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Overview We are working in partnership with Neath Port 
Talbot and Powys Councils to develop proposals for 
a Global Centre of Rail Excellence on the Nant 
Helen open cast mine and Onllwyn coal washery 
site at the head of the Dulais Valley. The proposals 
would form an important addition to the site’s 
restoration strategy and act as a driver for rail 
industry innovation, investment and growth in 
Wales, the wider United Kingdom and 
internationally.    
 

How to respond Please let us know your thoughts on the emerging 
proposals by completing and returning the 
questionnaire online at https://gov.wales/centre-rail-
excellence-wales. Or you can download it and send a 
completed hard copy to ‘Freepost GRASSHOPPER 
CONSULT’ (no stamp or further address required).   

Further information 
and related 
documents 
 
 

Large print, Braille and alternative language 
versions of this document are available on 
request. 
 
 
 

Contact details For further information: 
 
Address: ‘Freepost GRASSHOPPER CONSULT’ (no 
stamp or further address required).   
 
email: consultation@grasshopper-comms.co.uk  
 
telephone: 01639 865515  
 

 

https://gov.wales/centre-rail-excellence-wales
https://gov.wales/centre-rail-excellence-wales
mailto:consultation@grasshopper-comms.co.uk


 

 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 

The Welsh Government will be data controller for any personal data you provide as part of 
your response to the consultation. Welsh Ministers have statutory powers they will rely on to 
process this personal data which will enable them to make informed decisions about how 
they exercise their public functions. Any response you send us will be seen in full by Welsh 
Government staff dealing with the issues which this consultation is about or planning future 
consultations. Where the Welsh Government undertakes further analysis of consultation 
responses then this work may be commissioned to be carried out by an accredited third party 
(e.g. a research organisation or a consultancy company). Any such work will only be 
undertaken under contract. Welsh Government’s standard terms and conditions for such 
contracts set out strict requirements for the processing and safekeeping of personal data. 

In order to show that the consultation was carried out properly, the Welsh Government 
intends to publish a summary of the responses to this document. We may also publish 
responses in full. Normally, the name and address (or part of the address) of the person or 
organisation who sent the response are published with the response. If you do not want your 
name or address published, please tell us this in writing when you send your response. We 
will then redact them before publishing. 

You should also be aware of our responsibilities under Freedom of Information legislation 

If your details are published as part of the consultation response then these published reports 
will be retained indefinitely. Any of your data held otherwise by Welsh Government will be 
kept for no more than three years. 

 

Your rights 

Under the data protection legislation, you have the right: 

 to be informed of the personal data held about you and to access it 

 to require us to rectify inaccuracies in that data 

 to (in certain circumstances) object to or restrict processing 

 for (in certain circumstances) your data to be ‘erased’ 

 to (in certain circumstances) data portability 

 to lodge a complaint with the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) who is our 
independent regulator for data protection. 

 
 
For further details about the 
information the Welsh Government 
holds and its use, or if you want to 
exercise your rights under the GDPR, 
please see contact details below: 
Data Protection Officer: 
Welsh Government 
Cathays Park 
CARDIFF 
CF10 3NQ 
 
e-mail: 
Data.ProtectionOfficer@gov.wales 

The contact details for the Information 
Commissioner’s Office are:  
Wycliffe House 
Water Lane 
Wilmslow 
Cheshire 
SK9 5AF 
 
Tel: 01625 545 745 or  
0303 123 1113 
Website: https://ico.org.uk/ 

mailto:Data.ProtectionOfficer@gov.wales
https://ico.org.uk/


 

 

Global Centre of Rail Excellence: Project briefing and engagement  
 
We are working in partnership with Neath Port Talbot and Powys Councils to develop 
proposals for a Global Centre of Rail Excellence on an open cast mine and coal 
washery site in Onllwyn and Nant Helen at the head of the Dulais Valley. The 
proposals would form an important addition to the site’s restoration strategy and act as 
a driver for rail industry innovation, investment and growth in Wales, the wider United 
Kingdom and internationally.    
 
Comprehensive engagement with a wide range of stakeholders is fundamental to 
developing the best possible proposals and, in response to the complexities of this 
project, we are carrying out a phased engagement to enable local residents and 
stakeholders to help inform the master plan for the site. 
 
As part of the business case development for the project, we have carried out 
extensive ‘soft-market-testing’ with rail industry stakeholders. This has allowed us to 
examine the business need and incorporate technical advice and feedback into an 
initial design. We are continuing to discuss our emerging plans with the rail industry as 
we seek to establish a viable, sustainable and investable project that can proceed from 
discussion and design to delivery.     
 
