A strategic rail freight interchange for London, by Peter Trevelyan (St Albans Civic Society) 

Background

One of the delights, or perhaps a curse, of living on the fringe of London is that there is no such thing as a quiet life. Here in St Albans, there has been in recent years a steady stream of proposals for major developments. The latest of these is a Rail Freight Terminal on the Midland Main Line railway at Radlett.

The scheme started life some years ago and went through to a public inquiry in 2007. The Society was represented at all stages. The decision was 'Yes, but not quite', so the developers have tried again, arguing that they only needed to deal with the minor points raised in the decision letter. The local authority, however, has raised many of the old issues again, and been ably supported by an effective local campaign group.

So, what was the local Civic Society to do this time round? We have reasonable financial resources, but have only so many volunteers willing to commit time and energy to campaigns, and were already heavily committed in other areas. We therefore decided that the most effective contribution that the Society could make to the debate about this proposal was to pay for a poster advertising campaign at St Albans Railway Station.

The Poster campaign

The Society commissioned a special poster for this campaign, and it was placed at three sites in and outside the station for a period of just over a month. This coincided with the consultation period for the application. This cost £3,000, representing a significant financial investment for the Society - approximately one-third of our annual turnover!

The reason for commissioning the poster was because of concern for the iconic view of the city of St Albans from the railway. We felt that, if this application went ahead, many thousands of people would discover that something of great value had been lost. We also hoped it would draw attention of the rail users, many of whom are local residents and, therefore, potentially members of the Society, to our work, as well as the implied threat to their train service.

The Outcome

The poster was a positive and emphatic declaration of intent. It was well received in the local press and by local politicians. However, we have been disappointed by the public response. An opportunity to register objections was provided through our website, but we don't think anyone used the facility, and only a handful of people contacted the Society through its website.

Would we do it again? I doubt it, mainly because of the expense. But the exercise has left us wondering how to mobilise public opinion against a proposal that appears peripheral to most people's interests.  It won't be so remote when the freight trains mess up the passenger train timetabling, and the heavy lorries block the nearby junctions. At least the Society tried - no-one can say we didn't warn people.
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