giving evidence had seen one or more of their young 
volunteers move on to work on the national rail network.  It is clear that heritage railways 
are a valuable recruiting ground for the rail industry and that those transferring offer a depth 
of knowledge and work experience which gives them a head start in their new employment.  
This not only applies to those who have served an apprenticeship with a heritage railway, 
but also to those who have gained experience, but without formal qualifications.   

The Group was pleased to hear from the NRM that this interest in railways as a career was 
being encouraged through specific exhibitions and events around the theme of engineering, 
designed to help young people, and particularly young women who are interested in a 
career in this area and to link with STEM initiatives.  

Both Network Rail and the Association of Train Operating Companies, now the Rail Delivery 
Group (RDG) have had positive links with heritage railways in providing occasional 
voluntary working parties as part of a team building exercise or social responsibility 
outreach.  This sort of link can also help to encourage young volunteers to consider the 
railway as a future career.   

We took evidence from two young railway professionals who had started on heritage 
railways.  From the Ffestiniog Railway Dan Jones had been a young volunteer on the 
railway, working on carriage building at Boston Lodge works, and was now working on 
vehicle design for Vivarail, the company developing rebuilt trains for local services run by 
Adrian Shooter.    The second was Ben Grellier, a young volunteer with the West Somerset 
Railway who had worked as an operations manager on that railway before joining London 
Underground as a trainee where he was now a duty station manager on the Piccadilly Line.   
In both cases, the opportunities offered by the heritage railway led directly to their career 
success in the wider rail industry.   

Dan Jones’ evidence highlighted the benefits he gained in a wide range of life skills, which 
helped him in the transition from living at home to living on the railway and then at 
university.  His knowledge gained on the Ffestiniog Railway had given him the knowledge 
and confidence to command attention when he applied for the post at Vivarail.   

Ben Grellier’s evidence highlighted the fact the wide range of training and experience 
available to young volunteers were not widely known outside the heritage railway 
movement.  In his view, the HRA should do more to promote these benefits which would, of 
themselves, attract further volunteers from able and ambitious young people.  Working on a 
dining train, he said by way of example, was a good first step for anyone contemplating a 
career in the hospitality industry.    

Sir Peter Hendy endorsed the work of Young Rail Professionals, the group formed in 2009 
to inspire and develop the next generation of railway talent, and there would appear to be 
scope for a link here to encourage and guide young people from heritage railways who 
want to make the railway their career.     
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In his statement of December 2017, the Secretary of State for Transport, Chris Grayling set 
out a vision  for an expanded rail network that would include routes, such as the line to 1

Okehampton, that are not owned by Network Rail, and on which heritage trains run.  In his 
address to the Group on 13 July 2016, the Department’s Managing Director, Passenger 
Services, Pete Wilkinson, spoke of the opportunities for closer working between heritage 
railways and the national network, including through services where there was a business 
case and a willingness by the private railway to do so.  These opportunities and the career 
route from heritage railways to the national network suggest the need for closer cooperation 
in the future to encourage such developments. It also supports the development route for 
younger staff moving between railways as part of a natural chain of professional 
development.  

The most recent franchise specifications have included invitations to consider closer 
working with neighbouring heritage railways, and we recommend that this should extend 
to an invitation to consider extending the scope for this to work-related co-operation.  
This might take the form of work experience, apprenticeships and recruitment days.     

This role of induction and training by heritage railways for future staff really justifies 
wider recognition by the railway industry, and it may be that some main line rail 
companies would want to encourage this more proactively with their local heritage 
railway. This should be considered further by the RDG and Network Rail in the 
context both of future recruitment of rail staff and of social responsibility. 

There may also be scope for a link between HRA and the Young Rail Professionals 
Group as well as building on the link with the Institute of Railway Operators. 

9. Legislation – The 1920 Act 

A number of pieces of legislation govern what young volunteers can do on a heritage 
railway.  This is not drawn together in any one place and there have been many 
amendments over the years to Acts governing health and safety at work, education and 
hours of employment.  The Epping-Ongar Railway reported that “Much of the legislation is 
old, has been the subject of various amendments over the years and is generally difficult to 
find.”    