We are now carrying out early engagement with residents and a wide range of local 
and community stakeholders to consider the opportunities and constraints associated 
with the initial design. This will help identify how we can maximise social and economic 
benefits whilst minimising environmental impacts. This briefing and engagement 
document provide information to guide the process and help you make informed 
representations about the emerging proposals. 
 
All comments and feedback will be reviewed and taken into consideration as we 
develop the preferred scheme, which will be subject to statutory consultation before 
the proposals are finalised and submitted for planning consent.  
 
A timeline for the wider programme and further engagement/consultation can be found 
in the next steps section of this document.  
 
 

The site 
The Global Centre of Rail Excellence would be located on the site of Nant Helen Open 
Cast Mine in Onllwyn, which is currently operated by Celtic Energy. The site is within 
the Dulais Valley on the Neath Port Talbot and Powys border, with the Brecon 
Beacons National Park border to the north.  
 
It is expected that Celtic Energy will cease coaling operations at the Nant Helen site by 
2021, at which point it will need to be restored in accordance with statutory obligations 
determined and consented by Powys County Council.  
 
There is significant common land with commoners’ land interests to be considered 
within the extent of Celtic Energy’s land holding. These interests will need to be 
addressed through the project design and mitigation. 
 



 

 

The site falls into two distinct areas. A primary area associated with the open cast 
mine, where the coal is extracted, and a secondary area associated with the washery, 
where the coal is cleaned and prepared for distribution.  
 

Image: The site 
 

 

 
 
 
The site is predominantly brownfield (previously developed) land with a lesser extent 
of greenfield (undeveloped) land.  
 
 
 



 

 

The site’s topography means that the existing mining operation is not readily visible 
from the nearby settlements of Onllwyn, Seven Sisters, Ystradgynlais, Caehopkin, 
Abercrave or Coelbren.  
 
The site is very well connected in transport terms. It can be accessed from the A4109 
and is well located to link to the A465 Heads of the Valleys Road, a strategic trunk 
road linking Swansea in the south west to Hereford in the north east of the region.  
The site also has rail access via a branch/freight line to the south that links with the 
South Wales Main Line via Swansea Burrows sidings.  
 
There are a range of opportunities and constraints in or around the site that will need 
to be considered as we develop the proposals.  These include: 
 

 ground water contamination  employment land 

 shallow mine workings  overhead power lines 

 contaminated land  level crossings 

 significant elevation changes  ancient woodland 

 watercourse crossings  scheduled ancient monument 

 European protected species 
habitat  

 national cycle path (to the north of 
the site) 

 National Park  proximity to residential settlement 

 common land   public rights of way 
 
 
 
  



 

 

Image: Opportunities and Constraints 
 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Question 1a: In your view, how suitable is the proposed site for the Global Centre of 

Rail Excellence? Please tick one 

Very suitable Fairly 
suitable 

Undecided 
 

Not suitable 
 

Not at all 
suitable  

•  •  •  •  •  

 
Question 1b: Please use the space below to explain your answer to Q1a.   

 
 
 
 
 
Question 1c: Are there any other opportunities we should explore or constraints that 

you think we need to take into account going forward? 

 Opportunities: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Constraints: 

 
 

Opportunities for rail investment  
The rail industry is a significant growth area for Wales. Transport for Wales has 
committed to revitalising the rail network by providing new services and rolling stock 
(trains and carriages), innovative solutions and a significant programme of station 
investment. This includes a commitment of an £800m investment from 2023 towards 
ensuring that 95% of journeys are on new trains, with more than half the rolling stock 
being assembled in Wales.  
 
The UK Government’s Rail Sector Deal (2018) sets out a new approach that promotes 
partnership working between the public and private sectors to increase innovation and 
productivity. Its aim is that the UK should deliver the benefits of new digital technology 
and become a world leader in rail technology and decarbonisation, boosting exports 
and skills.  
 
The need for a world class test facility to support and accelerate delivery of these 
strategic aims has been clearly recognised by the UK Government. As new trains and 
other components are introduced to the UK rail network, they need to be thoroughly 
tested before they become operational. Currently, UK manufactured trains are 
frequently transported to European testing facilities at significant cost. Network Rail 
utilises infrastructure testing facilities in the United States.  
 
Therefore, a Wales-based testing facility would reduce industry costs, accelerate 
decarbonisation and help to facilitate innovation, increase skills and training and create 
jobs in the UK. Given the demand for test facilities across Europe and beyond it is 
expected that a Global Centre of Rail Excellence in Wales would also be well placed to 
attract international business. 



 

 

 
We have commissioned an outline business case that identifies a range of potential 
opportunities for the Global Centre of Rail Excellence. It concludes that there is a 
strong strategic case for a new facility that combines rolling stock testing and 
storage, with infrastructure testing, maintenance, decommissioning, training and 
research and development facilities. We are working with local authority partners and 
rail industry stakeholders to develop the proposals in more detail – in tandem with 
this community engagement. 
 
