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 Introduction 
 

JOP Consulting Ltd was commissioned to undertake an economic impact assessment of proposals to 
improve the rail access to Bala town on behalf of the Bala Lake Railway Trust (“BLR” hereon in).  
The original work was undertaken during the year November 2015 -16 and followed Green Book 
guidelines for undertaking such studies.   The report was updated in June 2021 to take account of the 
likely impact of Covid-19 on both the local area and the scheme.  JOP Consulting Ltd would like to 
acknowledge the support and contribution of the BLR to this study which has been material in 
generating a robust impact assessment.  This report details the key results of the economic impact 
assessment and continues with the following sections: 

- Background  
- Context  
- The BLR Project 
- Methodology 
- Survey Results 
- Impact Assessment 
- Conclusions 

Background 
 

Bala (& Penllyn) is a key market town destination located towards the south east of Snowdonia.    The 
town has a population of around 1,900 and is an important gateway for south Gwynedd / Meirionnydd 
tourism and outdoor activities, providing a vibrant retail, hospitality and accommodation offering 
within a high quality natural and built environment within the Snowdonia National Park.  Bala forms 
part of the Welsh Lake District.  The main lakes include Bala Lake (Llyn Tegid – largest natural lake 
in Wales), Lake Vyrnwy (Llyn Efyrnwy), Llyn Celyn and Llyn Brenig. The fast-flowing rivers of 
Tryweryn and Dee provide opportunities for fishing, canoeing and white water rafting (eg National 
Whitewater Rafting Centre). There are paths for walkers and mountain bikers to explore (eg Penllyn 
Forest). The proximate mountains rival those of other parts of Snowdonia with the main mountain 
ranges of Aran, Arenig and Berwyn with Cader Idris and the Rhinogs (Rhinogydd) also proximate to 
the town. 

One of the town’s key attractions is Bala Lake Railway.  Opened on the 13th August 1972 this is a 
narrow-gauge railway that runs along the old Ruabon – Barmouth GWR line which closed in 1965.  
The line runs to just over 7km starting / passing through 6 ‘stations’ along the eastern edges of Llyn 
Tegid including: 

• Llanuwchlyn which includes the main buildings, workshops and railway offices and is the effective 
primary station on the line; 

• Pentrepiod Halt - an operational request stop and the original ‘end of the journey’ when it was first 
opened in the mid-70s; 

• Glan Llyn Halt - a limited-use station, open only during the Halloween and Santa Special train 
services; 
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• Llangower - principal intermediate station that all trains stop at. It has a passing loop for two-train 
services; 

• Bryn Hynod Halt -  a request stop that closed in 2011 (platform demolished in February 2012); and 
• Penybont - terminus located near to the town of Bala to the far north eastern corner of the lake. 

The idea of a north westerly extension of the railway into the town of Bala was part of the original plan 
back in the mid-70s and which was scheduled to be completed in 1981 but this was abandoned.  In 2014, 
the plans were revived by the Trust to extend the rail line a further 1.2km into the town and thus establish a 
more formal and logical link for the train journey (into the town).  

Four key objectives appear to underpin this aspiration: 

Access – despite the presence of Penybont terminus the reality is that the train currently runs to an 
effective ‘no-man’s land’.  There are no amenities (apart from a shelter) at Penybont as it stops short of the 
town making access to those infirm and able both tedious and at times perhaps even dangerous. At the 
same time it would appear that this particular part of Bala is seriously under-utilised and in part, blighted 
by run-down buildings etc.  Critically the growing number of visitors to BLR are having major parking 
problems at the Penybont end of the of the track (ie where they wish to travel from the Bala end to 
Llanuwchlyn).  

Visual amenity – the current line whilst quaint and perhaps moderately interesting falls short of 
expectations in terms of its visual amenity.  There are natural barriers along the eastern apron of the lake 
which prevent full and uninhibited views of the lake.  These natural barriers are also ‘protected’ and are 
therefore difficult to remove. The extension of the Bala line from Penybont into the town could provide 
one of the most spectacular views in the UK from a narrow gauge train back across the lake.  

Economic benefits – evidence from other pragmatic rail extensions (eg Llangollen line to Corwen) 
provided undeniable economic benefits for the rail operator, recipient location and of course patrons of the 
service.  The proposed extension of the Bala line would seem to coincide precisely with delivering 
economic benefits currently lost to all three potential beneficiaries.  It is also worth noting that a recent All 
Party Parliamentary Report states that on average for every £1 spent on the railway £2.70 is spent in the 
community which implies that enhancing the link to the town is likely to induce significant additional 
community / business benefits which this report goes on to consider. 

Covid 19 – the impact of the recent pandemic is clear for all to see.  As it happens Wales has responded 
admirably towards both managing and vaccinating against the effects of this terribly destructive disease.  
As noted above, Bala and the surrounding areas have two main sectors underpinning their economies – 
agriculture and tourism.  The effects of the pandemic have been particularly serious for the tourism 
industry – with forced widespread closures of centres and lockdown combining to effectively throw the 
industry into a paralysis from which it is just about emerging.  There have been many fatal ‘casualties’ 
during this period (eg pubs etc).  The importance therefore of this project in terms of its contribution as a  
direct investment and its direct / indirect   benefits to the town of Bala and indeed the wider sub-region 
cannot be underestimated or over-emphasised.  

The development proposals under consideration by BLR would directly address all these issues and 
thereby enhancing the tourism offering of the town and indeed wider area more generally. 
 

Context  
 

The Bala area was until recently designated as a ‘dependence district’ as part of the UDP 
Regeneration Framework - it therefore had its own regeneration area plan for the 2007-13 period.  It 
remains unclear how critical this strategy document remains for the area’s development given that the 
timeframe has now lapsed and there appears to be no prospect of continuity in this regard. Equally it 
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is unclear to what extent the Employment Plan for Meirionnydd draws any currency and this 
notwithstanding the fact that Penllyn being highlighted at the time as an area facing “significant 
challenges” to support the adequacy of its population to fulfil local employment opportunities.  Albeit 
the area as a whole seemed to demonstrate a major weakness more generally to create sufficient 
quality employment opportunities (especially for the young) to sustain its existing and prospective 
population levels. Covid 19 has clearly added to this problem. 