The overriding concern relates to the 1920 Act  which was passed in a very different era, 2

some 32 years before the first preserved railway started operation with volunteers.  It 
makes it unlawful to employ young people under 16 on railways, and, as interpreted 
through later legislation, this has now been taken to include volunteers.  No prosecution has 
ever been brought under section 1 of the Act, and the provision languished unnoticed on 
the statute book for many years, until it was brought to light in 2015.  The HRA was so 
concerned at the implications that they sought Leading Counsel’s opinion which confirmed 

 Connec2ng People; a Strategic Vision for Rail; 29 November 20171

 The background to this Act is set out as a rider to this report.2
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that the Act remained in force and that it was unlawful to allow volunteers under 16 to 
undertake work on a heritage railway. 

Clearly this was not within the contemplation of Parliament at the time the Act was passed, 
but its effect is to prevent enthusiastic young people from enjoying the special experience of 
working on a steam railway, which an earlier generation of volunteers was able to do.  The 
result is divisive in excluding young people from this activity which is so valuable in 
providing work experience, developing social and interpersonal skills and training and is a 
socially inclusive activity.    

The Office of Rail and Road (ORR) has been helpful in confirming that they had no intention 
of enforcing the Act, and by providing clear guidance on how to approach the management 
of young people engaged in railway activities.  Nevertheless, there is an understandable 
reluctance by railway managers and directors to allow work to be undertaken by this age 
group in the face of such a clear opinion by Counsel on its legality.  Whilst ORR may not 
take action under the Act, this does not guarantee that a private third party (individual or 
local authority) would not do so.  Nor is it to be assumed that insurers will not seek to avoid 
meeting claims arising from the engagement of young people on railways on the ground 
that it is contrary to the legislation. 

In the case of our two witnesses Dan Jones and Ben Grellier, described in section 8 above, 
the managers of the heritage railways on which they had worked confirmed that, had the 
constraints of the 1920 Act been known when they started volunteering, these opportunities 
would not have been available, and such a career path would not be possible today. 

Ffestiniog Railway General Manager, Paul Lewin made the point that now the implications 
of the 1920 Act were understood, he was “having to turn young people away and was 
seeing them go elsewhere to find an outlet for their talents and energy.”      

The Swanage Railway has been able to use the provisions of the Education Act, 1996 in 
relation to work experience to support short term projects and assignments involving 
under-16s, but this is clearly not a solution for those who want to engage on a regular basis. 

The issue has been raised in Parliament by Rt Hon Nicky Morgan MP (Chairman of this 
Group) and Lord Faulkner (Vice Chairman), and the latter has a private member’s bill 
awaiting second reading to exclude heritage railways and tramways from the provisions of 
the 1920 Act.  Ministers have indicated that the Government does not want to exclude 
young people from volunteering on heritage railways, but it is clear that there is no appetite 
by the Government for legislative change.   This may be due to lack of Parliamentary time, 
and is complicated by the implications of change for other industries apart from railways.  
There is clearly a concern about legislating to remove what appears to be a protective 
provision for young people, even though it has for practical purposes been rendered 
ineffective by the ORR decision not to enforce its provisions.   
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The Group believes the present position is quite unacceptable and leaves young people, 
particularly between 14 and 16, unable to enjoy and benefit from the experience of working 
on a steam railway.  The railways are thus unable to engage their enthusiasm at a crucial 
time in their development and the opportunity to encourage enthusiastic recruits to the rail 
industry is being lost.  The Group recommends the repeal of the relevant section of the 
Act, or to disapply it in relation to heritage railways and tramways by the time of the 
centenary of Royal Assent to the original Act in 2020.   The APPGHR Officers will 
continue to raise this issue in Parliament and with ministers.  

This might be achieved through secondary legislation under the Health & Safety at Work, 
etc. Act, 1974, specifically to permit volunteers between 14 and 16 to engage in 
volunteering on heritage railways, where protection for young volunteers is provided by a 
safety management system (SMS) and a wide range of more closely targeted Regulations.   