These proposals provide opportunities to reuse previously developed land, 
maintaining an important employment area to support future growth in the region. 

 
 
The proposals 
Delivering the Global Centre of Rail Excellence would be achieved by combining 
three distinct components.  
 
The existing access to the site via the A4109 would be used and a network of internal 
roads created so that personnel could access the operational centre and the wider 
site associated with the control building and rail testing loops.  
 
These three components could operate 24 hours a day if required, subject to market 
demand and environmental controls to ensure all legal and regulatory requirements 
are met.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Image: Proposed plan 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

At this stage, we are carrying out early engagement on outline proposals. As the 
process moves forward, resident and stakeholder engagement, along with detailed 
environmental and technical studies, will help inform a more detailed set of 
proposals, which will be presented at the statutory consultation stage.   
 

1. Electrified high speed outer rail testing loop (6.9 km), electrified low 
speed inner rail testing loop (4.5 km) and control building on land 
associated with the open cast mine. 

 
The outer loop would extend around three sides of the perimeter of the Nant Helen 
site (comprising an area of approximately 714ha). An appropriate scheme of 
earthworks would be delivered in order to achieve the required gradients for the test 
track facility. This would be delivered as an additional part of the restoration strategy 
being undertaken by Celtic Energy.   
 
The outer loop would enable the testing of passenger trains up to a maximum speed 
of 110 mph.  
 
The inner loop would enable testing of rail infrastructure and equipment, such as the 
track, sleepers, structures (like bridges and tunnels), platforms and signalling, and 
communications equipment.  
 
A multi-storey control building would act as the central hub for managing testing 
activities and provide a base for operational personnel.  
 
Both loops would link with the existing branch line to the south. It is anticipated that 
rolling stock would be delivered for testing using this link because it provides the 
most efficient mode of transport. Rolling stock may also be delivered via the strategic 
road network, depending on need and type.   
 

2. Research and operations centre on land associated with the washery 

 
The research and operations centre would provide a mix of uses integrating with the 
testing loops on land associated with the washery (comprising an area of 
approximately 58ha). It would provide opportunities for: education; research and 
development; offices and conferencing; storage, maintenance and decommissioning 
of rolling stock; and network infrastructure.  
 
This centre would have rail links with both testing loops and the existing branch line 
to the south west.  This would facilitate the internal movement of rolling stock for 
testing. It would also link with the wider site and testing loop control centre via 
internal access roads for use by operational personnel.   
 
The centre would provide sidings for up to 100 rolling stock vehicles in cold storage 
(without electricity supply) and up to 280 rolling stock vehicles in warm storage (with 
electricity supply), a building with two rail sidings for decommissioning rolling stock 
and a building with four rail sidings for maintaining rolling stock as well as stationary 
testing. There would also be 10 rail sidings branching off the existing rail freight line 
to help manage incoming rolling stock for testing.   
 



 

 

3. Mechanical low speed linear rail infrastructure testing track (555 metres)   

 
This straight stretch of test track would use a mechanical pulley-driven system for 
rolling stock, as opposed to the self-propelled rolling stock that would operate on the 
rail testing loops.  
 
This test track would be co-located with the research and operations centre on land 
associated with the washery. 
 

It would measure approximately 555m in length and 15m in width and either be 
housed within a building or within an acoustic boundary enclosure. 
 
 

Questions 2a: What do you think of our current proposals for the key components 
of the Global Centre for Rail Excellence? 

Rail testing loops: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The research and 
operations centre: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The linear testing track: 
 
 
 
 
 

Question 2b: Are there any other facilities that you think we should be 

considering? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Associated development 

Delivering each component of the Global Centre of Rail Excellence would require 
associated development, including earthworks, utilities and security infrastructure, 
access roads, car parking, drainage and landscaping.  
 

Question 3: Do you have any comments or concerns regarding the associated 
development work outlined above?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

Environmental considerations 
It is important to fully understand the local environment so that changes can be made 
to the design to avoid significant environmental impacts.  Where it would not be 
possible to avoid impacts altogether, having good knowledge of the local 
environment means that appropriate mitigation can be used to minimise any long-
term impacts.  
 
An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) will be required for the project which will 
be prepared and submitted in support of the planning application.  It is currently 
proposed that the EIA will cover a number of different environmental topics including 
biodiversity, noise and vibration, air quality, traffic and transport, hydrology and 
flooding, ground conditions, cultural heritage, landscape and visual impact, health 
and wellbeing, and climate change. 
 
The content and scope of the EIA will be subject to consultation with the Local 
Authorities. However, during the early stages of project initial environmental surveys 
will be carried out to identify environmental constraints and potential opportunities. 
The full EIA will identify likely significant (adverse and beneficial) impacts resulting 
from the construction and operational activities of the project on the local 
environment and local population.   
 
