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The Argument in Brief 

In May 1951, a group of volunteers began operating the Talyllyn Railway, helping to establish a 

preservation movement that would achieve things few could then have imagined. Seventy-five years 

later, Britain’s heritage railways are responsible for an extraordinary inheritance of historic 

machinery, infrastructure, skills and accumulated human experience. But they are also confronting a 

world that has changed profoundly, bringing new pressures upon their finances, organisations and 

volunteer communities. 

The publication of joint guidance by the Office of Rail and Road and the Health and Safety Executive 

in July 2026, concerning the involvement of younger volunteers, provides a timely reason to 

reconsider how people become involved in railway preservation. The guidance addresses a specific 

legal question. The opportunity it prompts us to examine is much wider. 

Heritage railways are not simply collections of old trains. They are working enterprises involving 

engineering, history, conservation, commercial management, hospitality, digital technology, 

governance and an extraordinary range of other activities. They may offer valuable experiences to 

young people whose interests extend well beyond railways, from their early teenage years through 

education and into adult life. 

Yet opportunity does not arise merely because an organisation welcomes somebody. Participation 

must be worthwhile, accessible, appropriate and supported by people with the competence, time and 

resources to make it work. Sometimes the responsible decision will be to refuse a particular activity. 

At other times, a different approach may reveal possibilities that familiar arrangements have 

obscured. Guidance can help clarify the boundaries; it cannot provide the people or the commitment 

required to create an opportunity. 

Drawing upon firsthand railway management experience, individual cases and the history of 

preservation, this independent discussion paper examines both the potential and the practical 

obstacles. It does not claim that heritage railways can solve the challenges facing young people, nor 

that younger participants should be recruited principally to address the movement’s succession 

difficulties. 

Its purpose is to ask a more interesting question: what might this extraordinary inheritance offer a 

new generation, and what might that generation bring to the railways? 

The paper is offered for discussion, factual challenge and further investigation, particularly by those 

responsible for railway governance and safety, those already working with young people, and young 

people themselves. It proposes neither a universal programme nor another administrative burden, 

but an invitation to discover what is possible and worthwhile. 
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A February morning at Rolvenden 

 

Rolvenden locomotive depot in winter light. Photograph: author. 

On a bitterly cold February morning, the low sun catches the steam rising above Rolvenden 

locomotive depot. For a few moments it turns gold, drifting across the yard and hanging between the 

locomotives, the water column and the signal box. The rails glisten where the light reaches them. In 

the shadows, the ground is wet, the machinery cold and the work of preparing the railway for another 

day is already under way. 

Rolvenden is not where most visitors begin their journey on the Kent & East Sussex Railway. That is 

Tenterden, where the carriages are kept and the passengers gather. Rolvenden is the locomotive 

depot, where much of the work that makes the public performance possible takes place out of sight. 

There is an extraordinary contrast between the beauty of steam in the morning sunlight and the 

entirely practical business of getting an elderly machine ready to do its job. 

A locomotive may look magnificent in the golden light, but it is indifferent to appearances. The 

bearings, motion, boiler and countless other components require attention. There are things to 

inspect, clean, lubricate and prepare, and people who understand what must be done. A railway 

cannot run on nostalgia, however powerful the emotion that first brought its volunteers together.  

Yet it would be equally foolish to dismiss that emotion. There is something deeply satisfying about 

seeing a machine built for another age brought to life by people who have chosen to preserve it. The 

sound, the smell, the steam and the companionship are part of the attraction. So is the knowledge 

that this extraordinary inheritance, stretching back more than two centuries, survives because people 

still care enough to make it work. 

In 2026, seventy-five years after the preservation pioneers began operating the Talyllyn Railway, it is 

worth asking what that achievement now means. We have preserved locomotives, carriages, stations 
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and miles of railway. We have also created organisations, accumulated knowledge and developed 

communities of people capable of doing things that much of the modern world has forgotten how to 

do. 

But preservation was never simply a matter of keeping old things. It was an act of imagination: the 

belief that something apparently finished might have a new purpose. 

Seventy-five years later, perhaps it is time to exercise that imagination again. 
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Chapter 1 — Two Worlds in Transition 

The steam rising above Rolvenden belongs to a machine conceived in an industrial world, but the 

people attending to it live in a world of instant communication, digital systems and uncertain careers. 

There is something faintly improbable about looking to nineteenth-century technology for an 

experience relevant to somebody growing up with artificial intelligence. Yet that is precisely what 

makes the comparison interesting. The steam locomotive may have been overtaken as a means of 

everyday transport, but nobody has found a way of dispensing with the physical consequences of 

operating one. 

A young person can now create a convincing moving image of a steam locomotive that never existed, 

find a detailed explanation of valve gear and generate a maintenance schedule without leaving their 

bedroom. These technologies can also make a real contribution to historical research, engineering, 

maintenance planning and the management of a railway. But the most persuasive drawing or 

explanation does not itself repair a worn bearing. At some point a person must understand the actual 

component, work safely with others and establish whether the proposed solution will function. The 

machine has no interest in whether the account of its repair was elegantly written. 

This is not a contest between traditional practical skills and artificial intelligence. A railway that 

regarded new technologies as unwelcome would be turning its preservation purpose into a 

philosophy of general obsolescence. The more interesting possibility is bringing the two together: 

using contemporary methods to investigate real problems, and discovering through experience the 

difference between a plausible answer and a working result. A heritage railway offers such 

opportunities in an unusual setting, where much of the equipment is old but the obligations 

surrounding it are entirely contemporary. 

The visitor sees the locomotive, the carriages and the station. Behind that scene are a business, a 

charity or community organisation, workshops, infrastructure, commercial choices and people who 

have rather a lot to do before the first train leaves. A carriage roof leaks whether or not the finances 

provide for its repair; a passenger expects the train to run; an old component refuses to fit because 

the drawing is incomplete; and the person responsible for the answer may have volunteered to help 

with something altogether different. The railway is not a classroom exercise. Its decisions carry 

consequences, and that could be as valuable to someone interested in management, ecology or digital 

communication as it is to someone already fascinated by locomotives. 

The world beyond the gates 

To begin with the railway, however, would be to view the relationship only from our side. A teenager 

in 2026 may be asked to choose qualifications or imagine a career while the nature of work is visibly 

changing. Artificial intelligence is affecting how information is found, presented and used, and the 

future extent of that change remains uncertain. The internet can offer extraordinary educational 

possibilities as well as misinformation and pressures that are difficult to escape. Social media may 

sustain friendship, creativity and community; it can also provide an exhausting audience for the 

ordinary business of growing up. Neither digital enthusiasm nor concern about digital life justifies 

the assumption that all young people experience the same world. 

Climate change, conflict, housing costs and questions about the affordability of independence all 

influence the background against which decisions are made. Some young people face substantial 

difficulties in education, health or family circumstances; others enjoy support, confidence and 

opportunities unimaginable to earlier generations. The young people of 1951 did not inhabit a simpler 

paradise. They faced the aftermath of war, austerity and social constraints of their own. What matters 
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is not deciding which generation had the harder adolescence, but understanding that the context in 

which interests and skills develop has changed. 

That uncertainty should not be mistaken for a general loss of hope. Some young people remain 

confident about their personal futures even while questioning whether society will give them the 

same opportunities as previous generations. The more useful distinction may be between a future 

that happens to somebody and one they believe they can help shape. A heritage railway cannot 

promise a secure career or solve the cost of housing. It can sometimes give a participant evidence, 

through a genuine activity and a visible result, that their own actions matter. 

Schools and colleges have an exceptionally difficult job, and it would be lazy to use heritage railways 

as an occasion to declare that formal education has failed. Teachers work with differences in ability, 

behaviour, confidence and need, often within tight institutional demands. The growth in the number 

of pupils identified as having special educational needs and disabilities requires careful interpretation 

and appropriate support, not sweeping pronouncements about an entire generation. But no school, 

however good, can reproduce every kind of experience. Actual customers, imperfect machinery and a 

real organisation with limited money create questions that cannot always be made tidy enough for an 

examination paper. 

A young person interested in engineering might discover the patience involved in examining an old 

mechanism, while a student of business might find that the attractive marketing idea developed for 

an assignment must compete with the cost of repairing a bridge. A prospective ecologist could 

discover that conserving lineside habitat has to be reconciled with drainage, visibility and safe railway 

operation. These are possible experiences, not guaranteed educational outcomes. They do, 

nevertheless, suggest that we may have been describing the railway too narrowly when inviting 

people to take part. Underneath the train ride is a diverse working enterprise, disguised with 

considerable success as a collection of old trains. 

The railway's changing world 

Meanwhile, the preservation movement has grown up. The most visible achievements of its pioneers 

were locomotives saved, lines reopened and buildings restored. Their successors inherit a less 

photogenic responsibility: keeping those achievements serviceable. A locomotive that was once an 

apparently impossible restoration becomes another expensive overhaul decades later. An extension 

completed amid justified celebrations becomes more track, drainage, structures and signalling to 

inspect. Rescue is a moment; ownership goes on indefinitely. 

