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Overview Welsh Government is working in partnership with 
Powys County Council and Neath Port Talbot 
County Borough Council to develop proposals for a 
Global Centre of Rail Excellence (GCRE) in Wales 
on the Nant Helen surface mine and Onllwyn coal 
washery site at the head of the Dulais and Tawe 
Valleys. 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.    

We are undertaking a pre-application consultation 
on the GCRE proposals before submitting the 
planning application to the Local Planning 
Authorities - Powys County Council and Neath Port 
Talbot County Borough Council. 

How to respond Please let us know your thoughts on the proposals by 
completing and returning the questionnaire online at 
https://gov.wales/global-centre-of-rail-excellence-
planning-pre-application. 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  



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/



Project overview 

We are working in partnership with Powys County Council and Neath Port Talbot 
County Borough Council to develop proposals for a Global Centre to Rail Excellence 
in Wales on the site of the Nant Helen surface mine and Onllwyn coal washery site at 
the head of the Dulais and Tawe Valleys.  

This purpose-built, modern railway infrastructure and rolling stock testing facility 
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 is fundamental to developing the best possible proposals 
and outcomes. In addition to discussions with specialist stakeholders, we are carrying 
out a phased engagement/consultation to enable local residents and stakeholders to 
help inform the masterplan for the site.  

We held drop-in events and carried out early engagement with residents and a wide 
range of local and community stakeholders (2 July to 7 October 2019) to consider the 
opportunities and constraints associated with the initial design and to help identify how 
we can maximise social and economic benefits while minimising environmental impacts. 

Over 450 people attended these early engagement events to discuss the emerging 
proposals with members of the project team and over 70 responses were received (by 
questionnaire, email or phone). The majority of people we spoke to are supportive of the 
project and the benefits it would bring to the local and wider area. Key issues raised by 
local people - including noise, vibration, air quality and light pollution - have been 
considered and addressed in the draft planning application. The issue of common land 
and public rights of way was also raised, which is being addressed under separate 
consultation exercises. 

We are now carrying out a statutory 28-day pre-application consultation (17 September 
to 14 October 2020) for neighbours, community consultees, owner/occupiers and 
specialist consultees, as well as local communities, to review our proposals and provide 
feedback on the outline masterplan.   

All comments received will be taken into consideration before we finalise and submit 
the outline planning application to Neath Port Talbot and Powys Councils for 
determination. 

An indicative timeline for the wider programme and further engagement/consultation 
can be found in the next steps section of this document.  



The site 
A Global Centre of Rail Excellence would be located on the Nant Helen surface mine 
and Onllwyn coal washery site, which is currently owned and operated by Celtic 
Energy. The site is at the head of the Dulais and Tawe Valleys on the Neath Port 
Talbot/Powys border, with the Brecon Beacons National Park border to the north.  

The site is 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.  

Restoration of the Nant Helen open cast mine 
Celtic Energy is due to cease coaling operations at the Nant Helen site, at which 
point it will need to be restored under statutory obligations determined and consented 
by Powys County Council. The first application (Powys County Council ref: 
19/1899/REM) for the restoration of the current working area was approved in April 
2020.   

Celtic Energy amended the restoration scheme earlier this year in order to facilitate 
the Global Centre of Rail Excellence project.  The second planning application was 
for the construction of complementary restoration earthworks to create two looped 
landform platforms (part in cutting and part on embankment) with associated 
drainage infrastructure and areas of landscaping and habitat creation. The 
earthworks were designed to enable the Global Centre of Rail Excellence earthworks 
programme to progress alongside the restoration proposals.  This planning 
application (Powys County Council ref:  20/0738/FUL) was approved at the end of 
July 2020.    

A Global Centre of Rail Excellence provides an opportunity for a new industrial 
legacy that can accommodate the needs of the rail industry on a single site with good 
access to the rail and road network and deep-water ports at Port Talbot and 
Swansea.  





Opportunities for rail investment 
The Global Centre of Rail Excellence project offers an opportunity for significant rail 
investment in 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.  

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 the delivery of these 
strategic aims has been 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.  

A Global Centre of Rail Excellence will provide a multi-disciplinary railway testing 
facility capable of testing both infrastructure for introduction into the railway and 
rolling stock.  Such a facility would offer the rail industry the ability to bring forward 
innovation to network readiness at a much faster pace than is currently the case.  
This would reduce industry costs, support 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 would also be well placed to attract international business. 

As part of developing the business case 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 the 
design. It demonstrates that there is a strong strategic case for a new rail test centre 
that combines infrastructure and rolling stock testing with facilities for storage and 
maintenance of stock, together with training and research and development facilities. 

We have now submitted the Outline Business Case setting out the viability, 
sustainability and investment package of the project to the UK Government.  This 
requests funding to develop the project, which in turn will support wider investment 
and support the economic regeneration of the area. 

