
Global Centre of Rail Excellence

Welsh Government is working in partnership with Neath Port Talbot 
and Powys Councils to develop proposals for a Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence (GCRE) on the site of the Nant Helen open cast mine and 
Onllwyn coal washery site at the head of the Dulais and Tawe Valleys. 
The proposals form an important addition to the site’s restoration 
strategy brought forward by Celtic Energy and will act as a driver for  
rail industry innovation, investment and growth in Wales, the wider  
UK and internationally. 

There has been a great deal of support and enthusiasm for the project 
and we are continuing to develop the business case and move forward 
with plans to submit a planning application in early 2020.

As part of the business case 
development for the project, we carried 
out extensive ‘soft-market-testing’ 
with rail industry stakeholders earlier 
this year. This allowed us to examine 
the business need and incorporate 
technical advice and feedback into 
an initial masterplan 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. 

As part of this process, we have 
established a Project Evaluation Group 
(PEG), which consists of a range of 
senior rail industry leaders who are 
examining work undertaken on the 
project to date, analysing project 
viability and assessing the best way 
forward.

This exercise is an important milestone 
in the evolution of the GCRE project, 
which is expected to be concluded 
early in the new year and will inform 
next steps.  
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Ensuring excellence
To help fast track investment and innovation at 
the proposed Global Centre of Rail Excellence, 
we are also working to establish an Innovation 
Accelerator as a component of the project. 
This will bring together the rail industry and 
academia to innovate, develop, test and 
validate new solutions for the rail industry that 
will support and speed up commercialisation 
and access to market of emerging technologies. 

To launch this programme and explore 
the opportunities, we held a workshop in 
September which was attended by rail experts 
from the Universities of Cardiff, Swansea, South 
Wales, Birmingham, Leeds and Southampton; 
industry experts from Network Rail, the Rail 
Industry Association, Rail Safety Standards 
Board and Rail Delivery Group; R&D Centres 
including Innovate UK and AMRC Cymru; and 
Welsh Government.

The workshop was insightful and informative 
and identified a number of key requirements, 
including:

• the capacity to demonstrate and showcase 
new products/plant/machinery, applications 
and services; 

• the ability to meet the needs of emerging 
digital and data technologies; and

• the need to be flexible and expandable for 
future demands.

We are now looking to build on the positive 
opportunities identified at the workshop 
and to look in detail at the ways in which an 
Innovation Accelerator can be established as  
an integral part of the overall GCRE proposition. 

Project briefing and early 
engagement
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 to enable local residents and 
stakeholders to help inform the masterplan for the site. 

We 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.

A letter introducing the proposals for a Global Centre of Rail Excellence in Wales 
and advertising the drop in events was sent to over 9,500 residential and business 
addresses and over 300 stakeholders.

Drop in events were organised in Onllwyn and Abercrave in July and an 
additional event was held in Coelbren in early September in response to requests 
from local residents. In addition to these public events, we held a stakeholder 
preview and a drop in session for staff at Celtic Energy’s Nant Helen site office, 
gave a presentation to Tawe Uchaf Community Council and met with elected 
representatives.

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. Some key issues were raised by local people that will be considered 
and addressed through the Environmental Impact Assessment - including noise, 
vibration, air quality and light pollution. The issue of common land was also raised, 
which will be carefully considered in discussion with relevant parties.  

We are currently reviewing all the feedback and a report will be published on 
the project website in due course that highlights key issues, opportunities and 
considerations that will be responded to as the project progresses.
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Key politicians back plans
Key politician including Welsh Deputy Minister for Economy and 
Transport Lee Waters AM, UK Welsh Affairs Select Committee 
Member Tonia Antoniazzi MP and Shadow Wales Secretary 
Christina Rees MP visited the site in September to hear about  
the proposals and how they could bring considerable 
investment, jobs and economic growth to the region.  

The visit was organised by the Railway Industry Association  
(RIA), the national trade body for more than 290+ rail suppliers, 
who have been supporting the Welsh Government’s plans.  
The visit was part of RIA’s Rail Fellowship Programme, which  
sees politicians visit key rail sites to get a hands on experience  
of the industry and to see first-hand its contribution to the  
UK economy.

Shadow Secretary of State for Wales Christina Rees MP 
said: “The development will bring well-paid long-term jobs, 
through both direct employment and via the supply chain,  
as well as an opportunity for sustainable regeneration across  
the Dulais Valley and South Powys area.

“I am obviously delighted that the project will be partly located 
in my constituency, but I am confident that its impact will be 
felt right across Wales. I will do everything I can to support the 
Welsh Government, local Councils and other key partners to 
make this proposal a reality.” 

Cllr Rosemarie Harris, Leader of Powys County Council, 
said: “This innovative project, which would provide a much-
needed rail testing facility of international significance and 
bring a high-level of investment leading to associated economic 
benefits for the region, has to be warmly welcomed. We very 
much look forward to progressing the project to a successful 
conclusion ensuring that we gain the maximum economic return 
from this truly unique opportunity.”

Onllwyn Councillor Dean Cawsey said: “It is very exciting 
to see the project progressing and the Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence is a brilliant prospect for the Onllwyn ward, Dulais 
Valley and surrounding areas. This is a once in a generation 
chance to bring much-needed quality jobs and prosperity to our 
valleys, leaving a clean, long-term legacy following decades of 
deindustrialisation. Rail is clearly a growing sector and to see our 
communities as part of its future is a significant opportunity.”

Rail is a vital sector for the Welsh economy, providing £1.14 bn 
in economic growth, employing 20,000 people and provides 
£338 million in tax revenue. With the proposed new Global 
Centre for Rail Excellence, it would contribute even more.

EIA scoping submitted
At the end of September, an Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA) scoping request for a Global Centre of Rail Excellence was 
submitted to the local planning authorities.  

This will confirm the parameters and extent of the research and 
surveys required to assess and identify both positive and negative 
impacts resulting from the construction and operational activities 
of the project on the local environment and local population. 

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.

Once the existing environmental conditions across the site have 
been established and an assessment made of likely adverse 
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. 

N E X T  S T E P S

Feedback from the early engagement, Project Evaluation 
Group and Innovation Accelerator workshop, as well as 
results from the Environmental Impact Assessment will 
inform the final proposals for a Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence in Wales. 

In the meantime, Celtic Energy is continuing to work with 
the Welsh Government and other key stakeholders to help 
deliver the project.

The final masterplan proposals developed by the Welsh 
Government will form the basis of statutory consultation 
before a planning application for the Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence is submitted in early 2020.

C O N TA C T  D E TA I L S

Email: consultation@grasshopper-comms.co.uk  

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

Phone:  01639 865515

“This is a project the Welsh 
Government has developed in 
response to industry demand and 
we are committed to working 
with partners in the private and 
public sectors to deliver it. Given 
their prominent industry role 
I’m delighted that the Railway 
Industry Association is showing 
such positive interest. It is a clear 
indication of the significant 
progress we’ve made so far.”

Lee Waters AM, Deputy Minister 
for Economy and Transport
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