The business surrounding those assets has changed too. Materials and specialist skills can be costly 

or difficult to obtain, the working capital of some organisations is limited, and visitors have many 

competing uses for a family's disposable income. A railway may be cherished by its supporters, but 

that does not oblige a family choosing a weekend outing to treat the fare as a donation to industrial 

archaeology. Environmental questions are similarly real: coal-fired operation has consequences, 

while the railway's wider activity may include biodiversity work, conservation and local economic 

benefits. A serious discussion cannot simply select whichever part of the picture is most convenient. 

The people running these organisations face a peculiar reward for competence. The volunteer who 

proves capable is invited to take responsibility for another project; the person who can fix a particular 

problem eventually becomes the only person anyone telephones; and a successful committee member 

discovers that success qualifies them for three more committees. These are familiar hazards of 

preservation, and they matter because the railway needs both the specialist knowledge of experienced 

people and enough space for others to learn. 
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We have, then, two worlds in transition. Young people are finding their way through changing 

education, technology and working lives. Heritage railways are trying to sustain a remarkable 

inheritance while adapting to economic, organisational and environmental realities. There is no 

convenient equation by which one set of difficulties solves the other. A young person does not exist to 

rescue a railway's volunteer roster, and the railway is not an antidote to every anxiety of modern life. 

But there may be worthwhile points of contact between them. Before deciding what those might be, it 

helps to remember how this movement began, and why a clarification of the rules concerning 

younger volunteers has prompted a question rather larger than the legislation itself. 
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Chapter 2 — Seventy-five Years On 

 

Talyllyn Young Members at a railway gathering. Photograph: author. 

On 14 May 1951, a train worked by the Talyllyn Railway Preservation Society ran from Tywyn Wharf 

towards Rhydyronen. The locomotive was Dolgoch, already an elderly machine, on a line whose 

future had looked uncertain following the death of its owner, Sir Henry Haydn Jones. The distance 

was modest; the achievement was not. People who believed an apparently finished railway might 

have another purpose had taken responsibility for making that belief work. 
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The Society had been formed the previous autumn. Its members could offer subscriptions, donations 

and labour, but not a ready-made manual explaining how a volunteer-operated preserved railway 

should be organised. They had to deal with equipment, money, people and the awkward practical 

difference between wishing for a train to run and getting it to do so. The little railway required 

attention whether or not its supporters had previous experience of the particular job in front of them. 

It is possible to admire their audacity without treating every practice of 1951 as suitable for a railway 

in 2026. 

The subsequent movement was a remarkable act of imagination. A railway could lose its original 

commercial justification yet acquire a new purpose: history made visible and, unusually, made to 

work. Others saved engines, track, stations and industrial equipment. They restored workshop skills, 

developed organisations and created opportunities to participate in the result. The people who began 

the work were not simply recipients of a heritage attraction put on for their benefit. They were 

learning, arguing, discovering, accepting responsibility and creating it for themselves. 

Seventy-five years later, the preservation movement has far more than the assets its pioneers rescued. 

It has established expertise, professional relationships, regulatory responsibilities and considerable 

experience of managing complex organisations. Those accomplishments matter. An appealing myth 

of early preservation, in which enthusiasm alone overcame every difficulty, does a disservice to the 

hard work involved then and the obligations borne by railways now. Yet the invitation to participate, 

rather than merely watch, remains one of its most valuable inheritances. 

There are, however, two forms of preservation within this inheritance. The first is visible in the 

locomotives, carriages, stations and structures. The second is the human capacity to operate, 

maintain and adapt them. Drawings and maintenance records capture much, but not all, of the 

judgement accumulated through years of practical work. Knowledge must also be practised, tested, 

explained and passed between people. A railway that preserves its machinery while allowing the 

ability to look after it to disappear has not completed the task. 

When a board approves the restoration of an important locomotive, it rightly asks about cost, 

engineering and future maintenance. There is another question worth asking: who will be able to 

operate and maintain the result ten or twenty years after completion, and how will they acquire the 

necessary competence? This is not an argument for recruiting young people simply to fill gaps in the 

roster. It is an argument for treating the development of human capability as part of preservation 

itself. 

The question of permission 

An unlikely catalyst for reconsidering that inheritance appeared on 22 July 2026, when the Office of 

Rail and Road and the Health and Safety Executive published joint guidance concerning young 

volunteers on heritage railways and tramways. Its subject was not how to create rewarding 

experiences for a generation. It addressed a particular legal problem arising from the Employment of 

Women, Young Persons and Children Act 1920, following the requirement introduced by section 37 

of the Employment Rights Act 2025. 

The 1920 legislation belongs to a world in which the employment of children in industrial 

undertakings raised questions quite different from those presented by a modern preservation society. 

The new guidance concerns the circumstances in which activities undertaken by younger volunteers 

should be regarded as employment in an industrial undertaking for the purposes of that legislation. 

The distinction is important, but it does not follow that every voluntary activity on a railway is 

automatically permitted or safe. 
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This point is worth making once, clearly. The guidance is not a blanket exemption from safety law, 

safeguarding obligations or operational rules. It does not confer competence on an enthusiastic 

participant or authority to perform a particular duty. It helps railways understand a specific legal 

issue and includes illustrative distinctions between activities likely to be suitable, tasks in which a 

young person may assist under competent supervision, and activities likely to be unsuitable. The 

actual circumstances of the railway, participant and work remain decisive, and the exact legal account 

must be reviewed before this paper is circulated as anything more than a draft. 

The difference between helping a person responsible for a task and taking that responsibility oneself 

is familiar on a railway. Watching a signalman, understanding how the apparatus works and assisting 

within carefully defined arrangements are not the same as being authorised to control the movement 

of trains. Equally, working around a locomotive or workshop cannot be reduced to a general decision 

about whether a child is interested in machinery. Competence, the work itself, available supervision 

and the relevant legal requirements must all be considered. That is ordinary railway judgement 

applied conscientiously, not a reason to write a universal list of things every fourteen-year-old can do. 

The law also leaves much of a heritage railway's wider activity outside the particular industrial-

undertaking question. Commercial, historical, educational, administrative and visitor-facing work 

may pose different issues. They are not thereby free of other responsibilities, but the debate about the 

1920 Act should not be allowed to define the limits of what a young participant might find 

interesting. 

Not everything happens at sixteen 

The discussion has a linguistic trap. We speak of children, teenagers, young volunteers, junior 

members and the next generation as though they were a single group. In the context of the 2026 

guidance, the immediate issue concerns volunteers aged fourteen up to minimum school-leaving age, 

which does not necessarily coincide exactly with the sixteenth birthday. Safeguarding arrangements 

for children extend beyond that boundary, while adult legal status at eighteen does not provide 

railway competence or operational authority. None of these dates establishes the moment at which 

somebody becomes interested, useful or ready to take on greater responsibility. 

One young person may have spent years visiting railways and know a surprising amount about their 

operations. Another, at nineteen or twenty-two, may arrive without a railway interest but with 

developing skills in engineering, photography or business. Someone of seventeen might be well 

known to volunteers and still subject to the appropriate legal and safeguarding framework for a child; 

an adult newcomer might require extensive instruction. Age can determine legal boundaries. 

Competence, authority and opportunity are different questions, each deserving its own answer. 

For this essay, a focus extending from the early teenage years to approximately twenty-five is useful, 

although it is an editorial frame, not a newly invented legal category or eligibility requirement. In 

those years people leave school, enter work or further education, move away, return during holidays 

and develop interests that may change repeatedly. A railway that is excellent at welcoming fourteen-

year-olds but can offer nothing to the apprentice or student who can attend only occasionally has 

considered only part of the journey. Another which continues to refer to a capable twenty-four-year-

old as one of its juniors may be missing something rather more obvious. 

The informal welcome of older preservation culture has much to commend it. People turned up, met 

experienced volunteers and sometimes found that the railway gave them responsibility, friendship 

and knowledge beyond anything they had expected. There were also risks and exclusions in 

arrangements dependent upon personal familiarity and chance. Appropriate safeguarding, defined 

supervision and safe systems are not enemies of the original spirit; they are part of delivering 
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opportunities responsibly in the present. A railway must be capable of saying no to an unsuitable 

task, as well as being curious enough to ask whether another task might be right. 

The Talyllyn pioneers had to find the people, resources and knowledge to make a railway live again. 

Their successors have inherited institutions equipped to do much more, but also accustomed to 

particular ways of welcoming and using people. The July guidance clarifies an important question of 

permission. What it cannot do is provide a mentor, arrange transport, make an outsider welcome or 

explain why a student with no interest in locomotives should spend time with the railway. Permission 

opens the door; leadership creates the opportunity. The rather more interesting question is why 

somebody would choose to walk through it. 
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Chapter 3 — Why Would They Come? 

For people who love railways, the question can sound absurd: why would anyone need persuading to 

spend time among locomotives, workshops and the people who look after them? Yet the attraction of 

a preserved railway is not self-evident to someone whose interests lie elsewhere. The movement 

knows how to welcome those who have already fallen in love with its subject. The harder and more 

revealing task is to understand what it might offer those who have not. 

But suppose the person approaching the railway has no interest in locomotives. Suppose they have 

never travelled on a heritage railway, do not know the difference between a signal box and a 

locomotive shed, and have no particular wish to learn. Their interests lie in photography, graphic 

design, engineering, ecology, business, history or hospitality. They may be deciding what to study, 

looking for practical experience, hoping to meet people or simply wondering how to spend some of 

their spare time. 