10.Safety  

Evidence from heritage railways showed them to be both aware of their responsibilities on 
safety and that they saw this as the overriding priority.   

We took evidence from the Chief Inspector of Railways, Ian Prosser, who gave us very 
clear advice that the basis of the safety of young people on heritage railways, as for any 
other volunteers, was a proper risk assessment of the task to be undertaken and the skills, 
competencies and capability of the people involved.  A good Safety Management System 
would take account of the specific needs of young or other vulnerable volunteers.  This 
needed to be actively managed, and, as with other aspects of safety management, good 
governance was of great importance.  Most heritage railways involved a number of 
organisations in providing support for running the railway, and it was essential to have 
absolute clarity on who was in charge of each activity.  A clear line of control had to run from 
top to bottom of the organisation, and a formal structure was needed, using the Risk 
Management Maturity Model.  On the national network, this was managed through RDG, 
but for heritage railways, it needed to be undertaken with individual railways helping each 
other, and it is recommended that HRA should encourage the establishment of pilot 
projects to establish how this might work in the heritage sector.   

Training by older staff also required the right competencies and good management, and the 
SMS should set out how they are to be led and supervised.  Managers needed to talk to 
young volunteers to assure themselves that the process is being followed and they should 
involve the parents when required.  Where things have gone wrong, there has usually been 
a disconnect here.  

Martin Richards, speaking in relation to insurance, also confirmed that the best way to keep 
premiums down was to have an effective SMS, and tasks that were properly risk assessed, 
taking account of competencies and capability.  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11. Opportunities for young women 

Railways have traditionally been run by a majority of male staff, and have been seen as 
involving heavy manual work and a sector with traditional attitudes.  This is no longer the 
case on the national network, where there has been a huge increase in the number of 
women employed including in the traditional craft skills of train crew and work on the track, 
for example.  This is reflected in heritage railways as well, with many railways recruiting 
female firemen, for example, many of whom will graduate to being steam locomotive 
drivers.  Many more women occupy management positions on heritage railways than ten 
years ago, but there is a long way to go, and women remain a small minority amongst 
volunteers including young volunteers.   

The railway reflects the position nationally in engineering, where only 9% of the workforce is 
female, and only 6% of registered engineers and technicians (CEng, IEng, EngTech) are 
women .  In 2013/14 women accounted for only 3.8% of engineering apprenticeship starts 3

and 1.7% of construction skills starts .   4

The Science Museum Group has done good work in this field, through their Enterprising 
Science partnership, encouraging young people to develop their ‘science capital’ to 
encourage engagement with science subjects, regardless of gender.  Similarly, the NRM 
encourages participation through the Trans Pennine Ambassadors Hub, to inspire the next 
generation of STEM professionals.  NRM has also supported this work with special STEM 
based exhibitions at York   

There is every reason for heritage railways to encourage more young female volunteers, 
and they would benefit from diversity, given that companies are 15% more likely to be 
successful if they are gender diverse .  The interest and wide range of opportunities on 5

heritage railways suggest that it could be one way of developing an interest that would help 
to increase the involvement of young women in science and engineering generally. 

Given the low percentage of young volunteers overall, active recruitment of young women 
could help to increase numbers. 

Young women who do volunteer find the experience worthwhile, and it encourages them to 
be ambitious in their approach.  Tamsin, aged 16, from the Helston Railway said:  

“I have volunteered as a part of my Gold Duke of Edinburgh's 'volunteering' section. This 
now involves helping with track side clearance and assisting the membership secretary with 
her admin duties.  I have just requested that I can be considered to be trained as a driver.”   

 Engineering UK, 2015: The State of Engineering3

 FE Data Library. Updated Dec 20154

 Why Diversity MaWers ar2cle; McKinsey & Co, Jan 20155
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Several young women are members of the young volunteers group that looks after Newtondale Halt on the 
NYMR, a stop that is only accessible by train and on foot. 

Heritage Railways and the HRA should encourage this and promote young women like 
Tamsin as role models to encourage others.    