Supporting recovery post COVID-19 
Since the lockdown in mid-March 2020, the number of rail passenger journeys has 
steeply declined, with significantly reduced services in place for key workers and 
essential journeys, leading to lost revenue.  The UK Government and Transport for 
Wales have put in place interim financial arrangements for Wales.   



The significant costs of the pandemic will no doubt be a burden on public finances 
and, going forward, there will be an increasing need to deliver maximum efficiency in 
the rail sector. 

The Prime Minister has emphasised the importance of infrastructure spending to help 
kick-start the economy and ensure long-term economic recovery. The rail sector will 
also need to innovate to accommodate changes in customer and operator user needs 
as a result of the pandemic, such as adapting to a future “low contact economy”. 

A Global Centre of Rail Excellence in Wales is well placed to provide a solution for 
both of these issues - through its focus on infrastructure (including digital 
infrastructure), innovation and transport delivery efficiency, as well as its potential 
contribution to supporting transport, mobility and the economic benefits that come 
from connectivity.  

The project can be an immediate and positive response to the inevitable recession in 
Wales and the UK, providing a short-term benefit, while developing an asset that will 
deliver positive outcomes over the longer-term. 

Economic and social benefits 
A Global Centre of Rail Excellence will 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 illustrative masterplan will 
be unique to Europe.  

The economic benefit to Wales is potentially significant. If each element of the facility is 
realised, the site could be expected to sustain around 180 jobs once fully operational. 
The facilities would also attract regular visitors to the area as engineers, academics and 
support teams use the site on a project by project basis, providing a potential boost to 
local service industries.  

A Global Centre of Rail Excellence in Wales would require a range of different roles 
although some of these would be highly specialised and 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 local 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 
beyond and in turn generate a pipeline of skilled workers in related activities.  

During the construction phases, it is estimated around 240 construction jobs will be 
created. 

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, has anchored the economies of South Wales. These 
industries are now in decline.  

Delivering a Global Centre of Rail Excellence 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.  

Skills and training 
A Global Centre of Rail Excellence will create training opportunities for local potential 
employees as well as to the Welsh and UK railway and supply chain. 

The site could provide training opportunities and employment opportunities through 
partnership with local Further Education institutions such as Neath College and 
Coleg Y Cymoedd and with Universities and employers across Wales and the UK. 

Investment 
• Additional Gross Value Added (GVA) for the area: up to £90m at a local level

for Powys and Neath Port Talbot, and at the Wales level.  This will have a
significant socio-economic impact locally as well as contributing economic
performance and growth of Wales and UK-wide.

• A study by Oxford Economics (2018) for the Railway Industry Association
(RIA) found that the rail-related activity in the UK supported approximately:

The study states that the railway-related industries contributed £1.14bn of economic 
output in Wales, the equivalent to approximately 3% of the UK rail-related Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and 1.95% of total Welsh GVA. 



The Proposals 

Objectives 

The project aims to meet several objectives that have been developed to address the 
issues and needs of the UK rail industry. These include: 

• Deliver a UK-based modern and comprehensive rail testing facility to provide
the capacity and capabilities for rigorous testing of rolling stock, infrastructure
and integrated systems from prototype to implementation.

• Act as a catalyst for the creation of a rail technology hub in Wales, providing a
flexible, open-market platform for leading R&D activity that drives innovation.

• Provide opportunities to work with the rail industry to support skills
development through high-quality employment in fair, secure and sustainable
jobs that contribute to reducing regional inequality and promoting regeneration
in Wales.

• Develop and test new rail operating and maintenance procedures, standards
and specifications that improve the UK's competitive strengths as a world
leader in achieving carbon neutrality, contributing to an overall decrease in
carbon emissions across the rail industry.

The masterplan for the site has been shaped by extensive engagement with the rail 
industry and rail academics as well as the local community over the last two years.   

Key Considerations 

The project has been developed with consideration of: 

• Surrounding context in terms of proximity to the National Park.
• The proximity of settlements and residential areas.
• Topography and ground conditions.
• Connections to the existing railway line.
• Utilities - mainly overhead powerlines.
• Public rights of way.
• Common land,
• Heritage assets.
• Rail industry consultation requests for facilities (including number and size).
• Technical high speed and infrastructure testing requirements.

The proposals set out in the masterplan section highlight how we have sought to 
address these considerations and maximise the opportunities, whilst meeting the 
requirements of the rail industry. 

These issues and how we may look to mitigate them are addressed in detail in the 
Environmental Impact Assessment, which has chapters on 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 Masterplan 

The proposals include two main components: 

1. Rail testing facility on the land at Nant Helen open cast mine site.
2. Research, development, education and training centre, associated storage

and maintenance facilities on the land associated with the Onllwyn washery.