Our observations and indeed discussion with local people highlighted positive developments in the 
Bala area but also issues which were long standing and which had been highlighted on many previous 
occasions. One would suggest that those aspects highlighted in the regeneration plan in most part have 
currency today in that the following key strengths and weaknesses persist:  

Strengths include 

• The environment and natural assets of the area.  

• The importance and prominence of the agricultural/open air sector.  

• The villages and communities of the area are pleasant places to live; demonstrated by the demand 
for homes in the area and local people’s steadfastness.  

• Wide range of social events and activities (arts/leisure/tourism).  

• Heritage and history of the area.  

• The Welsh culture and language of the area.  

• Strong sense of community.  

• The area is known as a unit. 

 

Weaknesses include 

•The dependence of local employment on a limited number of employment sectors e.g. local 
authorities, wholesale and manufacturing.  

• Lack of quality employment opportunities locally to keep young people from migrating from the 
area.  

• Lack of work and employment units within the area to attract investment and to allow businesses to 
expand.  

• Lack of affordable housing in some of the area's villages.  

• Lack of rented accommodation (that are not rented on a seasonal basis) in some villages in the area.  

• High dependency on private cars in the area by local people and visitors alike.  

• Lack of services for some specific age groups such as older people and young people.  

• The public transport does not meet employment needs/access to services.  
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• The area’s servicing centres are located outside Gwynedd.  

• Servicing centres are far (an hour away). 

• The Council’s administrative centre is in Dolgellau. 

 

Whilst many of these issues are beyond the scope of the current study it is very apparent that one of 
the key weaknesses in the area is an over-dependency on a few sectors – especially leisure tourism.  
We do not see this changing – in fact, as we observe the developments that have (and indeed, are) 
taking place in Meirionnydd / Gwynedd more generally then we expect this dependency to increase as 
public sector employment retrenches through the further effects of Brexit; the changes in the CAP 
militates against Agriculture; and the over-whelming focus of the wider area’s latest developments 
and plans which revolve around the leisure tourism business. The latest consultation document 
regarding the new joint LDP for Gwynedd and Anglesey does not identify Bala as a  key settlement 
area under any of the options proposed and with Dolgellau only highlighted as ‘Primary Key 
Settlement within SNP’ then this indicates a potentially far more ‘challenging’ future for this area.  
The town’s concern over its marketing position within an increasingly competitive sector resonates 
here (see below).   Consultations with local business people and the wider community also 
highlighted the following key themes and issues for Bala / Penllyn: 

- That the area was affected by the last recession – although (similar to other parts of 
Meirionnydd) had suffered perhaps a much shallower variance both up and down in economic 
activity than more prominent areas in the country.   

- The town was therefore thought to have performed steadily since the recession and was 
considered ‘on the up’  through in particular growth in retail but was still perceived to be 
playing distinctly second fiddle to key centres such as Betws y Coed for example .  Covid 19 
however has somewhat changed the context in this respect – we have yet to fully understand 
the fallout in terms of retail etc  

- This prompted the idea that Bala was being ignored administratively / developmentally and 
that Gwynedd Council was only now ‘waking up ‘ to the idea that there was work to be done 
to regenerate the town as an important tourist destination and a key local service provider 

- The loss of a ‘manned TIC’ was considered a major blow to the town / area and that poor 
signage was still an issue (and had been for many years).  This indeed prompted comments 
that the tourism offering was still poor and not enough was being done to market this 
particular area for tourism  

- Whilst the market remains distinctly seasonal there are changes which are influencing the 
stretch of the tourism season beyond the key summer months and which is cognisant of the 
proposals to improve the access to and from Bala. The development  of other important 
outdoor leisure facilities (eg Mawddach Trail, ZipWorld) which are not weather dependent 
have been playing their part in: 

 Changing (or enhancing) the type of tourists coming to the area with a much 
wider portfolio of requirements than just sand and sea 

 Cycling, walking etc are growing markets and attracting a different and 
arguably more discerning clientele to the area with a much greater emphasis 
on quality services / products 

 This arguably has been changing the structure of the local offering towards  
improving  the quality offering in the area across the board (ie retail, pubs, 
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etc) – it was noted in particular that the quality of hotels / restaurants had 
improved considerably in the Bala area with some very serious players dotted 
around the town  (eg Tyddyn Llan,  Pale Hall, Eagles Inn etc) 

 Significantly extending the tourism season in the area with some businesses 
able to keep open a full year whilst others extending to 10 months – 
depending on the sectors. 

- the lake (ie Llyn Tegid) was highlighted as the area’s biggest (tourism) asset but which still 
lacked a path that allowed walkers / hikers / tourists to circumnavigate around the lake  

- in turn the Bala railway – and especially the extension into the town  as well as the 
development of a purpose built station -  was regarded as a critical development for the 
tourism offering in the area as well as exploiting the lake 

- accessibility and the lack of station were thought to be two key aspects of the BLR offering 
that required remedial action in order to maximise the benefits for both patrons and visitors 
alike. 

Bala has been gaining a positive media coverage (eg Daily Post – Nov 21st 2016) about this 
development proposal.  The BLR was referred to as being “critical”, a “great asset” and an “important 
facility to cover a day” in the town / area.  In turn anything that was thought to improve the access and 
appeal of this attraction was thought to significantly benefit the town and indeed surrounding area. 

 

The BLR Project 
 

The BLR proposal is to quite simply extend the rail track into the town of Bala and develop a fit-for-
purpose station that will: 

- Make it far more accessible (and safer) for patrons (ie walkers, tourists  and especially the 
disabled) to use the train to get to the town 

- Remove the growing parking issues on the road at Penybont station  
- Significantly improve  the accessibility of  BLR thus enhancing the general  appeal of the  

train journey as a tourist attraction  
- Provide a much more visible link between the town and BLR thereby integrating the 

attraction to the town’s wider tourism offering   
- Provide  the potential for related developments given the enhanced links the project will have  

with existing facilities and prospective pathways (eg path around the lake, car parking) 
- Generate a different ‘balance’ to the visitor profile for the town with hopefully induces higher 

spending capacity and longer overnight / staying on rates.  
 