Statutory Department for Education (DfE) guidance on careers advice in schools makes 
clear the need to emphasise to girls in particular the opportunities created for those who 
choose science subjects at school and college.  DfE should work with DfT and consider 
expanding this guidance to provide specific encouragement to young women to 
consider the rail industry because of its wide diversity of engineering and skilled 
technical opportunities.  HRA should consider how to encourage young women 
volunteers by de-mystifying the railway jargon to make clear the opportunities for 
engagement and work experience on member railways.      
   

12.Training and Apprenticeships 

Several railways referred to railway projects undertaken by young people in relation to the 
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award and the Prince’s Trust community programmes.  Larger railways 
have well organised apprenticeship schemes, particularly for steam locomotive fitters, but 
also for other trades, and some of the smaller railways also offer a limited number of 
apprenticeships.  Others do not have the resources to support apprenticeship schemes or 
to provide the necessary level of mentoring.   
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Young volunteers clean ‘Secundus,’ an 1874 narrow gauge locomotive built to haul china clay on the Isle of 
Purbeck.  Cleaning is the first step to learning how a steam locomotive works and how it is maintained.   

A key skill required which is specific to the operation of steam engines (including marine 
engines) is boiler overhaul, repair and maintenance.  Here BESTT is providing training to 
address the urgent challenge of disappearing engineering craft skills needed to maintain 
safe and sustainable steam heritage operations.  This is an increasingly specialist sector 
which lacked any formal training structure and where a clear skills gap had occurred.  
BESTT developed their scheme with the HRA, the National Traction Engine Trust, Maritime 
Heritage Trust and other sector bodies, and training is based on the HRA Boiler Code of 
Practice.  The scope of the scheme has now been extended from locomotive boilers to 
running gear and to the maintenance of carriages.   

BESTT is an excellent example of cooperation between organisations facing similar 
problems which have together identified a solution and secured the funding to implement it.  
It is a good example of the resilience and creative approach of the heritage railway 
movement.     

For young volunteers who progress to work on the national rail network, the 
apprenticeships completed on heritage railways may not be directly transferable to their 
new employer, but it will have given them the confidence and background knowledge to 
deal more effectively with a new training programme, and to become more effective more 
quickly in their new role.   
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Whilst engineering apprenticeships are well established, there is also a case for a ‘traffic 
management’ apprenticeship covering the basic skills required to operate railways, 
including safety, operational management, timetabling, train control and an understanding 
of the interfaces between the many disciplines that have to be brought together to provide 
the service to the passenger.  HRA should consider initiating such a scheme. 

Network Rail work with some heritage railways to provide a safer working environment for 
their young employees to acquire skills training.  Their Chairman, Sir Peter Hendy 
underlined the need for heritage railways and museums to fund apprenticeships to ensure 
the continued operation of historic vehicles.  In some cases, available funds should be 
diverted to this rather than the acquisition of additional vehicles.   

13.Succession and younger managers 

The evidence we took demonstrated that the movement as a whole fully appreciates and 
supports the need to recruit younger volunteers to take over from the older ones as they 
retire or cease active involvement.  The other side of the coin is the need for older 
volunteers, particularly in management or supervisory positions to be prepared to step 
aside to create the promotional opportunities for younger volunteers to encourage them to 
develop their talents and to prevent frustration from those that may wait a long time for 
promotional opportunities.   

This is not easy, as the enthusiasm and determination of older volunteers in earlier days 
have secured the remarkable group of heritage railways that exist today, but it is evident 
that some volunteers continue to carry front line responsibilities even when they become 
quite elderly.  An added complication is that in many cases, older volunteers stay on 
because of a perceived lack of willing volunteers to replace them.    