The BBC's October 2026 Teen Summit survey, conducted online by Survation among 2,000 UK 

teenagers aged thirteen to eighteen, provides a useful indication of what some young people feel they 

lack. Forty-four per cent wanted more work-experience opportunities from school; more than half 

reported having had no work experience. Others wanted help with finances, job applications and 

communication. These findings are not evidence that those teenagers want to join a heritage railway. 

They do suggest that genuine encounters with working life have value beyond the interests of 

committed enthusiasts. 

The attraction may be as much the opportunity to discover what does not suit somebody as to find a 

future career. A student who discovers that office work is not for them has still learned something 

important. A participant who has to talk to strangers, manage a task and see its consequences 

encounters the world of work in a way that an invented exercise cannot entirely reproduce. Heritage 

railways already possess a remarkable supply of authentic work. Their challenge is to make selected 

parts of it accessible without disguising unwanted jobs as educational opportunities. 

The enthusiast and the outsider 

 

Before and after: the invitation to explore a locomotive cab, and the delight of being there. 
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The preservation movement has enjoyed a considerable advantage over many other voluntary 

organisations. It possesses a ready-made community of enthusiasts for whom the subject itself 

provides the motivation. Some discover railways through family visits, model railways, railway 

photography or an early fascination with machinery. Others arrive through friendships, local 

connections or the simple pleasure of travelling behind a steam locomotive. 

For these people, an invitation to participate can be extraordinarily powerful. It offers the prospect of 

moving from spectator to participant, from reading about railway history to contributing to its 

preservation. The experience may lead to technical skills, lifelong friendships and responsibilities that 

become an important part of adult life. 

That is a strength to be cherished. It is also a rather narrow foundation on which to build the 

movement's future. 

The difficulty is that the railway often describes its opportunities through its own departmental 

structure. Locomotives, carriage and wagon, permanent way, signalling, operations and station staff 

are familiar categories to those already involved. To an outsider, they may sound like specialist 

occupations requiring knowledge that the newcomer does not possess. 

There is nothing wrong with those departments. They exist because the railway needs particular work 

to be undertaken safely and competently. But the organisation chart is not necessarily the best 

starting point for a conversation with somebody who knows nothing about the organisation. 

The railway may contain precisely the opportunities those people are seeking, yet neither side 

recognises the possibility. 

Perhaps the first task is not to persuade outsiders to become railway enthusiasts. It is to show them 

that railway preservation involves far more than enthusiasm for railways. 

Consider what lies behind a typical heritage railway's public operation. 

The visitor sees the locomotive, the train, the station and the journey. These are the visible results of 

an undertaking that depends upon a remarkable range of activities, many of which have little direct 

connection with driving trains. 

The railway may own substantial areas of land, provide habitats for wildlife, operate catering 

facilities, organise public events and maintain relationships with local communities, schools, 

businesses and public authorities. 

It may also be attempting to finance the restoration of a locomotive whose costs bear little 

relationship to the income that locomotive could ever earn. 

An engineering student might encounter equally interesting problems. The railway combines old 

equipment, modern materials, traditional techniques, specialist manufacturing and contemporary 

expectations of safety and reliability. A particular component may no longer be available 

commercially, requiring research, design, assessment and manufacture. The solution must work with 

machinery that was never designed to accommodate it. 

Nor should the opportunities be confined to technical subjects. Heritage railways contain 

extraordinary collections of stories, documents, photographs and personal recollections. They offer 

material for historians, writers, researchers, designers and people interested in how communities and 

industries have changed. 

The opportunity lies in discovering which of them could be opened to appropriate participation and 

what both the railway and the individual might gain. 
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It would be a mistake, however, to describe these as vacancies waiting to be filled. A young botanist 

may be interested in the railway's woodland but have no desire to clear drains; a design student may 

gladly work on interpretation yet have no wish to learn railway jargon. The point is not to rebrand 

unwanted chores with attractive titles. The offer has to be genuine enough to survive a conversation 

in which the newcomer is free to say no. 

When the result matters 

 

The pleasure of belonging: three young participants on a preserved locomotive. Photograph: author. 

Consider a student invited to examine how a railway promotes one of its special events. Unlike an 

exercise that ends when a tutor awards a mark, the exercise has actual passengers, costs and 

competing demands. The student might compare bookings, publicity and customer feedback, propose 

a change, and discover that the railway has sound reasons for rejecting an attractive idea. That is not 

a failed lesson; the discussion between evidence, enthusiasm and practical judgement may be the 

lesson. 

The railway does not have to implement every recommendation. Indeed, explaining why a perfectly 

respectable proposal cannot be adopted may be one of the most valuable parts of the experience. The 

student encounters the difference between an attractive idea and a decision that an organisation can 

responsibly make. 

A similar exchange can occur in engineering. Someone accustomed to computer-aided modelling may 

suggest a different way of approaching a component, while the experienced volunteer knows from 

long acquaintance where it wears and which apparently minor detail makes the difference. Neither is 

necessarily right simply because of age or familiarity. There is something worthwhile to discover 

through the discussion, provided the railway retains responsibility for work that requires formal 

competence and authority. 

Rolvenden offers another kind of experience. A newcomer arriving at the locomotive depot finds 

people of different ages and working backgrounds taking an interest in the same job, sometimes 

disagreeing vigorously about how to do it. A retired tradesperson may be demonstrating a technique 

learnt decades earlier; a much younger participant may understand a new digital method. The 
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railway does not automatically create friendship or improve wellbeing, but it does offer an 

uncommon opportunity to work alongside people one might never otherwise meet. 

That can be a rewarding environment, although we should resist the temptation to make sweeping 

claims about its effects upon confidence, wellbeing or personal development. Not everybody enjoys 

the same activities or responds to the same social circumstances. Some people will thrive in the 

workshop and dislike dealing with visitors. Others will be uncomfortable in an established group but 

excel when given a defined individual project. 

The Children's Society's Good Childhood Report 2026 offers another perspective. Its 

recommendations for children's sense of belonging are organised around four connected needs: 

people they trust, places they belong, power to influence decisions, and pathways to opportunities 

and support. This is a general framework for wellbeing, not evidence of a measured benefit from 

railway volunteering. But it is a useful test of the offer a railway makes. Does the newcomer have 

someone reliable to turn to? Do they feel welcome? Can they influence anything that matters? Is 

there a realistic next step? 

The third question may be the least comfortable. A young person can be warmly welcomed into a 

department and taught its procedures without ever being invited to question its assumptions. 

Railway standards and safety-critical authority must rest on competence, not enthusiasm. That need 

not prevent a young participant from influencing visitor information, work organisation or the design 

of an appropriate project. Belonging is more than being allowed to attend. 

Getting through the gate 

 

Behind the visitor experience: work in a railway catering kitchen. Photograph: author. 

The finest invitation means little to somebody who cannot reach it. Preserved lines often run through 

attractive countryside, precisely where public transport may be least convenient for a volunteer 

arriving early or leaving after an evening event. The railway's geography is part of its appeal to 
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visitors and part of its practical difficulty for a teenager without a car. Money for transport, clothing 

or meals may also influence the ability of a young adult to take part. 

An adult with a car may regard the distance as trivial. To a teenager dependent upon buses, family 

members or friends, it can be decisive. 

The same problem affects young adults. Someone who has recently left school, started an 

apprenticeship or entered employment may have limited disposable income. Travel, meals, clothing 

and other incidental costs can make regular participation difficult even when the railway charges 

nothing for the opportunity itself. 

The answers are unlikely to be universal. A particular railway may be able to arrange suitable 

transport assistance, coordinate attendance with public services or establish projects that require 

fewer journeys. Another may lack the people and resources to provide those arrangements. 

A railway that sees few young people at a weekend recruitment event may be learning as much about 

the timetable and the availability of lifts as about enthusiasm. It should be prepared to ask people 

outside the membership where they would look for opportunities and what would make an initial 

visit practical. 

What is the offer? 

The useful starting questions are ordinary ones. What will a participant do; who will support them; 

what experience is needed; what will attendance involve; and what, if anything, will it cost? A general 

request for junior volunteers in the locomotive department may attract an established enthusiast, but 

tells a newcomer very little. An invitation to a defined series of supervised sessions exploring how 

historic machinery is maintained, with a clear description of suitable tasks and limits, allows 

someone without railway knowledge to decide whether the experience appeals. 

The same principle could be applied to a short photographic assignment, a historical research project, 

assistance with an environmental survey or an investigation into the effectiveness of a commercial 

event. 

There is a further reason to approach young people with curiosity rather than a predetermined set of 

activities. They may not want what we expect them to want. 

A young person might be fascinated by the railway's archives and entirely uninterested in riding on 

the train. Another may enjoy working with visitors but have no wish to acquire an operational 

qualification. Someone attracted by the engineering may discover an unexpected talent for planning 

or organising people. 

There is also room for an uncomfortable question. A student invited to study the railway's 

environmental management may query the organisation's preferred assumptions; a new volunteer 

may wonder why two departments barely communicate. Some observations will be naive, and railway 

experience must be respected. But a movement founded by people who refused to accept that an old 

railway had no future ought to tolerate an occasional question about what it does now. 