The key design of the revised rail route to / from Bala is detailed in Appendix 1 and shows that it links 
with the town without compromising the current town features, routes (including road) and pathways 
– this is shown in the CGI below.  It is both sympathetic and indeed potentially a huge improvement 
to the lake coast line where it exploits the natural and superb views back across the lake.  Moreover 
recent engineering works commissioned by BLR indicate that the critical crossing across the river can 
be undertaken without the need to build a new bridge.  This should make the project far more tractable 
both financially and operationally.  
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These are plans which had been mooted many years ago but where lack of funds (and arguably 
enthusiasm) put paid to these ambitions at the time.  At an estimated cost now of £4m then the project 
still presents a sizeable investment. The key focus of this study is to ascertain whether it presents 
economic benefits that generate a worthwhile value for money prospect for all concerned. 

Method 
 

Clearly a method needed to be adopted that would allow us to measure the potential marginal impact 
of extending the railtrack into the town of Bala. That is, unlike a wholly new project what we had here 
was a pre-existing facility which was asserted not to be working as effectively as it potentially could. 
In essence there appeared to be two effects which we needed to consider: one was the extent to which 
the problem existed in the first place and whether that was indeed having an (economic) effect locally; 
and the other was how this position could change if the project was undertaken.   This was not a 
straight forward task.   A survey of pre-existing people frequenting the town and train would provide 
us with some answers regarding the two effects however it would not tell us whether access was a 
hindrance more generally (eg stopped new visitors from entering Bala or using the train).  So whilst a 
tentative baseline was to hand through surveying existing train users this would only provide us the 
partial effects of the development proposals.  In technical terms we would then need to ‘gross-up’ the 
results to reflect potential increases in volumes / impacts resulting from the investment based on 
potentially similar benchmarks (or indeed the target volumes expected by the BLR1). However the 
uniqueness of the extension – in terms of its visual impact and location – would also make it very 
difficult to draw on relevant benchmarks as well as verifying the BLR targets as being ‘realistic’ or 
‘objective’. The survey would therefore need to be focused on establishing the potential marginal 
impact from a ‘known’ baseline.  In other words, a key assumption here is that we would expect to 
measure the main impact from this development from those already using the train2.    At the same 
time where we expected to discuss the project with local townspeople then we were most likely to 

                                                             
1 This does not in any way discredit or doubt the BLR targets rather the emphasis here is to provide a measure which is wholly 
independent and objective. 
2 This does not preclude the impact from ‘new’ users however using a baseline of existing users in this way it was likely to be reflective of 
‘all’ users of these sorts of trains / facilities. 
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encounter a response bias mainly in favour of the project.  Budgetary constraints also precluded 
commissioning a research outfit to conduct a survey of users.  The compromise therefore was for BLR 
to facilitate a random sample survey stratified to cover the range of people using the BLR during the 
year which were assumed to reflect both the pre-existing volumes and the potential change this project 
could have on this volume.   In turn a sampling frame and questionnaire were developed which were 
designed to explore the potential marginal change in use, value as well as qualitative changes locally 
from implementing the BLR proposals.  Alongside which the aforementioned focus group meeting 
with local businesses was undertaken to ascertain views about the proposals and the potential impact 
it could have locally. Copies of the questionnaire and pro forma used for these latter purposes are at 
Appendix 2. This supplemented with relevant available benchmarks from previous impact works 
formed the basis of the impact assessment that follows but which was fundamentally underpinned by 
Green Book guidance on appraisals.  

 

Survey Results 
 

The following details the key results from the survey that was undertaken to ascertain the potential 
current contribution of the BLR to the tourism offering in Bala and how this could change in the event 
that the project was implemented.  These results also incorporate input that was provided through the 
business/ community focus group that was convened at the BLR station in Llanuwchlyn in October 
2016. 

The survey was stratified specifically to cover a mix of people accessing the train service and a total 
of 101 questionnaires were coded and analysed but which reflected a total of 343 people3.  This 
provided a very sound basis for the analysis and we would therefore conclude that the following 
results are statistically representative4. 

Baseline  
 

Every attempt was made to ensure a random selection including limiting the survey of ‘known’ 
contributors / local townspeople in order to avoid patently biasing the results. In turn a  very high 
percentage (92%) of respondents were non-local – that is, these were people who lived at least 10 
miles away from Bala / Penllyn and therefore a ‘trip’ to the station was either an ‘excursion’ (ie a 
deliberate journey) or a holiday.  Chart 1 below provides the age distribution of the people represented 
through the survey; the major users of the BLR appear to be in the 16 to 65 group; retirement age 
groups (ie 65+) making up around 20% of users although it is apparent from the results of this work 
that this picture would change potentially quite significantly if the project was to go ahead.  We 
believe that it would present a very attractive proposition for the 65+ age group and particularly those 
with disabilities who currently find it difficult to access the town from Penybont. 

                                                             
3 That is, 101 questionnaires were completed but reflecting associated groupings of 343 people in total (ie groups of around 3 - 4 people 
on average) using the current train during the survey. Alongside which the baseline total for the year was 26,000 people.  This was the 
basis of all grossing /weighting of the results where appropriate. 
4 Where the results charted do not sum to 100% then this will be due to either rounding errors or the fact that individuals did not actually 
answer that particular question (ie DNAs). The DNA will be the residual percentage. 
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 Chart 1- Visitor Age Distribution   

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015/16 

Chart 2 below shows that the main reason people were in the area appeared to be either: 

 

Chart 2- Reason for Visit   

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015/16  
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the BLR itself (34%) or to visit the Snowdonia National Park (SNP) more generally (34%).   This 
would seem to clearly suggest that the BLR itself was indeed an attraction for the area in its own 
right.  Not a surprise although we suspect that there may have been a degree of response bias in this 
given the context for the survey and the type of people being surveyed.  Regardless, and as 
highlighted during the focus meeting in Bala, the BLR forms an important integral part of the tourism 
‘offering’ for the town and the wider area.  This is also likely to be reflective of Bala itself coming a 
somewhat distant third most important factor (18% of respondents).   Chart 3 below shows that in all 
likelihood the majority of people using the train were ‘tourists’ with a fair few noting that they were 
overseas visitors. Whilst it was clearly possible that local people could spend more than a day in the 
town all of the local respondents highlighted a day or less in the area as one would have expected (and 
with some indicating spending no additional time in Bala).  In any case 92% of respondents to the 
survey were deemed non-local.  Further,  28% of those spending additional time in the area were 
spending on average between 3 (21%) and 8 (7%) days in the area which is clearly reflective. 
Moreover the majority (ie 78%) of all the non-local respondents highlighted that they would be 
spending additional time in the area – 45% of which were spending at least a day in the area 
(including all those spending on average between 3 and 8 days in the area).  