Recruiting more volunteers may help, but it may be in some cases that the retirement of a 
long-serving volunteer will open up new opportunities for those currently in subordinate 
positions.  This clearly cannot be dealt with through the application of an age limit, but from 
time to time, directors should review the position to try to make sure that initiative and talent 
of younger people are not stifled.   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14.Managing young volunteers; Safeguarding   

As noted in our previous report , there are different structures for the management of 6

heritage railways, but most are run by an unremunerated board of directors.  Most have a 
mix of working volunteers as directors, and other non-executive directors who have wider 
business experience, and may not be working volunteers.  Most railways also have a 
supporters’ association, which may be involved in recruitment and fund-raising or 
undertaking specific (non-commercial) heritage projects.  The trustees of these associations 
are also generally volunteers and give their time and expertise freely. 

These railways have worked hard to improve their governance arrangements and have 
been encouraged to do so by the HRA and ORR (through Her Majesty’s Railway 
Inspectorate – see above).  The 66 years of preserved railways run by volunteers have 
seen huge changes in the responsibilities of directors, notably under the Companies Acts, 
health & safety at work legislation, and regulations made under the Railways Act, 1993.   

The responsibilities on heritage railway directors have increased accordingly, and it has 
become increasingly difficult to recruit new directors prepared to shoulder these 
responsibilities in retirement.  As people have started to work longer the pool of potential 
managers and directors from those who had taken early retirement in their 50s has 
diminished, adding to these difficulties.   

Whilst the railways are self reliant and did not complain about burdensome regulation, it 
was apparent from the evidence taken that in terms of managing young people, it was 
particularly hard to find enough volunteers to take on the responsibility for supervising, 
protecting, training and mentoring young volunteers.  This was partly because many older 
volunteers enjoyed the work they were doing on restoration or operation, but did not 
necessarily want to devote a lot of time to looking after younger workers, and partly as a 
result of the constraints of the DBS.     

The Great Central told us that DBS was “perceived as a barrier to further developing work 
with children and young people.  Management consider that the regime is bureaucratic and 
expensive to implement, this leads to policies and practices that comply with the regulations 
but inhibit the involvement of younger volunteers.  Some volunteers who might otherwise be 
excellent participants in such work consider that a DBS is intrusive and decline 
involvement.” 

The Swanage Railway told us “There has been some uncertainty about the requirement for 
supervision of 16 - 18 year olds when working on the railway (as part of a Sygnets activity 
or not) and whether there needs to be a DBS-cleared supervisor. The law is ambiguous in 
this area and advice from the HRA has been to put in place an "appropriate" policy. The 
DBS helpline itself has been unable to provide a definitive answer. Lack of clarity in this 
area is of great concern since, if we are found to be interpreting the law incorrectly, there 
could be significant consequences for the railway and the individuals concerned.” 

 Report on the Value of Heritage Railways, July, 20136
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It is recommended that the DWP should be asked to clarify the position, rather than 
leaving it to the courts to decide, with consequent uncertainty for the volunteer 
directors that this implies. 
 

15.Education and school visits.   

Railways are a rich seam to mine for wider educational reasons.  The history of the railway 
is the history of modern Britain, and it continues to be a core part of national development, 
with increasing numbers of young people riding the national rail network.  The study of 
railways in particular supports the STEM curriculum of Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Maths.  The story of the railway is also relevant to history, geography, art and design.  
Recognising this, most railways encourage visits from local schools and some offer a broad 
range of engagement in support of the National Curriculum.   

In some cases (as on the North Yorkshire Moors Railway), good facilities are available, 
including a classroom.  The Great Central Railway even runs to a NAAFI -style canteen to 
support teaching about the second world war and evacuation.      

The only constraint is the availability of volunteers to devote time to preparing and running 
such courses and visits.  Some of the larger railways employ paid staff to run these, but 
most are simply unable to afford this.  Some have been able to use Heritage Lottery Fund 
grants to improve their educational offer.   

The Science Museum Group does a lot of good work in this area.  At the two railway 
museums at York and Shildon, over 45,000 people visited as part of a booked educational 
group in 2016/17 and the number of visitors under 18 who participated in on-site organised 
activities was an amazing 147,000 across the two museums.  Workshops are run for Key 
Stage 1-3 subjects, and this appears likely to increase, not least because the plans for 
future development at York included the creation of a new Interactive Gallery aimed at 7-14 
year olds (approximately £5 million) which would offer hands-on engineering activities and 
link to broader STEM themes.  