The enthusiast may arrive with motivation already in place. Everyone else needs a clearer invitation, 

and nobody is obliged to respond favourably. A person may find worthwhile experience and move on 

without ever becoming interested in locomotives. The test is not only whether someone came through 

the gate but what the railway was able to offer once they arrived. 

The enthusiast may arrive with motivation already in place. Everyone else needs a clearer invitation, 

and no one is obliged to accept it. Whether either person stays depends less on the first welcome than 
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on what follows: useful work, relationships, practical access and the care taken to make the promise 

real. 

Chapter 4 — What Actually Happens 

A railway can describe a youth programme in a questionnaire, produce a photograph of participants 

beside a locomotive and report satisfactory attendance. None of those records tells us what happened 

to the participant who wanted to join a workshop, the quieter newcomer finding a suitable duty, or 

the youngster who could not reach the depot. General arguments about opportunity become 

interesting when somebody encounters the real railway, with its equipment, responsibilities, working 

habits and limitations. 

The following accounts are drawn principally from events the author witnessed or managed while 

General Manager of the Kent & East Sussex Railway. They are not a representative sample of the 

movement or proof of particular educational outcomes. Individuals are not named in this 

consultation edition, and unnecessary identifying information has been avoided. Participants will 

have an opportunity to comment on relevant descriptions and images before any wider public release.  

A workshop is not a classroom 

 

A different pathway: a qualified young fireman undertaking real railway work at night. Photograph: author. 

One participant wanted to work with the railway's carriage and wagon department. The interest was 

genuine, and the workshop offered an understandable attraction: real vehicles, tools, materials, 

projects in progress and experienced people able to explain how rolling stock is maintained. 

Enthusiasm alone, however, did not establish that an appropriate placement could be provided. 

The difficulty is that there is also no shortage of hazards. A vehicle under repair, a tool left within 

reach, a movement at the wrong moment or an instruction not fully understood can matter a great 

deal more than it would in a demonstration arranged principally for visitors. A railway workshop has 
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to finish necessary work and protect the people doing it. The supervision needed by a new participant 

must be assessed rather than assumed to emerge from the goodwill of everyone nearby. 

An individual assessment was arranged by a volunteer with teaching experience, under the oversight 

of the workshop supervisor. The young person was enthusiastic and willing to learn, but the 

assessment identified difficulties with maintaining attention to instructions and safely navigating the 

working environment. For the proposed workshop tasks, continuous individual supervision would 

have been necessary. The department could not reliably provide it within its existing arrangements. 

This was a decision about the requirements of the role and the support available, not a wider 

judgement about the individual. 

The placement therefore had to be declined. To have ignored the assessment would have imposed a 

supervision responsibility that other volunteers had neither undertaken nor been equipped to fulfil. 

But the decision concerned a particular workshop environment, not whether the railway could 

provide any worthwhile opportunity. Other activities were explored, and the young person 

subsequently contributed in a supervised station-facing role and at special events. The interest in the 

railway remained; the form of participation changed. 

It is easy to celebrate a railway that finds a way to say yes, but there is a more demanding lesson in 

the episode. The workshop had to say no to the arrangement proposed. Had that been treated as a 

verdict on the person, the opportunity might have ended. Instead, it became a reason to consider 

what other genuine roles the railway could support. Neither the rejection nor the alternative should 

be romanticised: the first protected people, and the second still depended upon suitable support. 

Together they demonstrate a distinction that management discussions often miss. 

Different kinds of contribution 

 

A young participant attending to the locomotive motion at Rolvenden. Photograph: author. 
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Another participant was quieter, showing commitment without necessarily drawing attention to 

himself. Encouragement from experienced volunteers helped him develop towards the 

responsibilities appropriate to a junior travelling ticket inspector. The duty involves much more than 

checking tickets: passengers ask questions, information must be understood and communicated, and 

the participant sees how individual work fits within a wider railway operation. The experience 

illustrates the value of a genuine role matched to developing confidence and ability; it does not 

require a claim of dramatic personal transformation. 

A further participant proved particularly effective at public-address announcements. These are 

unglamorous but important parts of a visitor's experience: the information must be accurate, 

intelligible and timely. A person who does it well makes the railway more welcoming and 

comprehensible. There is no need to invent a dramatic personal journey around that achievement. 

The contribution itself is worthwhile. 

 

A practical introduction to a guard's duties and signals, with guidance from an experienced volunteer. The photograph 
does not imply independent authority for safety-critical duties. Photograph: author. 

Such experiences also depend upon adults whose contributions seldom feature prominently in 

publicity photographs. A volunteer teaching a newcomer must know the task and have the patience to 

explain it; another may be technically brilliant but dislike supervising beginners. The person who 

quietly makes a junior duty possible may have used time that could otherwise have been spent on 

urgent railway work. 

There is a risk in making every person in a youth programme stand for an educational principle. The 

quieter participant becomes confidence; the announcer becomes aptitude; the mentor becomes 

intergenerational learning. Actual people are less convenient than that. They enjoy some tasks and 

dislike others, progress unevenly and may simply be present because they love the railway. Their own 

descriptions matter, and participant comment should inform the wider edition. 
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Eight graduates 

 

Participants and guests at the K&ESR youth programme graduation, August 2026. Photograph: author. 

In August 2026, eight young people completed the Kent & East Sussex Railway's youth programme 

and attended a graduation event. The occasion recognised genuine effort by participants and the 

adult volunteers who supported them. It is a useful moment to consider what a railway chooses to 

celebrate. Before wider publication, participants should have the opportunity to describe the 

experience in their own words. 

There was also a prosaic complication. No dedicated budget had been provided for the graduation, 

and some expenditure was met personally or through parental contributions. This does not invalidate 

the occasion or prove indifference by anyone making difficult spending decisions. It asks whether the 

organisation had made practical provision for an activity it had agreed was worthwhile. Preservation 

has always relied on generosity, but generosity should not conceal whether a commitment is properly 

resourced. 

An unusual feature of the preservation movement is the ease with which a substantial job can be 

completed by people who are willing to contribute more than was ever formally requested. That 

capacity has rescued locomotives and reopened railway lines; it can also conceal the absence of a 

plan. The graduation showed what committed people could make happen. Whether the railway had 

arranged to sustain the activity independently of those particular people is a different, and less 

photogenic, question. 

The person who could not arrive 

One account needs almost no railway detail at all. An interested young person lived around ten miles 

away and could not reliably reach the railway. For a volunteer with a car, the distance was trivial; for 

someone dependent on a lift or unsuitable public transport, it could make participation impossible. 

No workshop supervisor had to assess competence, no operational duty required authorisation and 

no safeguarding arrangement had yet been tested. The potential participant could not get to the point 

where those questions would matter. 
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The geography of heritage railways is often part of their attraction. They run through countryside and 

between communities whose public transport connections have changed substantially. That same 

landscape can put regular volunteering beyond the reach of someone too young to drive, unable to 

afford transport or dependent on relatives already balancing work and other responsibilities. Before 

assuming that young people are uninterested, a railway should find out whether they can reach it at 

the times the activity is actually offered. 

What the stories can and cannot tell us 

There are no universal answers in these few cases. A workshop had good reason to decline the 

original placement; a participant developed within a supervised public-facing role; another found 

something at which they were particularly good; volunteers gave time; eight people reached a 

moment of recognition; and one possible participant remained outside for a reason unrelated to 

railway enthusiasm. We must not transform that variety into a claim that participation always builds 

confidence or that safety concerns can always be overcome with ingenuity. 

It is the decisions around those people that make the experiences revealing. A railway must know 

when a task cannot be supported, when a small opportunity deserves recognition and when the 

absence of transport or a named mentor renders a generous invitation meaningless. The cases raise 

questions about the institution as much as the participant. They take us to the railway that exists 

behind the public spectacle: its departments, management arrangements, established habits and 

occasionally heroic ability to make things happen despite never quite having agreed who was 

supposed to do them. 
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Chapter 5 — When the Railway Gets in the Way 

A railway's internal geography is sometimes harder to navigate than its track plan. Departments have 

their own authority, work and customs; a newcomer may not know which practices are formal 

requirements and which are merely familiar habits. Experienced volunteers keep extraordinary 

organisations running, but a friendly invitation does not tell someone where to go, whom to ask or 

how to become useful. The opening challenge is to recognise the invisible map before assuming that 

everybody can find their way around it. 

Every railway manager knows the promising proposal that everybody supports and nobody quite 

owns. There is an encouraging meeting, an agreement in principle and perhaps an entry in the 

minutes. Months later the task has remained exactly where it began, except that the volunteer 

expected to organise it now has two additional responsibilities. Nothing was necessarily rejected; the 

railway simply failed to distinguish approval from the capacity to deliver. When a young person has 

been promised an interesting activity, the cost of that distinction is felt beyond the committee room. 

The strength and weakness of belonging 

A newcomer may discover that the railway appears to consist of several separate communities 

sharing the same track. Each is convinced of the importance of its own work, occasionally puzzled by 

the behaviour of the others, and capable of recalling disputes whose origins have long since passed 

beyond living memory. 