Component 1: Rail testing facility 

The main elements on the land at the Nant Helen opencast site are: 

• Electrified high-speed outer rail testing track (6.9 km) for performance
testing of electric, battery, diesel/bi-modal and hydrogen-powered trains with a
line speed up to 110 mph.

• Electrified low-speed inner rail testing track (4.5 km) for testing
infrastructure - such as the track, sleepers and other formations, platforms and
signalling as well as power and telecommunications equipment at a line speed
of up to 40mph.

• Dual platform station environment (typical of the UK rail network) for the
testing of train platform interfaces. The platforms will have sufficient length to
serve 230m trains.

The earthworks (including the in cutting and embankments) required for the 
installation of the two testing tracks were approved in July 2020 (Powys County 
Council ref: 20/0738/FUL).    

The test tracks will have: 
• An access track around the perimeter for maintenance.
• Overhead power cables around the test tracks.

The test tracks will connect with the existing branch line to the south and washery 
area.  It is anticipated that rolling stock would be delivered for testing using this link 
because it provides the most efficient and sustainable mode of transport. Rolling 
stock may also be delivered via the strategic road network, depending on need and 
type.  





Component 2: Research, development, education and training centre, associated 
storage and maintenance facilities  

The main facilities proposed on the Onllwyn washery site (comprising an area of 
approximately 58ha) are: 

• Research, development, education and training/conference centre – providing
laboratory space for the collation and assessment of testing results as well as
lay-down areas for equipment being tested.

• An operations and control centre/office from which testing activities would be
managed.

• Staff facilities.
• Rolling stock storage/sidings.
• Rolling stock maintenance facility for trains undergoing testing at the facility.
• 25kv overhead line equipment (OLE) infrastructure.
• Related infrastructure to include access routes, staff car parking, drainage,

lighting, mobile and land-based communications ‘hyper-connectivity’, CCTV,
perimeter/security fencing (including acoustic mitigation as required), Neath
and Brecon Branch Line connection and signalling upgrade.

This centre will have rail links with both testing tracks and the existing branch line to the 
south west.  This will facilitate the internal movement of rolling stock for testing. It will 
also link with the wider site via internal access roads for use by operational personnel.   

Construction 

Phasing 
The project will be phased with development being dependent upon the requirements of 
the industry and the market demand. However, it is likely to fall into the following three 
phases: 

Phase 1: Infrastructure testing (operational 2023) 
Phase 2: Rolling stock testing (operational 2024) 
Phase 3: R&D/education facility, stationary testing facility and associated 

laboratories and rolling stock maintenance/decommissioning facility 
(operational 2025) 

Access 
The existing access into the washery site from the A4221 will be the main access 
into/out of the site during construction, with additional access from Onllywn Road 
(which runs into the site from A4109).  



Traffic movements 
The construction material unable to be transported by rail will be delivered via road 
routes agreed with Neath Port Talbot and Powys Councils.  

A Traffic Assessment has been undertaken to assess the suitability of the local and 
strategic highway network and no off-site road improvements are proposed as the 
existing road can accommodate the traffic anticipated to be generated by a Global 
Centre of Rail Excellence at the construction stage and during operation. 

Working hours 
Working hours will be: 

• 6am to 10pm Monday to Friday (with restricted hours on the Northern
Embankment of 7am – 6pm)

• 7am – 1pm on Saturday

Environmental management 
Construction activities will be managed through the implementation of a Construction 
Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) that sets out what environmental protection 
measures and monitoring is needed by the contractor/s.  This will cover noise, light and 
vibration from the construction works.  The draft CEMP is included as part of the 
Environmental Statement and needs to be approved by Neath Port Talbot and Powys 
Councils before the commencement of works.  

Operation 

Hours of operation 
Subject to demand the Global Centre of Rail Excellence will operate 24/7 and staff are 
likely to be on site whilst testing is underway. 

Rolling stock (outer track) 
When a train is being tested, it would be running continuously at speeds up to 110mph 
and maximum speeds of 70-85mph on the small curve. This results in c. 20 completed 
laps per hour.  

Infrastructure testing (inner track)  
When a train is being tested, it would be running continuously at line speed (40mph). 
This result in c. 13.75 completed laps per hour.  

Traffic and transport 
The site currently employs approximately 100 staff working in two main shift patterns 
and there are c. 200 two-way movements a day.  



The new facility is expected to employ a similar level of workforce, with up to 120 staff 
potentially working a more normal working day pattern, with a trip generation of around 
240 two-way vehicle movements over the course of a normal working day [R&D centre 
staff numbers are circa 60 additional]. The resultant uplift in staff numbers and vehicular 
trips is not considered to be significant in relation to the capacity of the local highway 
network. 