STEAM museum at Swindon focussed on Key Stages 1 and 2 and were (unusually) funded 
by the local authority to undertake this educational outreach.  The museum itself is ideally 
placed to tell the social history of the railway and a railway town, while the story of the 
second world war was told in a saloon carriage built by the GWR for Queen Victoria and 
involved role play, which has proved to be very effective and popular with young visitors. 
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Future engineers at the Murphy Hub in the Great Hall of the NRM.  In the background is that icon of 
mechanical engineering, ‘Mallard,’ holding the world speed record for steam locomotives.   

   

16.Conclusions (Recommendations are in bold type.) 

A. Involving Young People.  All the railways giving evidence have special schemes to 
encourage an interest by young people in railways and volunteering.   

i. For very young children this takes the form of talks, visits and special events.  

ii. From the age of ten, youngsters are keen to volunteer and want to get their 
hands dirty! 

iii. The 14-16 age group appears to be crucial in engaging the interest of young 
people which will last into adulthood, and is the age group precluded from 
working on heritage railways by the 1920 Act. 

iv. The schemes generally are based on the younger members being properly 
mentored by the older ones and supervised by adult volunteers.  

v. Several railways said that the involvement of young volunteers gave them life 
skills as well as railway skills, particularly for those with learning or 
behavioural difficulties. 

vi. It is important to continue to encourage younger people (under 16) to 
participate in heritage rail activities and to maintain their interest to the 
point at which they have to make decisions on future career choices and 
training.  Legislation relating to under 16s should avoid precluding 
young volunteers in this category on heritage railways and tramways. 
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vii. We recommend that heritage railways should record the number of 
young people engaged with the railway and HRA should keep aggregate 
national figures, to have a better basis of understanding whether or not 
the numbers recruited are sufficient to sustain the sector in the longer 
term.   

viii. The objective should be to double the number of young volunteers by 
2025 to around 1500 (or some 7% of the volunteer workforce), subject to 
an appropriate change in the law.   

B. Recruitment for National Rail.  Almost all heritage railways have examples of their 
young volunteers who have gone on to work on the national network, so are proving 
to be a valuable recruiting ground for the main line.   

i) This has also been admirably supported by the NRM which has run exhibitions 
and events around the theme of engineering, designed to help young people, and 
particularly young women who are interested in a career in this area and link with 
STEM initiatives.  

ii) This role of induction and training by heritage railways really justifies wider 
recognition by the railway industry, and it may be that some main line rail 
companies would want to encourage this more proactively with their local 
heritage railway.  This should be considered further by the RDG and 
Network Rail in the context both of future recruitment of rail staff and of 
social responsibility.   

iii) We recommend that relevant franchise agreements which include an 
invitation to bidders to form closer links with neighbouring heritage 
railways should specifically include training or work experience for young 
people. 

iv) There may also be scope for a link between HRA and the Young Rail 
Professionals Group as well as building on the link with the Institute of 
Railway Operators. 
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C. Apprenticeships.  Many railways offer apprenticeships.  Of particular importance 
has been boilersmith training, arranged by HRA with BESTT, where specific skills are 
required for railway, marine and traction engine applications which are not normally 
available in the wider boiler market.  This appears to be a key development for 
the future of the sector and should be continued.     

HRA should consider the development of a “Traffic Apprenticeship” scheme to 
equip young volunteers to understand the relationships between the railway 
disciplines and as a first step to acquiring more formal railway operation 
qualifications, such as those provided by the Institute of Railway Operators. 

D. Safeguarding.  The railways have put in place methods of working to ensure the 
safety of young volunteers and to ensure their safeguarding while they are with the 
railway.  

i) All provide support for young volunteers through a mentoring system with older 
volunteers, or a ‘buddy’ system with contemporaries.  

ii) More and more regulations relating to young people are creating tensions in 
organisations that are principally run with limited resources by volunteers.  The 
level of supervision required already threatens to outweigh the benefits of the 
input from the youngsters and the willingness of older volunteers to oversee 
them.   

iii) Some railways find the DBS procedure intrusive and a deterrent to recruiting 
adult mentors and supervisors.  Other railways accept it as inevitable. 

iv) There appears to be some ambiguity on whether or not a DBS cleared mentor 
was required for 16-18 year olds which even the DBS itself had been unable to 
clarify.  The DWP should be asked to clarify the position, rather than leaving 
it to the courts to resolve with the uncertainty this implies. 
    