This is one reason why an apparently friendly organisation may be difficult to join. Nobody intends to 

exclude the newcomer, but everybody assumes somebody else has explained how things work. The 

young participant waits to be given a task, while the established volunteers assume that anyone 

sufficiently interested will make themselves useful. 

The problem is not necessarily hostility. It may be the absence of any deliberate thought about what 

joining the railway feels like from the other side of the gate. 

The difficulty with 'we have always done it this way' is that sometimes the railway has excellent 

reasons for doing precisely that. Old machinery and railway operation punish casual innovation. At 

other times the practice dates from a decision made for reasons that nobody can now remember. A 

manager must be able to tell the difference, preferably before the argument becomes a matter of 

personal loyalty. 

A suggestion to change a procedure may be resisted because the alternative introduces genuine risks. 

It may also be resisted because the railway has never done it that way before. Both responses can 

sound remarkably similar when expressed by an experienced volunteer. 

Managers must therefore be careful not to treat every objection as obstruction. The person 

questioning an idea may know about an operational difficulty that the proposer has entirely 

overlooked. 

Consider the expectation that a young volunteer should begin with routine duties, attend regularly, 

demonstrate commitment and eventually progress towards more interesting responsibilities. There is 

much to be said for this approach. Railways depend upon reliability, and nobody should expect 

immediate access to complex work simply because it appeals to them. 

The answer is not to abandon standards or create privileges for young people. It is to distinguish the 

requirements of a particular responsibility from the habits through which people have traditionally 

reached it. 
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A preserved railway should understand the difference between preserving an historic practice and 

preserving an organisational habit. The former may be its purpose. The latter may simply be making 

life unnecessarily difficult. 

The converse is equally important. Clear governance can allow a capable newcomer to contribute 

without needing to understand years of unwritten politics. In one account supplied for this paper, a 

volunteer who entered railway governance in his early twenties described how transparent decision 

criteria, a supportive chairman and other trustees prepared to consider change made participation 

possible. The railway was financially stable enough to experiment, and decisions were followed 

through. He had to work hard to establish his contribution, but he knew the rules and had a fair 

opportunity to meet them. 

The lesson is not that younger trustees should be indulged or their ideas accepted because of their 

age. It is that consistent processes help people with ability and commitment gain influence on merit. 

There may already be individuals in their twenties capable of contributing to railway boards who have 

never imagined being invited. A well-governed organisation can recognise their potential without 

relaxing its standards. 

The indispensable volunteer 

 

Volunteers taking a break beside railway equipment. Photograph: author. 

The greatest strength of heritage railways is also a source of considerable vulnerability: people are 

willing to undertake extraordinary amounts of work because they care about the organisation. 

Youth participation adds another demand upon time and attention. An experienced volunteer may be 

delighted to introduce a young person to their department, but the work of supervising somebody is 

not the same as undertaking the task oneself. 
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A job that would take an hour may occupy an entire morning when it is being explained to somebody 

inexperienced. Tools and equipment must be introduced, instructions checked, questions answered 

and progress monitored. The supervisor may have to resist the entirely understandable temptation to 

take over when things are proceeding more slowly than expected. 

It also requires a willingness to recognise when a participant is struggling and adapt the 

arrangements accordingly. The experienced volunteer must sometimes explain why a desired activity 

is unsuitable, or why the young person is not yet ready to undertake greater responsibility. 

If a railway wishes to develop youth participation, it cannot simply add mentoring to the 

responsibilities of its busiest volunteers and hope that their enthusiasm will overcome the practical 

difficulty. 

A heritage railway may have a trustee interested in education, a safeguarding officer concerned with 

appropriate arrangements, departmental managers responsible for activities, a volunteer coordinator 

dealing with recruitment and a general manager attempting to reconcile all these interests with the 

daily operation. 

Nor should the general manager be expected to organise every worthwhile initiative personally. The 

manager may already be occupied with operational performance, safety, finance, staffing, 

maintenance, commercial development and the succession of unexpected problems that arrive with 

almost every working day. 

But there is a difference between identifying a specific unacceptable risk and declaring that an activity 

cannot be considered because it involves a young person. 

On other occasions, the difficulty may be the absence of sufficient supervision rather than the 

inherent unsuitability of the task. That distinction is worth recording honestly. An organisation that 

cannot currently provide the necessary supervision has a legitimate reason to decline the activity, but 

it should not present that resource limitation as a universal legal prohibition. 
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Knowledge can travel in either direction: a younger experienced volunteer helps an older newcomer understand a practical 
railway task. Photograph: author. 

The arithmetic is awkward. An experienced engineer who spends several hours explaining a task to a 

newcomer may complete less physical work that day. Measured against the immediate maintenance 

programme, mentoring can look inefficient. Measured against the future supply of competent people, 

it may be one of the most valuable investments the department makes. Training does not become free 

simply because the person providing it is a volunteer. Its time cost must be recognised, and 

supervisors need support rather than one more invisible duty. 

Safety, safeguarding and responsibility 

An organisation can possess excellent policies, trained officers and clear reporting procedures while 

offering almost nothing that a young person would wish to do. It can also provide exciting activities 

while lacking the safeguards and supervision necessary to deliver them responsibly. 
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The distinction is similar to that between safety management and running trains. An effective safety 

management system is indispensable, but nobody visits a heritage railway primarily to admire its 

documentation. The system exists to support the safe operation of the railway, not to replace the 

activity it is intended to govern. 

A youth programme may appear inexpensive because the supervision is voluntary, the facilities 

already exist and the participants undertake useful tasks. But the railway is still committing 

resources. Somebody must organise the activities, communicate with families or participants, 

undertake any necessary assessments, provide equipment, maintain records and ensure that 

arrangements remain suitable. 

The absence of a large budget is not necessarily a barrier to useful activity. A well-chosen project 

might require little expenditure and limited supervision. A relationship with a school or college could 

provide access to expertise or resources that the railway does not possess. 

There is little point in launching an ambitious programme involving dozens of young people if the 

railway cannot provide sufficient mentors, activities and support. The consequences may be 

disappointing for participants and exhausting for the people expected to deliver it. 

Heritage railways are, understandably, shaped by the people who have preserved them. Their 

interests, knowledge and values are reflected in what the organisations celebrate, the activities they 

offer and the behaviour they regard as normal. 

A young person who does not share the established enthusiasm may find it difficult to understand 

why they should become involved. Someone interested in digital media or environmental science may 

be welcomed politely but struggle to find an activity that receives the same attention as traditional 

railway work. 

A culture that requires everyone to arrive as an enthusiast will continue to attract enthusiasts; it is 

much less likely to discover what the organisation might offer people with other interests. The railway 

is entitled to protect its operating standards and historical purpose. It is not obliged to require every 

person who contributes to share the personal enthusiasms of those who established them. 

A railway's board or governing body must decide how the organisation uses its resources and pursues 

its purposes. Those purposes differ between railways, and it would be mistaken to assume that every 

heritage organisation has the same charitable objects, educational obligations or capacity to provide 

activities for young people. 

This does not mean that trustees should supervise youth activities or involve themselves in the detail 

of departmental placements. Their responsibility is to establish direction, understand significant 

risks, ensure appropriate arrangements exist and hold management accountable for commitments 

the organisation has chosen to make. 

The board may reasonably decide that the organisation can support only a small programme, or 

perhaps one or two defined projects. It may also decide that other priorities must take precedence for 

a period. 

There is a familiar tendency in preservation to regard enthusiasm as a substitute for planning. A 

proposal gathers support because it sounds worthwhile, but nobody establishes its relationship to the 

railway's overall priorities or the resources necessary to deliver it. 

These are organisations that must operate safely, maintain expensive assets, generate income, protect 

their people and fulfil responsibilities that have grown considerably since the early preservation 

years. Many are already dependent upon a relatively small number of people undertaking substantial 

workloads. 
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It may require the railway to reconsider how work is allocated, how newcomers are introduced, how 

activities are organised and which projects genuinely deserve priority. It may also require the 

organisation to accept that not every worthwhile contribution fits within the established model of 

regular departmental volunteering. 

And there is a final irony. Heritage railways are often at their most impressive when faced with a 

seemingly impossible engineering problem. A locomotive regarded as beyond restoration is 

dismantled, researched, repaired and eventually returned to service. A bridge is rebuilt, a missing 

component manufactured or an abandoned stretch of railway reopened through years of persistence 

and ingenuity. 

The solution need not begin with a national strategy. The railway first has to discover which 

opportunities fit its people, its obligations and its resources. A small project honestly supported may 

be a greater achievement than a programme impressive enough to announce and too demanding to 

deliver. 
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Chapter 6 — Making Opportunity Possible 

The practical answer is unlikely to arrive as a grand programme. Imagine instead a railway manager 

who has already spent the morning arranging a substitute member of staff, investigating an 

unexpected maintenance problem and explaining to somebody why a splendid idea cannot possibly 

be ready for next weekend. The invitation to begin a new youth initiative may be entirely welcome in 

principle, but the manager needs to know what will happen on Monday morning, who will do it and 

what other work will be postponed. 

A single worthwhile activity, undertaken with appropriate support, can demonstrate what is possible, 

reveal what does not work and provide a basis for deciding whether anything larger is justified. The 

starting point might be an existing task that somebody has the capacity to share, a defined project for 

which the railway would benefit from fresh thinking, or a request from a young person whose 

particular interests happen to match something the organisation needs. 