 

Chart 3 – Additional time in the area 

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015/16 

Overall over ¾rs  of respondents highlighted that they would be spending additional time in the area 
whilst also of course using the BLR.  The weighted average length of stay of these respondents also 
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around £0.7m of which £0.35m being directly attributable to the BLR6. Note that this is spending net 
of any spending on the BLR itself and does not include spending by locals (which could be assumed 
as deadweight spending).  This would convert to £¼m baseline GVA income locally of which around 
half was thought directly attributable to the BLR every year. So in simple language the BLR appears 
to be associated with a total of around £700k of additional expenditure which converts to near a £¼m 
additional GVA income to the local economy annually - around half of which is directly attributable 
to the BLR itself.   Within the context of the recent All Party Parliamentary Report on the Value of 
Heritage Railway then the outturns here appear very consistent with these results .  The overall 
expenditure levels estimated here would seem to indicate that for every £1 spent with BLR then £2.55 
is spent in the community set against the £2.70 highlighted in the Parliamentary Report (although it 
should be noted that only around half of this is directly attributable to BLR)7.  

Therefore on this basis it would appear that these estimates are very reasonably reflective and 
indicative of an important visitor attraction role by BLR in its own right.   

Visitor Impression 
 

Chart 4 below shows the impression of those surveyed of the BLR in terms of its contribution to the 
local economy and local heritage: 

Chart 4 – BLR Rating 

 

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015 / 2016 

                                                             
6 That is 26,000*92% (ie non local) *88% (ie % spending) = 21,050 * £22 pp*1.5 days (adjusted for respondent highlighting additional time)   
= c.£700k. 
7 The All Parliamentary Report on the Value of Heritage Railway estimate makes no attempt to measure the ‘attributable’ impact from 
spending on rail and the impact on the community.  Therefore the non-attributable (or total)  spending  measure would seem the correct 
comparison to use in this case.  The current turnover at BLR is £275k therefore this yields the ratio :  £700k/ £275k = £2.545.  
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The results clearly show that visitors to the BLR are impressed by its presence on the edges of Llyn 
Tegid and equally rate BLR’s work.  The slightly weaker response on the heritage of BLR reflecting 
perhaps the need for some renewal work on the line (eg visual amenity – and highlighted during the 
discussions with local businesses), the issues with Penybont  (eg lack of facilities etc) and perhaps the 
limitations regarding the station in Llanuwchlyn.  Equally there was a slightly weaker response with 
regards to ‘value for money’ – there was very little in the way of comment regarding this issue and 
nothing of note was raised during the focus meeting.  However, as a ‘catch-all’ assertion then one 
could easily point to the deficiencies at Penybont as a potential major contributor towards this 
response.   Overall however respondents had a high regard for BLR with more than ¾rs indicating 
that the work on the station / train as being excellent8.   

That said, and most importantly here, there was also a uniform response to the question about the 
train’s accessibility to / from Bala  at Penybont station  as Chart 5 below shows: 

Chart 5 – Access to / from Bala at Penybont 

 

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015/2016 

Almost 1/5th of respondents highlighted that the access to / from the town to / from Penybont station 
was considered dangerous (with some adding comments that it was ‘no-man’s land’ etc). The majority 
of respondents though  suggesting it was ‘acceptable’.  In turn as chart 6 below shows, there was 
almost a unanimous support for the redevelopment project to extend the rail-track  and improve the 
access to the town of Bala and make it safer and more visually appealing for people to enjoy. 
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Chart 6 – Project Support 

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015/16 
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Around 75% of respondents highlighted that the project would have a significant impact on the local 
economy – 18% suggesting that the impact would be more moderate.  Additional comments offered in 
this regard included:  

- “it would improve access for disabled to the town” 
- greater “convenience” 
- “would add major activity with easy access from Bala” 
- “lovely scenery to enter Bala” 

 
The focus group discussions also highlighted that : 
 
“the BLR was a great asset to the area but that there was an issue with no 
station in Bala itself  – it was too far to walk because people are ‘lazy’ “ 
 
“accessibility was a major issue from the Bala side “ 
 
To which they highlighted the importance of the extension to the town as : 
 
“ fantastic and overdue” and with the potential to impact positively  on the 
overall level of visitor attrition (ie increasing the staying on rate locally). 

 

Finally chart 8 below shows what sort of impact respondents thought that this development would 
have across a range of important factors associated with the town itself: 

Chart 8 – Project Impact on Bala / Penllyn  

 

Source: BLR Survey 2015 
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increase the attractiveness of Bala as a town– this was very clearly echoed during the group 
discussion held in Llanuwchlyn. 

 

Project Additionality 
 

Where potential public funding is concerned then the scale of additionality will be of major 
importance and of course the impact section of the report will also need to draw on the prospective 
level of additionality associated with the project.  Quite simply in the case of this project – and 
perhaps rather unusually – the message from the survey was clear.  Project deadweight – that is the 
extent to which these impacts were going to happen anyway in the absence of this project – was 
thought to be low at 14%.  That said this was somewhat a surprise that a seventh of people surveyed 
thought that the sorts of impacts from the project would happen anyway; although this may have been 
(in part at least) a reflection of this notion that the ‘town was on the up’. Similarly the level of 
displacement - that is, where the project was likely to displace impacts or similar activity / proposals 
in the town – was also thought to be negligible at 5%.  Of interest here was the fact that one consultee 
from the town did raise the threat of displacement regarding in particular the development of the 
station (as opposed to the extended track)  and the potential to displace local coffee shops  etc . This 
was discussed at some length during the local group discussion and the over-whelming view was that 
the increased volume of business would far outweigh the threat of service displacement   In turn 
prospective project additionality was thought to be high.   