The provision of facilities for pedestrians and cyclists will be specified within the Travel 
Plan and will look to promote Active Travel to and from the Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence. 

The site will provide secure cycle parking with good localised lighting and suitable 
security at locations accessible to the built development. A clear wayfinding strategy will 
also be provided within the site to allow for all users to travel safely and in adherence to 
any facility guidelines. 

Noise and vibration 
It is anticipated that the majority of trains being tested will be electric (70%), with 20% 
hydrogen and 10% diesel or bi-modal. Other next generation traction technologies 
will also be developed and tested on site.  Over time, it is fully expected that trains 
powered by fossil fuels will be phased out of the network use and GCRE will 
contribute to the achievement of net zero targets for the rail industry. 

Both noise and vibration have been considered in developing the plans.  A 
background noise survey has been prepared and mitigation will be undertaken as 
appropriate. 

Lighting 
The test tracks will not require lighting, except potentially at the test station platforms. 
Lighting would be required at the depot site for safety, as this is where the majority of 
staff will be based. This would be a low level, bollard style lighting. 

Ancient woodland 
There is one area of recorded plantation on ancient woodlands (PAWS) within the 
site boundary.  However, evidence shows that the area of conifer plantation to be lost 
as a result of the development is not PAW, as it was worked in the 1970s as part of 
the Abercrave/Gwaunton surface mine and therefore any ground flora, soils and 
seedbeds have been destroyed. This was accepted by Council ecologists during 
consideration of the Nant Helen complementary earthworks application.   

Tree planting of native broadleaved tree species is proposed in the north western 
corner of the site (in an area of existing conifer) to improve the nature conservation 
value of this woodland and provide connectivity to new planting proposed as part of 
the approved restoration plan. In combination, measures to create and enhance 
habitat will benefit an area of approximately 226ha. 

Footpaths and cycle network 
Public Rights of Way across the site and will be affected by the proposals. 



A number of these paths are currently suspended as a result of open cast mining 
operations.  During construction of a Global Centre of Rail Excellence, short-term 
diversions or temporary closure of parts of localised bridleway 45 and footpath 19 will 
be required in the vicinity of the works to ensure public safety. 

In respect of the Public Rights of Way, a longer-term strategy has been developed 
that will see the Rights of Way that currently pass through the site replaced by a 
circular route of footpaths and bridleways around the site perimeter.  This is to be 
achieved by designating the northern cycletrack as either bridleway or byway.  A 
separate consultation on Public Rights of Way will run later this year in respect of 
these proposals. 

Common Land 
Part of the site also falls within the Mynydd-y-Drum Common, over which a 
proportion of the Commoners’ rights are currently suspended due to the open cast 
mining operation. 

Proposals for addressing matters relating to Common Land are being developed in 
consultation with Powys County Council and Neath Port Talbot County Borough 
Council.  These will require temporary and permanent solutions for the earthworks 
and delivery phases of a Global Centre of Rail Excellence and will also be subject to 
a separate consultation process. 

Next steps 
Please let us know your thoughts on the proposals for a Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence in Wales. 

You can do this by completing the feedback form - which can be completed 
or downloaded from: https://gov.wales/global-centre-of-rail-excellence-planning-
pre-application. Deadline for comments is 14 October 2020. 

We will review all feedback and use it to inform our final proposals and application to 
the Local Planning Authorities. 





Consultation  
Response Form 
 

 
Your name:  
 
Organisation (if applicable):  
 
E-mail / telephone number:  
 
Your address:  
 
 
Q1: How important are the economic and social benefits identified to the local area? 
Please rate them from 1 to 5 (with 1 being very important and 5 being not at all 
important): 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Job creation (during construction and operation)      

Boost to local services/supply chain       

Local skills and training      

Developing new industry to replace coal mining      

Local investment       

Tourism opportunities      

Growth opportunities for Wales and the UK      

 
Are there any other benefits you would expect a project like this to generate? 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Q2: Do you have any comments on the two main components of the Global Centre 

for Rail Excellence? 
 
Component 1: Rail testing facility 
 

 

 

 

 

Component 2: Research, development, education and training centre, associated 
storage and maintenance facilities 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 
Q3: Do you have any comments about the construction phase of the Global Centre 
for Rail Excellence? 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Q4: Do you have any comments about the future operation of the Global Centre for 

Rail Excellence? 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Q5: Do you have any other comments about the Global Centre for Rail Excellence 

project? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question A: We are under a duty to consider the effects of our policy decisions on 
the Welsh language, under the requirements of the Welsh Language (Wales) 
Measure 2011.    
 
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 B: 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 C: 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: 
  
Please enter here: 
 

 
 
 
 

  

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:   

 

 