Work that already needs doing 

A more promising beginning might be to look at work already waiting to be done. Almost every 

railway has a shelf of neglected archive material, a visitor problem that has never been properly 

investigated, an interpretation panel that has become inaccurate or an environmental question for 

which somebody would welcome reliable information. None of these automatically becomes an 

educational project. But each contains the beginnings of one if there is a person interested in the task 

and another prepared to support it. 

Consider the collection of historical photographs that has accumulated over several decades. Some 

are carefully catalogued, while others exist in boxes, filing cabinets or computer folders whose 

arrangement made perfect sense to the person who created them. Identifying subjects, recording 

dates, researching locations and preparing material for public interpretation are all tasks that might 

interest a student of history, photography or digital media. The railway could gain a more useful 

collection, while the participant encounters the realities of historical research, including incomplete 

evidence, conflicting recollections and the need to distinguish an attractive assumption from a 

demonstrable fact. 

Such a project need not require weekly attendance throughout the year. It might involve several 

visits, discussions with experienced volunteers and a defined piece of work undertaken elsewhere. An 

archive volunteer or another suitable member of the railway would still need to provide direction and 

review the results, but the arrangement could be matched to the time actually available. Nor would 

success depend upon the student becoming a lifelong railway enthusiast. A properly researched group 

of photographs might be a useful result in its own right. 

Three possible projects show the range without pretending that every railway can offer all of them. A 

supervised locomotive-depot introduction might require a suitably competent mentor for a limited 

number of sessions, suitable tasks and the necessary safety arrangements. An archive project might 

involve two initial visits, agreed access to photographs and periodic review of work undertaken 

elsewhere. A student investigating a special event might need controlled access to booking 

information and a few meetings with the commercial manager. These are illustrative arrangements, 

not verified cost estimates or standard prescriptions. In each case the actual constraint may be the 

availability of the person willing to oversee it. 

None of this suggests that practical railway work should be displaced by educational projects in 

offices or archives. For many young people, the attraction lies precisely in the possibility of becoming 

involved with historic machinery and railway operations. Watching a locomotive being prepared, 
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learning how its components function, helping with suitable maintenance tasks or discovering the 

principles of signalling can provide experiences that are difficult to reproduce elsewhere. 

 

A real carriage workshop provides scope for learning through suitable supervised tasks, but instruction must be resourced 
alongside work that needs completing. Photograph: author. 

There is an art to teaching somebody something that the experienced volunteer has performed almost 

unconsciously for decades. The expert may know exactly how a component should feel, what a sound 

indicates or which detail deserves closer inspection, but find it unexpectedly difficult to put that 

knowledge into words. Explaining it can sometimes sharpen the understanding of the person doing 

the teaching as well as the person learning. 

Where those pressures make direct participation impractical, other arrangements may be possible. A 

workshop demonstration, a defined introductory session or a short period of supervised observation 

might provide a useful beginning without committing the department to continuous support it 

cannot deliver. If the young person subsequently wishes to become more involved, the railway and 

participant can consider what progression is realistic. 
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Giving an idea an owner 

 

A working party cleaning locomotives. Photograph: author. 

The essential commitment is not to the label 'youth programme' but to a particular person 

undertaking a particular activity. Someone must know the task, the risks and the participant's 

expectations. A two-hour archive introduction and a recurring workshop placement do not require 

identical arrangements. The railway must distinguish a sensible scale of organisation from neglect, 

without treating every new participant as a reason to invent a parallel bureaucracy. 

Many heritage railways possess a considerable supply of ideas and a rather smaller supply of people 

willing and able to deliver them. An opportunity becomes real only when somebody accepts 

responsibility for making the necessary arrangements. 

That person need not be the general manager, a trustee or the safeguarding officer. They should, 

however, have sufficient authority to organise the activity and know when other people need to be 

consulted. For a modest archive project, the responsible person might be the volunteer managing the 

collection. A workshop placement would require the involvement of the appropriate departmental 

supervisor, while a commercially focused assignment would need somebody able to explain the 

business problem and provide suitable information. 

A simple conversation before the activity begins can resolve a surprising number of difficulties. What 

is the participant expecting? What can the railway offer? What will they actually do? Who will 

supervise or support them? Are there matters of access, equipment, competence, safeguarding or 

confidentiality to address? How will everybody know when the arrangement has been completed or 

needs reconsideration? 

The person coordinating an opportunity should know whom to approach when difficulties arise. If an 

activity proves unsuitable, the participant should not be left wondering whether they have failed or 

the railway has lost interest. The workshop case in the previous chapter illustrates why a declined 
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placement need not mean the end of a worthwhile relationship. Finding a better arrangement, 

however, requires somebody to follow the matter through. 

None of these requirements automatically demands a dedicated budget. Some may be met through 

existing arrangements, and others through partnerships with schools, colleges, universities or 

community organisations. But it is important not to build a programme upon the expectation that 

individual volunteers will continually provide whatever the railway has neglected to consider. 

There is no particular merit in an ambitious programme that exhausts the very people responsible for 

delivering it. The preservation movement already has considerable experience of projects that begin 

with enthusiasm and expand into obligations nobody anticipated. Youth participation should not 

become another example. 

A practical test is whether the railway can identify an actual task, a person prepared to support it, the 

conditions under which it would be undertaken and an outcome worth the effort. A project created 

solely to be advertised as a youth initiative has a weaker claim on scarce time than work that matters 

to the railway and the participant. This need not lead to another committee: it is a decision about 

whether an ordinary organisation can keep a particular promise. 

Beyond the railway boundary 

 

An adult shares an illustrated introduction to locomotive engineering with a young visitor. Photograph: author. 

Sometimes the most useful thing a heritage railway can do is stop expecting every opportunity to 

begin with somebody arriving at its premises. 

Schools, colleges, universities, youth organisations and community groups already work with young 

people and understand many of the practical issues associated with their participation. They may be 

able to identify those interested in a project, provide educational support or help establish 

arrangements that the railway would struggle to organise independently. 
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An organisation offering genuine learning opportunities cannot reasonably expect every participant 

to confirm its existing beliefs. The willingness to hear a different view is an opportunity for the 

railway as well as for the learner. 

A partnership need not begin with a formal agreement covering every conceivable future activity. One 

well-defined project may be a more sensible test of whether the relationship has value. 

An organisation offering genuine learning opportunities cannot reasonably expect every participant 

to confirm its existing beliefs. 

The relationship between young people and the railway should not be thought of as a single 

uninterrupted progression from junior volunteer to experienced adult member. 

An instructive account of a different pathway comes from a former young volunteer who later joined 

the board of a preserved railway. He credits the experience with exposing him to the realities of 

organisational life: competing interests, genuine responsibility and the subtleties of working with 

adults that are rarely taught in a classroom. Encouraged by experienced colleagues and able to 

contribute within clear decision-making arrangements, he developed the confidence to pursue a 

career in the sector. 

He subsequently helped establish an independent commercial enterprise working with several 

heritage railways. That decision reflected his own circumstances and ambitions, not a failure of the 

railway in which he had grown up. The significance lies in the range of outcomes that participation 

may create. A person may become a long-serving volunteer, a professional railway manager, a 

supplier, an advocate or a business founder. Success is not confined to membership of the original 

organisation. 

For some, it may work that way. A young enthusiast joins, acquires appropriate knowledge, develops 

competence and continues to take on responsibilities over many years. Such careers have contributed 

enormously to preservation, and the opportunities that make them possible should be supported. 

A teenager may become involved enthusiastically and then move away for education. A student may 

return during holidays but be unable to attend regularly. An apprentice might acquire useful 

experience before work commitments make continued participation difficult. A young professional 

may wish to undertake an occasional specialist project rather than accept the obligations of a 

conventional departmental role. 

This may require a more flexible understanding of belonging. Membership, regular volunteering, 

occasional participation, educational projects and paid employment are different relationships, each 

with their own responsibilities. They need not be treated as competing alternatives. A person who can 

contribute only occasionally may still bring knowledge or experience the railway values, while 

someone who participated briefly as a student may retain an interest and return years later. 

But not every task is a safety-critical operational duty. The railway's wider activities offer 

considerable scope for arrangements that fit education, employment and other commitments. 

We should be interested in what the participants themselves think. Did they understand what was 

expected? Were they welcomed and supported? Did they find the activity worthwhile? Would they 

recommend the experience to somebody with similar interests? Those questions are at least as 

important as whether they intend to return every weekend. 

There is no need to create a substantial evaluation exercise for every small project. A conversation 

with the participant and the people involved may be sufficient, provided somebody is prepared to 

listen and respond. Larger programmes may justify more systematic assessment, particularly if 

claims are being made about educational outcomes or the use of charitable resources. 
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A railway could organise a very successful afternoon for young visitors without producing a single 

future volunteer. That might be entirely satisfactory if the purpose was educational engagement. A 

regular youth programme might reasonably have different objectives, including the development of 

skills and sustained participation. The appropriate measure depends upon what the railway set out to 

achieve. 