To supplement the measurement task before us  we asked those surveyed whether the project was 
going to impact on their frequency of visits and expenditure patterns locally to this effect. Again the 
response  was strong where 55% indicated greater frequency of visits which on average would 
increase by  2 additional visits  and a further 66% expecting to increase expenditure in the area by a 
weighted average of £23.4 ppd. In gross terms therefore this was likely to yield gross additional spend 
(ie above base) of over £450k9 annually as a direct result of the project.  It is as well to note that quite 
a few of those who did the survey were actually from abroad and therefore constituted unlikely repeat 
business.  The next section calculates what this translates to in net income terms for the area. 

Finally for this section a significant number of additional comments were included in the 
questionnaires which highlighted the significant support for the project including: 

“excellent idea - hope it works, would use the service” 
 
“good idea - current terminus is in 'no man’s land'. A new terminus to Bala would be mutually 
beneficial” 
 
“would be great” 
 
“hope it goes ahead” 
 
“it would surely improve the railway and the town of Bala” 
 
“very good idea . Preserved railways always bring money to the area” 

                                                             
9 Note that this is not based on the planning assumptions BLR are working towards – this based on the gross estimates which the survey 
supports.   
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“excellent idea - we need more attractions of historical value” 
 
“it would make access to Bala Station easier for the elderly / disabled and young children / 
families” 
 
 
“Ease of access, more attractive place to visit town area” 
 
“it would encourage a full day instead of half a day in the area” 
 
“increase tourist appeal and footfall in Bala” 
 
“build it soon” 
 
“if it had been easy to get to the centre of town then would have got off and had lunch there 
instead of immediate round trip” 
 
“it is nice to go somewhere have time to look around and shop then come back” 
 
“we have always thought that the shortfall to the town was a disappointment” 
 
“Extending to Bala town would be worthwhile” 
 
“Excellent and looking forward to arriving in Bala by train.” 
 
“good for the railway and Bala and is obviously a missing link.” 
 
“it would be logical” 

 

 

There was one mildly negative comment in the whole survey referring to the overall state of the 
station  in that  “BLR looks a little run down compared to other small railways in Wales”.  Whilst 
negative in its own right it would seem to at the same time to lend support of the need for this 
investment and especially a newly refurbished station in Bala. 
 

Conclusion 
 

A survey of local and non-local users of the BLR has revealed strong support for the project.  
According to these results BLR is already making a significant contribution to the local economy 
despite the apparent access issues.  However it is also the case that the access to / from  Bala is almost 
universally thought of as no better than adequate with almost an unanimous view that the project as 
proposed by the BLR as necessary on a number of counts but mainly accessibility and tourism 
benefits.   The prospective impact of the project was thought very significant with positive effects 
expected across a range of factors associated with economic activity in the area. The additionality of 
undertaking the project was also thought high by the respondents of the survey.  Finally a number of 
very positive supporting comments revealed widespread support for the project.  

The following therefore goes on to consider the impact of undertaking the project as proposed. 
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Impact Assessment 
 

As highlighted in the proposal there are two key elements that need to be considered as part of the 
impact assessment works: 

- The impact of the construction stage of the project; and 
- The impact of the operational stage – that is, once the project is complete what would we 

expect in terms of economic return. 

The following goes on to deal with these two aspects separately. 

 

Construction stage 
 

The general approach (or dictate) by HMT10  concerning the construction stage of a project is that 
these impacts are transitory and form no permanent imprint on economic activity.  In many respects 
unless there are particular ‘structural’ elements associated with the projects that induce an underlying 
change to the sector then the construction stage is therefore largely ‘ignored’.   However when a 
significant construction project is implemented in a largely rural if not deprived area then clearly 
despite its apparent transitory nature the impact can be quite significant.  Therefore a project which is 
estimated to cost some £4m within this area should have an appreciable effect worth at least alluding 
to here.  Given the sparse details of the project and the build specification then what follows is at best 
indicative.  But drawing as it does on the experience elsewhere in Gwynedd of capital projects more 
generally then it is possible to provide an order of magnitude of possible (transitory) impacts. 
Regardless with the availability of benchmark details this at least affords us to sensibly calibrate the 
net contribution of the project using the multipliers etc that have been used on these other projects. 

From previous ‘capital build’ works we have assessed in Gwynedd then we would expect around 55% 
of the spend to be local – depending on the supplier base available.  With a 25 mile ‘local’ radius then 
this should provide a good supply base for this project (ie in previous works we have defined much 
narrower definitions of ‘local’) .  Therefore it would seem prudent to apply a 45% leakage rate for the 
capital element of spending.   Again our previous empirical research indicates that the labour cost 
component approximates 40% of supplier costs with 60% related to actual materials.  This may be a 
feature of the particular builds (eg bridge) in terms of high material costs although a general rule of 
thumb would have at least a third of costs as labour costs – which is far nearer the empirical evidence 
referred to here. A compromise perhaps therefore would be to reduce the labour cost component to 
around  a ‘rule of thumb’  level (ie in this case 30%) although keep the ‘non-local’ as identified from 
previous works. 

Therefore this would have the following implications in terms of decomposition of gross spending on 
this project: 

 

 

                                                             
10 Her Majesty’s Treasury 
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% Assumptions Local Non-local 
Total  0.55 0.45 
wages 0.30 0.45 
supplies 0.70 0.55 

   
   
£ Outturn Forecast local Non-local 

Total  
2,200.000 1,800,000 

wages 
660,000 810,000 

supplies 
1,540,000 990, 000 

 

Accordingly we would have 55% of forecast local spending of £2.2m around £0.66m of which would 
be on labour and £1.5m of which on materials.  The net impact of this expenditure in terms of the net 
income and implied net job levels is detailed in Table 2 below taking account of relevant scalars and 
multipliers (ie indirect and induced effects): 

 

 

Table 2 

Construction Stage – income flows Local GVA Income Impact (£)11 
Wages 760,000 
Suppliers 640,000 
Total  1,400,000 
Construction Stage - jobs Local FTE - nos 
Total 1  year FTE jobs 20 
Total 1 year FTE jobs supported  18 

 

Therefore the build stage is forecast to contribute some £1.4m of GVA income into the local economy 
supporting 38 FTE jobs over a period of one year12.   The total impacts of the project are clearly 
greater where we take into account the non-local expenditure and wages as well (eg adds an additional 
£1m of GVA at the North Wales level). 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
11 These are based on effectively doubling up the last estimates which were based on a £2m project cost - some of the parameters within 
the model will have changed but this provides a reasonable approximation of the impacts expected. 
12 An overall one year build period is assumed. 
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Forecast Operational Stage 
 

Notwithstanding the accessibility issues affecting the current BLR set-up which the project should 
fully address the main economic impact of the development is expected to come from potential 
changes in visitor flows and benefits therein.  As noted the impact may come in one or two ways: the 
existing population of people using the train increasing their frequency of visits to the town ; and that 
the development has a more general impact on visitor numbers to the town and surrounding area.  In 
terms of setting a baseline the latest figures taken in 2015 indicate that there was approximately 
26,000 trips from the station.   