E. Legislation.  On top of this, is the wording of the outdated 1920 Act, which, as a 
result of subsequent interpretation widening its scope, precludes all work by those 
under 16 on railways (including volunteering).   

i) Already this has interrupted the recruitment of volunteers and most railways are 
now unwilling to take volunteers under the age of 16.  

ii) Some railways have restricted young volunteers from specific activities, such as 
working (under supervision) to cut back lineside undergrowth. 

iii) HRA has clear advice through Counsel’s opinion, that the employment of under 
16s, even as volunteers is not permitted under the 1920 Act. 

iv) Some railways required parents to be in attendance when 14-16 year olds were 
working.  
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v) Some railways now run volunteer sessions for under-16s structured as work 
experience under the 1996 Act.   

vi) ORR has confirmed that it would take no action to enforce the 1920 Act, and the 
insurance witness assured the group that it would not make any difference to the 
cost or cover of insurance. 

vii) Despite this, railways clearly do not wish to break the law, however inappropriate 
it may be.  

viii) The Group recommends the repeal of the relevant section of the Act, or 
to disapply it in relation to heritage railways and tramways by the time of 
the centenary of Royal Assent to the original Act in 1920.  The APPGHR 
officers will continue to raise the issue in Parliament and with ministers. 

F. Safety.  Clear guidance from the Chief Inspector of Railways was that the safety of 
young people is best managed as with any other risk, through each railway’s SMS.  
This had to make clear the lines of responsibility, the scope of the work that could be 
undertaken as well as its limitations.  It should be actively managed and directors 
and managers should talk regularly with young volunteers to reinforce the safety 
messages and to ensure that the requirements of the SMS were understood and 
observed throughout the organisation, using the Risk Management Maturity Model, 
reviewed by another railway.  It is recommended that HRA should encourage the 
establishment of pilot projects to establish how this might work in the heritage 
sector.   ORR should set out their requirements in a clear guidance note for 
heritage railways and tramways. 

G. Young women volunteers.  Whilst many women are volunteers on heritage 
railways, the number of young women volunteers is very small.  DfE should work 
with DfT and consider expanding their careers guidance to schools to provide 
specific encouragement to young women to consider the rail industry because 
of its wide diversity of engineering and skilled technical opportunities.  HRA 
should consider how to encourage young women volunteers by de-mystifying 
the railway jargon to make clear the opportunities for engagement and work 
experience on member railways. 

H. Insurance.  Insurers too saw the SMS as the essential way to manage risks and to 
ensure the safety of young volunteers.  A good SMS, actively managed, would help 
to reduce insurance premia.  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I. Management.  The evidence pointed to a wider problem of management from 
piecemeal legislation and regulation that has grown unchecked over the last 60 
years.  The growing workload from primary legislation and from regulations under 
delegated powers is imposing much greater strains and responsibilities on the 
management teams of heritage railways, and in particular the larger ones.  Overall 
responsibility devolves generally on volunteers supported by a very small number of 
paid managers.  It is becoming increasingly difficult to find volunteer directors who 
are prepared to shoulder these increasingly onerous responsibilities.  The future of 
the voluntary sector is uncertain as a consequence, and this is not limited to heritage 
railways.  There is a need to undertake a ‘red tape’ review to ensure that relevant 
regulations are fit for purpose.  It is recommended that this issue should be 
properly debated between the voluntary sector and Government through a 
series of structured seminars to identify the problems in detail and 
recommend practical solutions, which should include legislative change where 
needed.      

J. Succession.  Evidence was given that it is hard for some older volunteers to step 
back and hand over responsibilities to the younger generation.  There is a need to 
pass over real responsibility as part of the training and preparation to enable younger 
successors to take full responsibility in the future.   