No railway should feel obliged to establish a comprehensive programme simply because a national 

discussion paper has encouraged it to consider the subject. Some will already have substantial 

activities, and others may sensibly begin with one carefully supported project. The question is 

whether the organisation has examined what it can offer and has chosen an arrangement it can 

deliver. 

A railway could begin with a conversation between its management and a few willing volunteers. 

They might identify an activity that needs doing, has a clear purpose and could interest somebody 

outside the existing membership. They would then find out whether there is a suitable person to 

support it, what arrangements are required and whether the necessary time and resources are 

available. 

There is something appropriately modest about this approach. It lacks the excitement of launching a 

national initiative, announcing ambitious targets or unveiling a new organisational strategy. It may 

produce no dramatic photographs or immediate increase in volunteer numbers. It requires only that 

a railway recognise a possibility, make a sensible decision and accept responsibility for carrying it 

through. 

There is no need to pretend that a successful small project will solve the railway’s recruitment 

difficulties or transform somebody’s life. It can produce worthwhile work, a useful experience and 

evidence about whether the arrangement should be repeated. Our next task is to learn from those 

experiments, including those that do not work. 

For a railway considering its first response to the July guidance, a sensible Monday morning decision 

might therefore be modest: identify one piece of real work suitable for a young participant, appoint a 

responsible person, establish the supervision and resources required, and ask a young person 

whether the arrangement is attractive. The guidance helps clarify possible boundaries. Leadership 

turns a proposed activity into a commitment that can actually be kept. 
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Chapter 7 — What We Need to Discover 

There is a methodological oddity at the heart of this subject. Railway preservationists can be 

wonderfully exacting about the evidence for an obscure locomotive fitting, yet become remarkably 

confident when explaining why young people do or do not volunteer. A story heard in the mess room 

may circulate for years, whereas the person supposedly being described has never been asked for an 

opinion. The movement could apply a little more of its engineering curiosity to its own social 

assumptions. 

Some of these explanations may contain elements of truth in particular circumstances. Others may 

reflect little more than the experiences and assumptions of the people offering them. What they rarely 

represent is the result of a serious conversation with the young people who are supposedly being 

described. 

What do we actually know? 

How many people participate, and for how long? What brought them to the railway? What do they 

actually do? How much time do experienced volunteers devote to supporting them? What happens 

when participants leave school, move away or begin employment? How many were already railway 

enthusiasts, and how many arrived through other interests? 

The person who remained is visible, perhaps appearing in photographs and anniversary speeches. 

Those who left are much harder to find, particularly if their involvement ended quietly rather than 

through any disagreement. 

A young person might have left because the railway offered nothing that interested them beyond an 

initial visit. Another may have moved away for university and subsequently developed a successful 

career in an entirely different field. Someone else may have found the social environment 

uncomfortable, been unable to obtain transport or become frustrated at the absence of meaningful 

work. 

Equally, a person who participated briefly, acquired useful experience and moved on may regard the 

railway's contribution to their development as significant, even though the organisation acquired no 

lasting volunteer commitment in return. 

Ask the people who are not there 

The most revealing person may be the one missing from the photograph. Current volunteers can 

describe what attracted them and what they experienced, but they cannot reliably speak for people 

who never joined, or for those whose interest ended after a frustrating first visit. A worthwhile 

inquiry must make space for former participants and for young people with no railway connection. 

Otherwise the movement will continue to learn chiefly from those its existing arrangements already 

suit. 

A young person who has never visited a heritage railway may imagine an expensive family attraction, 

a museum, an organisation devoted to elderly enthusiasts or simply somewhere that has nothing to 

do with their own interests. They may have no idea that the railway employs engineers, operates a 

commercial business, manages land, restores buildings or maintains substantial historical 

collections. 

A discussion with students interested in engineering, history, media, business or environmental 

science might reveal opportunities that the railway has never thought to describe. It might equally 
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reveal that some of our most attractive propositions are of little interest to the people we hope to 

reach. 

The same applies to practical access. We might discover that the cost of travel, the absence of public 

transport or uncertainty about what happens on arrival presents a much greater obstacle than the 

activity itself. Some young people may be uncomfortable approaching a predominantly older 

organisation without knowing anybody involved. Others may be uncertain about the commitment 

expected or assume that previous railway knowledge is essential. 

A railway could begin by speaking to a local college, youth organisation or community group and 

asking a few straightforward questions. What do the participants know about the railway? Which of 

its activities, if any, sound interesting? What would discourage them from taking part? What kind of 

commitment could they realistically make? 

There is little value in asking young people whether they would welcome an exciting opportunity to 

learn useful skills at a historic railway. Most people would recognise the answer expected of them. 

A particularly revealing question might be what somebody would choose to do with a free Saturday, 

or what they would hope to gain from a brief practical project. Such questions do not assume that 

volunteering is desirable or that the respondent ought to love trains. A young person may offer an 

answer the railway cannot accommodate, and that is still a more useful finding than praise for an 

opportunity that nobody wishes to take up. 

Some heritage railways have developed youth groups and educational activities over many years. 

Others have experimented with apprenticeships, school partnerships, work experience, volunteering 

programmes or informal mentoring. There will have been successes, disappointments and changes of 

direction, many of which are poorly documented outside the organisations concerned. 

A large railway with substantial facilities may have opportunities unavailable to a small volunteer-

operated line. An urban organisation may find recruitment and transport easier than a rural railway 

whose volunteers depend heavily upon cars. A railway with an established youth programme may 

have learned how to manage arrangements that another organisation is only beginning to consider. 

It would also be useful to examine organisations outside railway preservation. Museums, industrial 

heritage sites, conservation bodies, community theatres and other voluntary groups face some similar 

difficulties in attracting younger participants, developing skills and managing intergenerational 

organisations. 

A modest investigation 

The first would establish what heritage railways are currently offering. A short, carefully designed 

survey could identify youth groups, educational partnerships, introductory activities, supervised 

placements and opportunities for young adults. It should also establish the age ranges involved, the 

broad nature of activities, the arrangements for supporting participants and the principal difficulties 

encountered. 

The second would explore the experience of young people themselves. This would require 

conversations with current participants, some who have left and, importantly, people who have never 

joined a heritage railway. Schools, colleges and community organisations might help reach those 

outside the movement. The inquiry should be designed with appropriate consent, confidentiality and 

safeguarding considerations, particularly where children are involved. 

The third would examine a small number of actual projects in greater depth. Rather than attempting 

to demonstrate sweeping educational outcomes, these case studies could explore what was offered, 
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how participants became involved, what support was required, what happened and what the railway 

learned. 

This need not become a national research industry. A first stage could involve a small selection of 

railways with different locations and resources, short conversations with current and former 

participants, and a few discussions with young people outside the movement. It should record the 

demands placed upon supervisors as well as the experiences of participants, and treat modest 

outcomes as evidence rather than public-relations failures. The questions require care, particularly 

with children, but the work itself can be proportionate. 

It would be a mistake to collect data merely because they are easy to count. The number of young 

volunteers is relevant, but tells us little about the quality of participation. Hours contributed may 

assist operational planning, but should not become the principal measure of educational value. The 

proportion of participants who remain after several years may be important for succession planning, 

but does not capture the experience of those who contributed usefully and moved on. 

Nor would a small exploratory study establish cause and effect with scientific certainty. People choose 

to participate for many reasons, and those attracted to a railway may already possess interests, 

abilities or social connections that influence their experiences. A project can be valuable without 

providing proof that railway volunteering improves educational attainment or employment 

prospects. 

The Heritage Railway Association could provide a useful route for reaching member organisations 

and sharing information, although this paper should not presume that the Association has agreed to 

sponsor or undertake the work. Universities and colleges with interests in heritage, education, 

volunteering, social research or organisational management might provide relevant expertise. 

Individual railways could contribute practical experience and help identify projects suitable for 

examination. 

The involvement of young people in designing the inquiry would be particularly valuable. An 

investigation into what younger participants want and experience should not be constructed entirely 

by people who have already spent most of their lives in railway preservation. 

A project requiring extensive reporting from already overworked railway managers is unlikely to 

produce enthusiastic cooperation. Nor would an expensive academic exercise be justified merely 

because the subject is interesting. The first stage should establish whether useful evidence can be 

gathered through existing contacts, a small number of willing organisations and clearly defined 

research questions. 

An invitation to be challenged 

The argument developed in this paper is based partly upon professional experience within heritage 

railways. That experience provides a useful understanding of how organisations operate, the 

pressures facing their managers and the practical difficulties of creating new opportunities. 

An experienced manager may see organisational problems where a young participant sees something 

entirely different. A volunteer responsible for maintaining a locomotive may regard a proposed 

activity as an unwelcome distraction, while a student sees a valuable learning experience. A 

safeguarding specialist may recognise an important concern overlooked by both. A parent may have 

reservations that nobody at the railway has thought to ask about. 

Those with responsibility for legal interpretation and railway safety should examine the account of 

the 2026 guidance and identify any inaccuracies or omissions. People involved in established youth 

programmes should test the proposals against their own experience. Railway managers and trustees 
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should be encouraged to explain where the suggested opportunities are impractical, unduly expensive 

or incompatible with their organisations' circumstances. 

Before deciding how young people should become involved in heritage railways, we might begin by 

asking them whether they want to, what would attract them and what they would hope to gain. 