Therefore taking the results from the survey we estimate the impact as detailed in the Table below13: 

Forecast impact assessment  
Base  26,000 
Rate increase visits from survey  55%  
Volume  (A) 14,400 
Leverage (B) 2 
Volume increase (A*B) 28,900 
% People Spending more from survey 66% 
Increased spend pp (weighted average) £23.43 
Gross increase in expenditure  (£) £450,000 
minus d/w 86.1% 
minus displacement 95% 
Plus local multiplier (15%) 1.15 
Additional Expenditure Impact of  the project (£) £422,000 
Estimated Net additional  GVA impact of the project (£) £160,000 
Attribution level of BLR 0.51 
Additional BLR attributed expenditure impact of the project (£) £214,000 
Estimated Net GVA Impact of BLR £80,000 

 

So according to the results of the survey the net expenditure impact of the project is estimated at over 
£420k per annum – which using a nominal scalar converts to around £160k of GVA per annum. This 
is effectively a 60% increase on the current estimated baseline contribution (or value) of BLR to the 
local economy (which is an effective RoI measure).  It is very interesting to note that during the forum 
discussions with the local businesses, BLR’s total target visitor volume through the proposed project 
was thought to be in the region of 60k visitors.  The results here indicate that the volume increase 
should be of the order of 28.9k which would give a total visitor estimate of around 55k. This would 
seem very consistent with BLR’s aspirations given the confidence interval associated with the survey 
(ie the CI is around +/- 10% at 50%) and therefore provides a high degree of ‘comfort’ in these 
estimates. 

 

                                                             
13 Numbers may not exactly sum due to rounding errors. 
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What we haven’t factored into this calculation is whether additional visits would actually entail a 
period of stay or indeed extend the average period of stay. For example if the development was to 
increase the average length of stay up from 1.5 then this would clearly increase the impact suggested 
quite considerably.  However, the vast majority of responses indicated an increase in the number of 
visits which is what we have used in the calculation here but this should be considered as a realistic 
and conservative estimate and does not preclude the possibility of overnight stay.  Any associated 
impact on the length of stay beyond a day would clearly induce a concomitant ‘multiplier’ on this 
level of impact as well.    

We should however also add that the actual attributable GVA from BLR is considerably less at just 
over half the overall impact.  The result is very consistent in that what the survey identified was a 
willingness to come more often (or as noted potentially stay longer) as a result of the project and this 
would induce  a similar expenditure profile to the existing spending pattern but with what is an 
existing  inferior ‘product’ on offer.  So whilst the response indicated that the development would 
induce this overall level of additional expenditure we need to acknowledge the contribution of the 
project as a whole not just what was attributable directly by BLR.  That is, this acknowledges that the 
BLR is the key part of the overall direct impact of the project and that impact would not take place in 
its absence.    

Conclusions 
 

Bala  is a key part of the tourism hub in South Gwynedd – a fact recognised by the response of the 
local community / businesses to this study.  At the centre of the area’s growing appeal is the lake – 
and the role of BLR in highlighting its attractiveness is not to be underestimated.   Access to / from 
BLR in Bala town itself is currently very poor and has precluded this ‘attraction’ playing a fuller part 
in the local economy – certainly from the perspective of Bala town.  A survey of users and 
consultations with local businesses / people confirmed this and therefore set into context the proposals 
by BLR to improve the access and appeal of this heritage railway through a 1.2km extension of the 
rail-track into Bala plus the development of a new fit-for purpose station through a £4m development 
programme. The proposals would provide a stunning perspective across Llyn Tegid which is thought 
would be amongst the most idyllic in the UK as well as address the access and parking issues 
currently affecting this important tourism attraction for the town. This economic impact assessment 
forecasts that the value of this development locally would be near £1.4m and 20 FTE one year jobs 
plus 18 other jobs supported during the building phase and an increase of £420k of local expenditure 
per annum through a projected net increase of around 29k visitors to the area – the concomitant 
increase in GVA would be equivalent to an estimated increase of 4 permanent jobs in the area.   This 
would seem to provide a very reasonable RoI for the project; at this level it would pay for itself in 
expenditure terms within 10 years.  It also follows that the total annual visitor volume is forecast at 
55k with expenditure contribution estimated at over £1.1m of which at least half is thought would be 
directly attributable to BLR following the implementation of the project.  A conservative estimate 
would indicate that the post-project operations would be supporting 12 FTE jobs in the Bala area14. 
On the basis of these estimates then for every £1 spent on the rail at least a further £1.90 would be 

                                                             
14 Again around 50% (ie 6) directly attributable to BLR. 
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spent in the community15.   Moreover the major contribution of the development would be to enhance 
the appeal of the whole area that could inter alia: 

- Allow the town to develop other key leisure facilities (eg lake path etc)   
- Help extend the season beyond the current levels  
- Create a much wider appeal to those infirm or disabled to enjoy the  delights of the lake 

without fear of accidents or having to negotiate difficult access to the town / station 
- Create a far more convincing link to the town (and indeed other paths and trails).  

None of these associated impacts have been specifically quantified within the economic impact 
assessment16 which should therefore be considered as very conservative and eminently achievable.  
The proposals therefore present Bala and its surrounding villages an exciting opportunity to build on 
the momentum that is slowly gathering in this largely ‘overlooked’ area of Gwynedd.    

 

 

  

                                                             
15 This is based on the assumptions that turnover would increase pro-rate with the growth in visitor numbers.  Therefore  we have : 
(55k/26k) * £275k = c£580k. So £1100k/£580k = £1.90. 
16 Though noting the use of multipliers for calculating impact estimates.  
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Appendix 1 – BLR Project Design 
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Appendix 2 – Questionnaire and Pro Forma 
 

Visitor Questionnaire – Bala Lake Railway 
We would be grateful if you could answer this short questionnaire.  It will only take you a few minutes and it will help 
Bala Lake Railway (BLR) to evaluate its economic impact locally.  If you are a family or group then please just complete 
one questionnaire broadly representing the group or family.  If you need more background information on BLR then 
please ask the BLR train staff. Thank you. 