K. Schools and Colleges.  All railways submitting evidence welcomed school visits, 
although some were limited by the number of volunteers available to help.  In the 
case of those HRA members which are charities, it is usually an essential element in 
their securing charitable status. This was clearly a valuable service in terms of 
community engagement and social cohesion, as well as offering a brilliant medium 
for learning, particularly in relation to STEM subjects, history, geography, art and 
design. Overall, there was a link with Key Stages 1-3 of the National Curriculum.  
Heritage Railways are, inter alia, a valuable educational resource, provided at no 
public expense.  

i) The NRM was in the lead on this with a well structured programme of focused 
school visits, and welcomed huge numbers of young visitors each year, almost 
150,000 instances of participation in group visits. 

ii) Some railways developed visits to link with Key Stage 3, specifically relating to 
local history, transport, the industrial revolution, the Victorians and WWII 
evacuations. 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iii) For older students, railways had inspired innovative art projects and film making, 
and in some cases had been used to support the STEM curriculum or the basis 
of practical experience for engineering courses.    

iv) Railways had also provided volunteering opportunities for the Princes Trust and 
the basis of work experience. 
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RIDER 
The Employment of Women, Young Persons and Children Act, 1920 

The purpose of the 1920 Act was to enable the Government to ra2fy the Interna2onal Conven2ons 
adopted in Washington in 1919 by the Interna2onal Labour Organisa2on of the League of Na2ons 
and so give effect to their provisions in United Kingdom law, par2cularly (for present purposes) in 
rela2on to the employment of children in industrial undertakings.  

Sec2on 1(1) of the Act provides that:  “No child shall be employed in an industrial undertaking.” 
 “Child” is taken to mean an individual not over compulsory school age (currently age 16 
years by virtue of sec2on 558 of the Educa2on Act 1996). 
 “Industrial undertaking” is defined to mean (inter alia) a railway.   Heritage railways were not 
in contempla2on of Parliament at that 2me, given that a railway on which volunteers worked did 
not come into existence un2l 32 years later, with the reopening of the Talyllyn Railway in 1952. 
 “Employed” for a long 2me was taken to mean the status of a person working under a 
contract of employment and therefore as not applying to volunteers.   However, when Parliament 
came to enact the Educa2on (Work Experience) Act 1973, which made provision for children to 
undertake work experience while s2ll at school (which work was undertaken in a voluntary 
capacity), it chose to disapply the 1920 Act, thus demonstra2ng that in the view of Parliament the 
word “employ” in the earlier Act was wide enough to extend to work undertaken in a voluntary 
capacity.   The provisions of the 1973 Act were subsequently re-enacted by the consolida2ng 
Educa2on Act 1996. 

Thus apart from engaging in work experience (which applies only to 14-16 year olds in any event), 
no child may be employed or work in a voluntary capacity on a railway under the age of 16.   
Leading counsel is of the view that this prohibi2on applies not only to work carried out directly on 
the railway itself but also to the carrying out of peripheral ac2vi2es such as catering, gardening and 
liWer collec2on and also to cases where the engagement of the volunteers is conducted through 
associated suppor2ng bodies. 

For England and Wales, the Children and Young Persons Act 1933 adds further restric2ons on the 
employment of children, such as the type of work and hours of work undertaken and the length of 
2me allowed off work.   In certain circumstances, the provisions extend to work done on a voluntary 
basis.  The Children and Young Persons (Scotland) 1937 makes similar provision in rela2on to 
Scotland. 

Local authori2es have powers to make bye-laws, imposing further restric2ons on the work children 
may undertake under the 1933 Act. 

Young persons aged between 16 and 18 years may undertake voluntary or employed work on a 
railway, but subject to a number of closely targeted health and safety protec2ve provisions imposed 
by Regula2ons principally made under the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974.  Legisla2on also 
enables young persons to par2cipate in training (including appren2ceships).
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Hands on Experience. Young Volunteers at Boston Lodge works on the Ffestiniog 
Railway learn about heavy engineering.