A worthwhile inquiry would be designed with those whose experiences it seeks to understand. It 

would ask what drew them in, what was difficult, which activities mattered and why others remained 

outside. Its purpose would be to replace plausible assumptions with enough evidence to make better 

choices. What emerged might confirm much of the argument in this paper; it might also reveal that 

some of our favoured explanations are wrong. For a movement founded on the willingness to 

question what seemed inevitable, that would be a useful outcome. 
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Conclusion — The Railway Is Still Coming to Life 

 

People and their reflections beside a locomotive at Rolvenden. Photograph: author. 

By mid-morning, the low winter sun has climbed above Rolvenden, and the light across the 

locomotive depot has changed. The steam that turned gold in the early morning now rises into a 

brighter sky. The locomotive has been prepared, the necessary checks completed, and the work of the 

people who arrived in the cold and quiet is beginning to show its purpose. 

Soon there will be passengers waiting at Tenterden, perhaps a family enjoying its first visit, an 

enthusiast who knows the locomotive's history rather better than some of the people operating it, and 
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a child for whom the sight and sound of a steam engine will be an entirely new experience. Most will 

know little of the work that has taken place at Rolvenden. They have come to enjoy the railway, not to 

contemplate the organisation required to make it happen. 

And why should they? The pleasure of a heritage railway is that, for a few hours, visitors can enter a 

world that appears to have survived from another age. The machinery, buildings, sounds and smells 

are part of the attraction. So are the people who bring it to life, often performing tasks that their 

predecessors would recognise immediately, although the circumstances in which they undertake 

them have changed almost beyond recognition. 

There is no reason to apologise for that pleasure. Railway preservation began because people believed 

that something remarkable would be lost if the surviving railways and equipment of the steam age 

simply disappeared. Their judgement has been vindicated by seventy-five years of achievements that 

few could have imagined in 1951. 

But the pioneers did more than preserve the past. They created opportunities for themselves and 

others to learn, experiment, take responsibility and accomplish things that had seemed improbable. 

Their inheritance is not confined to the locomotives, carriages and railways they saved. It includes the 

knowledge, friendships, confidence and collective ingenuity developed through the work of saving 

them. 

Another lesson has emerged from the people who have taken part. The successful railway is not 

merely one where an older volunteer passes on skill to a younger one. Sometimes the younger 

participant later becomes the teacher, organiser or innovator. The next generation may preserve the 

machinery faithfully while finding new ways to use it and new purposes for the institution around it. 

Giving people the means to help shape that future is one of the inheritances the pioneers would 

surely recognise. 

We should also remember that the people whose opportunities we are discussing have futures of their 

own. They are not simply replacements for ageing volunteers, nor should their involvement be judged 

solely by whether they eventually become lifelong members of the preservation movement. If a young 

person spends a summer helping with a project, gains something worthwhile from the experience and 

then pursues a career far removed from railways, the railway may still have made a valuable 

contribution. 

Back at Rolvenden, the locomotive has no particular interest in these questions. Its machinery 

requires the same care and attention regardless of the age of the people involved or the arguments 

taking place elsewhere about the future of preservation. Before it can leave the depot, somebody must 

know what needs doing and possess the ability, authority and resources to do it. 

Somewhere beyond the railway gates there may be a young person who has never considered 

becoming involved. They may be interested in engineering, photography, environmental science, 

business or something that has not yet occurred to us. They may possess abilities the railway could 

use, or simply be looking for an opportunity to discover what they enjoy doing. 

We cannot know what might happen if they were invited to take part. We can, however, decide 

whether to offer something worth coming for. 

In 1951, a small group of people saw a future for a railway that others believed had reached the end of 

its useful life. Seventy-five years later, the world has changed again, and the railways they helped 

preserve are still here. 

The locomotive is ready. There is another day's work to be done, and another generation growing up 

beyond the gates. 
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We were given a chance. Now it is their turn. 
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Appendix A — Legal and age terminology 

This note assists interpretation of the essay. It is not legal advice or a replacement for the applicable 

legislation, official guidance or a railway’s safety management system. 

What the July 2026 guidance addresses 

Joint ORR/HSE guidance published on 22 July 2026 concerns the application of the Employment of 

Women, Young Persons and Children Act 1920 to specified activities of volunteers aged 14 up to 

minimum school-leaving age on heritage railways and tramways. The guidance was prepared 

pursuant to section 37 of the Employment Rights Act 2025. 

What it does not do 

It does not create a blanket exemption from health and safety duties, nor does it confer automatic 

authority to carry out a railway duty. The suitability of particular activities depends upon the 

railway’s circumstances, the individual and the applicable risk, training, supervision and competence 

arrangements. 

Child, young person and young adult 

For safeguarding purposes, a child is generally someone under 18. Minimum school-leaving age is a 

different legal boundary and does not invariably coincide with the sixteenth birthday. This essay uses 

“young people” broadly for an editorial focus of approximately 14–25, not as a statutory category. 

“Young member” is defined by each organisation’s membership arrangements. 

The essential operational distinction 

Legal eligibility, assessed competence, operational authority, individual interest and practical 

accessibility are different questions. A person may be able to assist a competent supervisor without 

being authorised to undertake the activity independently. 

Review required 

The regulatory passages are provided for professional consultation rather than legal advice. LPAC 

and appropriately experienced railway safety practitioners are invited to identify any imprecision, 

particularly in relation to the 1920 Act, section 37 of the 2025 Act, the examples in the guidance and 

the different age and safeguarding boundaries. The discussion should not be treated as an 

authorisation for any particular railway activity. 
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Appendix B — Principal sources 

1. ORR and HSE (2026): Guidance on the application of the 1920 Act to younger volunteers on 

heritage railways and tramways. 

https://www.orr.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-07/orr-hse-guidance-for-heritage-railways-on-application-of-1920-act-to-

young-persons.pdf 

2. Employment Rights Act 2025, section 37: Statutory provision concerning guidance on children’s 

activities on heritage railways. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/36/section/37/made 

3. Talyllyn Railway: Published history of the preservation society and its early operation. 

https://www.talyllyn.co.uk/about/history/part6 

4. Talyllyn Railway: Founder’s Day historical material. 

https://www.talyllyn.co.uk/events/founders-day 

5. UK Government: When you can leave school. 

https://www.gov.uk/know-when-you-can-leave-school 

6. Office of Rail and Road: Minor and heritage railways: safety information. 

https://www.orr.gov.uk/guidance-compliance/rail/health-safety/strategy/minor-and-heritage-railways 

7. Department for Education: Special educational needs in England, 2025/26. 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england/2025-26 

8. Department for Education: Working Together to Safeguard Children. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-safeguard-children--2 

9. Berry, Kate and Clarke, Vanessa (20 October 2026): ‘We asked teens what schools should teach 

them about work. This is what they said’, BBC News / BBC Radio 5 Live and Bitesize, reporting an 

online Survation survey of 2,000 UK teenagers aged 13–18. 

10. The Children’s Society (2026): The Good Childhood Report 2026 (8 September 2026) and 

Building Wellbeing Through Belonging (12 October 2026). 

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/resources-and-research/resources-and-publications/good-

childhood-report-2026 

11. Office of Rail and Road (22 July 2026): ‘Young volunteers supported to play their part in heritage 

railways following new safety guidance’. https://www.orr.gov.uk/search-news/young-volunteers-

supported-play-their-part-heritage-railways-following-new-safety-guidance 
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Appendix C — Questions for consultation 

This is an independent consultation paper, not a request for organisational endorsement. Responses 

are invited on accuracy, practical feasibility and the arguments themselves. In particular, comments 

identifying where the author's assumptions are wrong or where an apparently attractive idea is 

unworkable are welcome. People commenting on sensitive cases should avoid distributing identifying 

information unnecessarily. 

For LPAC and legal / safety specialists 

Is the account of the 1920 Act, section 37 of the 2025 Act and the July 2026 guidance precise? Are the 

distinctions between eligibility, responsibility, supervision and other legal duties appropriately 

expressed? What should be corrected before public circulation? 

For railway managers and trustees 

Which proposed opportunities are practicable within existing resources? Where does the paper 

understate the operational burden or overstate likely benefits? Which existing programmes or 

practices deserve attention? 

For youth programme organisers and mentors 

Which passages fairly describe what participants experience? What have you learned about suitable 

activities, supervision, progression, access and the continuing involvement of young adults? 

For young people, former participants and outsiders 

What might make you interested in a railway activity? What would put you off? If you have 

participated, what did you find worthwhile, frustrating or unexpected? What have we 

misunderstood? 

Please test whether genuine experience benefits young people beyond future recruitment; whether 

clearer guidance enables safe opportunities without removing existing duties; whether mentoring 

receives adequate resources; and whether younger people can influence the railway’s future. 

Young people need not read the full paper: shorter conversations with current, former and 

prospective participants should accompany professional consultation. Response arrangements, 

deadlines and handling of personal information should be stated when circulated. 

Consultation status: the author witnessed or managed the anonymised cases and owns the photographs. Identifiable 

participants will review relevant passages and images before wider release; necessary consent, privacy and safeguarding 
checks remain. This is not official HRA, ORR or HSE guidance. 
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