 

1. Are you a member of the BLR (or a similar 
railway Preservation Society / Trust?)  
Would you be interested in becoming a member? 

(pls ask the train staff for more details if appropriate) 
 

Yes             ……………………. 

No  

Yes             ……………………. 

No  

2. Are you local or from outside the area (ie more 
than 10 miles away from here)? 

Local (i.e <10 miles) 

Non Local (i.e > 10 miles 

  …...……………… 

 

3. How many in your group or family visiting the 
area?  Pls specify numbers within the age group 
bands) 

 

 Number of people in the group / family 

Less than 16 
years 

 

 

 

16 – 65 years 

 

Over 65 years 

4. What is the main reason you have visited the area 
today?  (tick one only) 

 
 

 

a. To visit Bala or the local area (tick)  
b. Specifically the train journey (tick)  
c. On holiday in Snowdonia  (tick)  
d. To visit someone/family living nearby (tick)  
e. To break a journey to somewhere else (tick)  
f. For another reason (tick)  
 please specify 

 

……………………………………………………. 
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5. If you are here specifically for the train journey  
(ie you ticked 4b only) could you please tell us 
how many times a year do you visit  the area for 
this purpose? 

Once             ……………………. 

2 – 3 times  

4 – 5 times              ……………………. 

Other                   pls specify…………………….. 

 

6. As well as the train journey, have you or will you 
spend additional time in the local area (ie Bala 
area)? 

 

If you answered ‘yes’, roughly how much time? 

 

Yes           No (or Local)   ( goto Q8) 

 

a. Less than 2 hours (tick)  

b. Half a day (tick)  

c. Full day (tick)  

d. More than a day but less than a week (tick)   

 Please specify in days……………………… 

e. A week or more (tick)   

 Please specify in days ………………. 
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7. Where you have indicated that you are from 
outside the area (ie >10 miles away) then have 
you, or do you expect to, spend some money in 
the local shops, cafés, hotels, restaurants etc. 
while you are in the area? 
 (Please do not include train fees.  Do include expenditure 

on food / drink etc) 

 

a. If you answered ‘yes’, could you say roughly 
how much you might expect to spend per 
person per day 

(NB Please do not include BLR train fees) 
 

b. Roughly what proportion of this expenditure 
would you directly attribute to the attraction 
of the BLR ? 

(That is, if your main reason for visiting the area was 
the train then you might want to attribute 100% of 
expenditure to it.  But if you are staying here for 10 days 
and you feel that one whole day can be attributed to the 
train / journey then you would attribute 10% of 
expenditure) 

 

 

 

Yes          No (or Local)     (goto Q8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

£…………. 

 

 

 

 

………..% 
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8. Tell us what did you think of the train journey: 
 

a. What did you think of the train journey – was 
it? 

 

b. How would you rate it in terms of heritage / 
cultural interest? 

 

c. How would you rate the work of the BLR on 
this route? 

 

d. How would you rate its value for money? 

Excellent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Average 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Poor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Do you think the access to / from Bala town at 
Penybont is : 

Difficult / 
Dangerous  

 

 

Acceptable 

 

 

 

Easy 

 

 

 

10. BLR hope to extend the current rail track by ¾ 
mile from Penybont along the eastern edge of the 
lake and into Bala town at a cost of c. £3m and 
improve its train facilities in the town as well.  
a. Do you think this would be worthwhile? 

 
b. Do you think it would increase economic 

activity in the area: 
 

c. Significantly 
 

d. Slightly  
 

e. Not at all 
 
 
   

 

 

Yes  No  
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11. How do you think this project to improve the rail 
access to / from Bala town  and its facilities could 
change  or impact on the area in terms of: 

  

Please rate between a score of 1 – 5   where 

 5 = Improves a lot  1= Deteriorates a lot. 

 
Please note that ‘5’ means that it’s expected to 

get better  
Please note that ‘1’ means that it’s expected to 

get worse 
 

 

a. Its image / attractiveness (rate)?  
b. Its business activities / investments (rate)?  
c. Its facilities / shops (rate)?  
d. Its confidence / status (rate)?  
e. Its appeal to visitors (rate) ?                                 
f. Other (rate)?  
 please specify 

……………………………………………………..
..................................................................... 

 

 

12. In the absence of the proposed BLR rail link to 
the town do you think these sorts of impacts 
would happen anyway in Bala? 
 (tick one) 

 
 

Yes              No                 

 

 

 

13 Do you think that the BLR development would 
displace other investment or activity locally? Yes                   No             

If yes then what exactly do you think it could displace 
and to what extent (ie in %)? 
………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………… 

14 Would you expect to increase the frequency of 
your visits to Bala / the train as a direct result of this 
proposal to improve the link / access to the town? 

Yes                       No             

Increase number of visits = …………. 

If ‘no’ can you please tell us why? 

Comment:.................................................................... 

15 Would you expect to spend more money in the 
area – and specifically in Bala – as a direct 
result of this proposal to improve the access / 
facilities to the town?  

 

Yes              No                 

 

If yes, then please specify : 

Estimated additional spending per person per 
day……… 
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16 Any other comments about the BLR proposals?  

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you – now please return the questionnaire to the Railway Supervisor. 

 

Guidance 

 

Take your time with the questions – they are technical and your considered response is very 
important – so don’t rush it.  Take particular care to answer those questions where we are 
asking you to rate a factor (i.e. Q11) – many get the ratings the wrong way around!  It is 
important that you have a clear understanding of the BLR proposal to link the train journey 
right into the town along the eastern edge of the lake which will provide one of the most 
beautiful rail journeys anywhere in the UK given the view back across the lake .  (Please refer to 
the plans on show) 

 

Q1 – this is straightforward and will help BLR with its marketing of the proposal. 

Q2 – here we just need to know whether you are local or not because any spending patterns you then 
have in the area is largely irrelevant because it’s not adding to anything.  So > is greater than and < is 
less than. 