Once the existing environmental conditions across the site have been established 
and an assessment made of likely significant impacts, mitigation measures will be 
proposed. These are measures that could be considered to minimise the effects of 
adverse impacts or enhance the beneficial impacts.   
 

Question 4a: Do you have any comments on the environmental considerations 
highlighted in this section? 
 
 
 
 

 

Question 4b: Are there any other environmental considerations that you think we 
need to take into account? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Social and economic considerations 
The Global Centre of Rail Excellence would be a catalyst for rail industry investment 
in Wales, providing a state-of-the-art facility for research and development and 
testing in the UK. The infrastructure testing facility incorporated in the emerging 
master plan will be unique to Europe. 
 
 



 

 

The economic benefit to Wales is potentially significant. If each element of the facility 
is realised, the site could sustain over 150 jobs once fully operational. In time, there 
may be opportunities to attract further activities to the site that could see employment 
increase further. The facilities would attract regular visitors to the area as engineers 
and support teams utilise the site on a project by project basis providing a potential 
boost to local service industries. 
 
The Global Centre of Rail Excellence would require a range of different roles 
although some of these would be highly specialist and would require skills that are 
not currently present within the South Wales labour market. It is envisaged that the 
site could become a UK hub for operational training, providing opportunities for 
people to acquire the skills they need for a career in the rail industry.  
 
The presence of the facility could provide the catalyst for the development of new 
research capabilities in Wales in the future, not least in conjunction with higher 
education providers. Subsequently, there is potential to develop research and 
education programmes that support the broader development of the rail industry in 
Wales and in turn generate a pipeline of skilled workers in related activities.  
 
The construction of the facility would have a positive local economic impact in its own 
right and could require in the region of 800 person years of employment to deliver – 
so if the project takes four years to complete, it would employ 200 full time workers.  
 
Crucially, the project represents a rare opportunity to create new, high quality 
permanent jobs in this part of South Wales.  Historically, the coal mining industry, in 
conjunction with heavy industry in general, has anchored the economies of South 
Wales. These industries are now in decline.  
 
Delivering the Global Centre of Rail Excellent would go some way to replacing the 
heavy industry that is currently being lost from the region, helping sustain existing 
communities whilst also making them resilient to future change. 
 
Question 5a: Do you have any comments with regard to the socio-economic 

benefits listed above?  
 
 
 
 

 

Question 5b: Are there any additional socio-economic benefits that you would like 

us to investigate as we develop the proposals? 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 

 

Next steps 
Please let us know your thoughts on our emerging proposals and the key issues that 
you want us to take into consideration as we develop the plans for the Global Centre 
of Rail Excellence. 
 
You can do this by completing the feedback form - which will be available in hard 
copy at the public drop in events or to download from https://gov.wales/global-centre-
of-rail-excellence - by 7 October 2019. 
 
We will review all the feedback receive and use it along with results of technical and 
environmental studies to inform the evolving master plan. 
 
There will then be an opportunity to review and comment on the detailed proposals 
before we finalise our plans and submit any planning applications. 

 
 

Glossary 
 

Rail siding length of track on which a train can be stored  

Cold 
storage 

sidings provided with no electrical supply 

Warm 
storage 

sidings provided with electrical supply so that train mechanical 
and electrical systems can be operated - e.g. lighting, power 
sockets and control systems 

Rolling 
stock 

transportation equipment that moves on wheels -self-propelled 
(such as trucks and trains) or pulled (such as trailers and 
coaches)  

  

https://gov.wales/global-centre-of-rail-excellence
https://gov.wales/global-centre-of-rail-excellence


 

 

Consultation 
Response Form  

 
Your name:  
 
Organisation (if applicable): 
 
email / telephone number: 
 
Your address: 

Question 6a: We would like to know your views on the effects that The Global Centre of 

Rail Excellence would have on the Welsh language, specifically on opportunities for 
people to use Welsh and on treating the Welsh language no less favourably than 
English.  
  
What effects do you think there would be?  How could positive effects be increased, or 
negative effects be mitigated?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 6b: Please also explain how you believe the proposals could be formulated or 

changed so as to have positive effects or increased positive effects on opportunities for 
people to use the Welsh language and on treating the Welsh language no less 
favourably than the English language, and no adverse effects on opportunities for 
people to use the Welsh language and on treating the Welsh language no less 
favourably than the English language.  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Question 6c: We have asked a number of specific questions. If you have any related 
issues which we have not specifically addressed, please use this space to report them: 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
Responses to consultations are likely to be made public, on the internet or in a report.   
If you would prefer your response to remain anonymous, please tick here:  

  


