Background for the Railway Heritage Committee

The Sittingbourne & Kemsley Light Railway (SKLR)

On 4th October 1969 the Bowater UK Paper Company ceased operations on its 2ft 6in gauge industrial railway which operated between the paper mills at Sittingbourne and Kemsley. The enlightened company realised that the railway was unique in South East England and had already approached the Association of Railway Preservation Societies with a view to ensuring that the line was preserved for posterity. As a result it was handed over on that day to the Locomotive Club of Great Britain (Light Railway Section) which, within two years, became the Sittingbourne & Kemsley Light Railway Ltd, a registered charity. This Company was given a licence to operate the Railway but because of the complexities of the surrounding industrial infrastructure this licence was subject to a notice period of one month.

The Railway has prospered in its preserved state and today attracts around 7500 visitors per year. All of its members are volunteers and there are no paid staff. Following the sale of the paper business by Bowaters, the company owning the land and the paper mills has changed a number of times over the years. In 2001 the locomotives and rolling stock of the Railway, which until that point had also been subject to the licence agreement, were handed over to the Trust by the then owners, UK Paper. The current owners of the Railway’s main line and Sittingbourne station are M-real (part of a multi-national company based in Finland) whilst the land at the Kemsley terminal belongs to SRP New Thames Ltd. 

In December 2006 M-Real decided to close its Sittingbourne Mill and the Light Railway’s future became insecure. For 12 months the Trustees of the Light Railway attempted to discuss the position with M-Real but no dialogue was possible.

In January 2008 the Trustees were summoned to a meeting where they were told that the Sittingbourne Mill site was to be sold together with the land on which the Railway ran. The Railway was given one month to vacate the site but this was subsequently modified to a date of 29 January 2009 to enable the Railway to operate its advertised 2008 services. This concession was only given subject to the Trustees agreeing to a number of conditions within 14 days, the principal of which was that the Railway did not discuss the terms of the concession outside its membership and that all further discussions should be held with M-real’s land agents Strutt & Parker. An attempt to negotiate an additional month for agreement, to enable the Trustees to obtain sound legal advice, was met by a negative response. The Railway was given an opportunity to make a bid for the land which had to be submitted by 1st May 2008 together with a methodology for removing the Railway’s goods & chattels from the site by 29 January 2009. Before this bid was submitted the Railway learnt that the Kemsley end of the Railway, which is its major operating base, had been sold separately to SRP New Thames Ltd, a company which falls under the umbrella of D.S. Smith plc. This left the Railway with two different landlords and added to the complexities of negotiation as Strutt & Parker insisted that any contact with the latter companies should be via them. They have consistently failed to deliver on requests for any such meetings.

The course of the Railway is that of the service corridor between the paper mills at Sittingbourne and Kemsley and this corridor is also the route for the steam pipes and electricity cables which served the mills. The steam pipes were lagged with asbestos and as result the route is an area which requires remediation of the resultant contamination. For this reason the Railway was advised to bid £1 for the route of the line whilst taking on the responsibility for the contamination. This bid was rejected, not on account of the amount offered but on technicalities regarding the remediation work. This rejection leads the Railway to believe that M-real had no real intention of accepting a bid in the first place.

Until recently the situation was further complicated by the attitude of the local authority, Swale Borough Council, which has plans for the Regeneration of the area in which the Railway runs. Approaches to Swale were met with indifference and almost hostility from their officers but a recent Campaign by the Railway amongst local people has resulted in a commitment by the elected members to do all that they can to secure the future of the railway.   

This support has encouraged the Trustees in their attempts to persuade the landowners that they are failing in the duty handed down to them by Bowater’s to ensure the preservation of the historic artefacts which they have inherited. 

In early September the Heritage Railway Association showed its support for the efforts of the Light Railway by making an award in the following terms:-  

HERITAGE RAILWAY ASSOCIATION ANNUAL AWARD (SMALL GROUPS)
This award is made to a HRA member organisation, in corporate membership groups 1 to 3, for an outstanding achievement in railway preservation.
The award this year is to be made to the 

Sittingbourne and Kemsley Light Railway 

in recognition of a community based, volunteer led, preservation project which has survived over a forty year period against the odds.
The railway’s achievement in the authentic operation of the sole surviving example of an industrial railway system on the Thames Estuary has overcome major obstacles, such as the condition of the Milton Regis viaduct, which has required much attention to allow trains to continue operating. The railway still operates the original stock and locomotives that were delivered to the site over a century ago, and is the perfect example of a unique and priceless example of low key railway preservation. 
The Railway is extremely grateful for the confidence shown by the HRA in making this award and is now asking for assistance with the following areas of action.

1. The Milton Regis Viaduct 

From its Sittingbourne station the SKLR runs on a reinforced concrete viaduct for approximately one kilometre. This viaduct was built shortly after the First World War and represents a very early use of the technique. The viaduct has been noted as an item of particular interest by the Panel for Historic Engineering Works (PHEW) of the Institution of Civil Engineers and a third party has made an application to English Heritage for the structure to be listed. The Trustees would welcome any assistance that can be given in expediting a decision on this application to ensure that the viaduct is protected from any potential development in the area.

2. Order under the Transport & Works Act 1992
The Light Railway is making an application under the above legislation to secure the ownership of the land over which it runs and any necessary access to that land. It is imperative that this application is processed quickly so that the future operation of the railway can be assured and the timescales for producing publicity for the next year’s tourist operation can be met. 

3. The Heritage Legacy    

It may well be that the Finnish owners of the land on which the SKLR operates do not understand the importance of the Railway to the industrial heritage of this country and the heritage legacy that was handed down to them. It would be extremely helpful if the Minister could request the assistance of the Finnish Government in influencing the decisions of the Metsäliitto Group, owners of M-real to resolve the current difficulties concerning the Railway.    

The contact in Finland we have used is:-

Mr Kari Jordan, 
President and CEO 
Metsäliitto Group
P.O.B. 10
FI-02020 METSÄ
FINLAND