Q3 – this is simply to secure an estimate of the coverage from the survey and of course to understand 
the general characteristics of the ‘population’ using the train.  Simply include the numbers in the 
boxes. 

Q4 –We would like to understand why you have visited the area today  and in particular of course 
whether BLR was a factor in your choice .There may be a mixture of factors but we would like to 
understand the main reason you are in the area. So tick one box only. 

Q5 – this is straightforward and helps us to understand the baseline volumes using BLR.  If your visit 
to BLR is less often than once a year then please indicate in the space provided. 

Q6 – We need to understand whether your visit to BLR is linked to a specific timeframe – that is, is it 
a brief stay or part of a longer period in the area.  If you are local then clearly this less relevant – 
technically this is deadweight time and not additional. 

Q7a – this is trying to estimate how much you might spend during a day out which is most likely to 
involve food, drink and leisure / tourism spending.  Do include travel costs as well.  We expect all 
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non-local people to complete this section  - the 10 miles is set to avoid those who are local and doing 
a weekly shop etc (ie as per Q6 , deadweight spending ).  So it is important that you treat this aspect 
as spending which you would normally associate with normal leisure related spending etc. and not the 
normal weekly shopping for example.  For Q7b then this is a more difficult question but  critically 
important to the work.  We need to understand whether BLR  is contributing to local visitor flow 
and expenditure through being an attraction in its own right. Can we  therefore assert that it is drawing 
a captive visitor flow and thus local spending?  Therefore we need you to attribute (if appropriate) a 
proportion of the local spending to the existence of the BLR.  Notes on the questionnaire show how 
this could be done- a common sense approach is required which recognises a partial contribution as 
well as one which may be wholly attributable (or indeed one that is not attributable at all).   

Q8 – this is self-explanatory .   

Q9 – This refers strictly to the access to and from the Bala side of the train journey. There is no clear  
or indeed safe gateway from Penybont to Bala town – the access is thought dislocated from the main 
walkways into the town.  We would like your opinion on this assertion especially where we refer to 
young children, the use of prams / buggies / bikes and especially the disabled requiring easy access to 
the town.   

Q10 - this is self-explanatory.   Though note that there are extensive plans for the station in the town 
which may indeed reverse the flow of ‘traffic’ in favour of Bala.  

Q11 – Note here that the proposal is not only to provide ease of access to the town but provide a better 
experience than is currently the case especially given the lack of facilities at Penybont.  The view 
from the train is expected to be amongst the best in the UK.  We would  therefore like opinions about 
the potential wider impact the proposals  could have on the town ranging from ‘ how people feel 
about the area’ to business investment (i.e. opening new shops).  So in terms of the individual 
questions: 

 

a. Its image (rate) – by this we mean the perception of the town following the investment.  Bala remains 
remote but with a  role to pull visitors away from the coast and the heart of Snowdonia and enhance 
the rural Wales product offering. This investment is all about enhancing the offering and image.  
  

b. Its business activities /  investments (rate) -  by this we mean the fact that given a prospective 
boost to the apparent daily ‘footfall’ in the area with also significant spending power by visitors to 
the area then this could provide new opportunities for businesses and investment in the local area 
(as well as Bala) 

 
c. Its facilities / shops (rate) - by this we mean that the investment could lever in 

greater variety of services / facilities in the town linked to the apparent increase in ‘footfall’ and a 
positive change in image 

d. Its confidence / status (rate) - by this we mean that positive effects linked to those 
aspects highlighted in (a) – (c) should perhaps increase the overall confidence and status of the town 
area.  This should help temper negative aspects (eg inclement weather ) and increase confidence in 
the town’s ability to regenerate and invest 

e. Its appeal to  visitors (rate) - the development may help to establish the 
development of key events in the town and  will link up with the Corwen line to provide an enhanced 
day package of rail experience 
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f. Its overall attractiveness                                      - the impact of (a) – (e) should help with the overall 
appeal and attractiveness of the area at every level. 

 

 

Q12 – this is a more difficult question and clearly hypothetical and if you feel uncomfortable 
with trying to answer it then please move on to Q13. These are technical questions concerning 
what is technically known as additionality.  So we want your opinion whether the impacts covered 
through the questionnaire (i.e. more spending, improved confidence hopefully etc.) could  happen 
without undertaking this project. 

Q13 - again this is a technical requirement of the study and that is to explore the scope of this 
proposal to displace existing or proposed activity that could reduce the overall apparent positive 
impact from the project . Please explain your response including some measure of what level of 
displacement that is likely to take place.  So for example if the BLR is expected to affect the local 
market reducing the overall number of visitors to the area then by how much would you expect the 
number or % of visitors to drop? 

Q14 – we need to understand whether this sort of development would DIRECTLY change the 
frequency of visits you would make not just the train but to the town more generally. Express the 
increase in terms of the additional number of visits only. 

Q15 – again this is a more difficult question and hypothetical however it is very important to the 
survey.   We need you to think about the situation that if the proposal goes ahead would this change 
your pattern of  coming to, and spending time in, Bala especially with regards to the use of the 
walkways, lake et .   Would this then induce some more spending in the town as well which wouldn’t 
otherwise happen? To this effect we would like some idea how this could change in terms of spending 
patterns (this to  include both visitor leisure spending and normal weekly spending).  So we want to 
measure the impact it might have on all spending patterns. 

 

Q16 -  open question but focus responses on the subject matter which is the potential economic impact 
of the project. 

 

 

Thank you very much for your support. 
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BLR  Business Focus Group – pro forma  
 

What has been the socio-economic context in Bala and surrounding  area over the last 3-5 years? (eg 
how has the recession affected the area; Gwynedd education plans etc) 

Perceptions of the current tourism offering in Bala   - and how has this changed over the last 3 years 
or so? 

What do you think of BLR ? 

Role of the BLR  in attracting tourists and visitors to the town / area ? 

Perception of the importance of BLR  to the tourism offering of the town? 

Perceptions of the BLR  proposals to extend  the line into the town and establishing a station ?  

What sorts of impacts could this have on the town in terms of: 

The local economy? 

Volume of tourism? 

Volume of business? 

 Other ? 

Would you perceive any negative impacts from developing the  BLR line as proposed? And how 
could these be addressed? 

Any other comments / observations? 
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