
For 150 years the railway from Exeter to Exmouth, now known as 
the Avocet Line, has played an important part in meeting 
transport needs along the Exe estuary.  Those needs are 
changing. Passenger numbers are still growing, and there is 
additional pressure to build new stations.  Modest investment 
would exploit the full potential of this railway as a high capacity 
public transport artery.

Exeter is a thriving city. It draws workers, students and shoppers 
from a wide area, with large numbers from Exmouth, the fourth 
largest town in Devon.  Exeter is growing, with most land 
earmarked for development being around the M5 – in an area 
bisected by the Avocet Line.

Exeter’s traffic problems cannot be resolved by road building. 
From Exmouth and the developing south east of Exeter, the 
quickest and easiest way into the city centre is by train.  
Exmouth trains serve all but one of Exeter’s eight stations, 
connecting commuters not only right to the centre of the city, 
but also the major business areas around the M5. 

But the line has seen little recent investment, although the basic 
rail infrastructure is in place and could easily be enhanced to 
meet the needs of new residents in the growth centres of Exeter 
and Exmouth. The investment required to provide extra capacity 
would be an attractive, effective and value for money alternative 
to major road building in the A376 corridor. 

Several Avocet Line stations are well placed to provide natural 
hubs for integrated transport solutions, linking rail with bus and 
cycle routes, plus park and ride, to take cars off the roads.  

We believe current transport planning opportunities should seek 
investment in this sustainable, low carbon option to 

The Avocet Line: an under-exploited resource



meet needs in the Exmouth-Exeter travel corridor for decades to 
come.

Key Fact
The Avocet Line is the busiest local line in the South West of England - by a 
handsome margin.  Passenger numbers have grown each year since 2001.

Key Fact
More than half of the rail passengers using Exeter Central station travel 
from stations on the Avocet Line.

The Line: today and tomorrow
 

Unlike the other local lines in Devon and Cornwall, the Avocet 
Line is not a community rail line needing life-support, but 
probably the busiest single-track railway in the UK. This 
commercially viable and vital transport link carries up to 66 
trains a day – and 1.5 million passengers a year.  

Most of the track, now largely relaid with modern continuous 
rail, is in good condition, though some stations are barely fit for 
purpose. 

The drastic pruning of the infrastructure in the 1960s as a cost-
cutting measure is a serious constraint on the operation of the 
railway today.  The recent dramatic rise in numbers using the 
line means it struggles to meet the needs of existing 
passengers. 

A large station at Exmouth was replaced in 1976 by a single 
platform and cramped foyer; Exeter Central is run down and 
most unwelcoming; the stations in between have few facilities. 
This, plus end-of-life rolling stock from other parts of the UK, 
gives customers a poor experience of a modern railway.
 



Digby & Sowton station, built at 
the instigation of Devon County 
Council in 1994, shows what 
new stations can achieve: it is 
now the busiest intermediate 
station on the line or in 
suburban Exeter. It provides a 
fast, frequent and cheap service 
from the City and beyond to nearby workplaces, and its 
existence has attracted new housing to the area. 

Further large housing developments are imminent east of Exeter 
at Newcourt and Monkerton. They lie on the path of the Avocet 
Line and although sites have been earmarked for stations, no 
funding has been identified, nor do they yet appear in agreed 
local transport plans.  

Our estimate is that, allowing for 4% organic growth (less than 
recent years), and also for the impact of these new housing 
developments, use of the line will rise by at least 60% in the next 
ten years – to well over 2 million passengers a year.  

Key Fact
Digby and Sowton is the busiest un-staffed station in the South West.  
Passenger numbers grew by 31% from 2006-7 to 2008-9.

Digby & Sowton Station





Getting there
 
For the Avocet Line to meet the needs of predicted passenger 
numbers by 2020, a phased approach to increasing capacity is 
necessary, requiring modest 
investment. An immediate start is 
needed, as it takes several years to 
deliver rail improvement projects.

As a first step, all trains should have 
enough seats to meet expected 
demand.  For most of the day, this will mean four coaches of 
standard length, corridor connected throughout to assist fare 
collection. 

The current half hourly service is the most that the current single 
track line, with one passing loop at Topsham, can operate.  It 
does not appear possible to maintain this timetable if more 
station stops are introduced.  A more frequent service (but with 
variable stopping patterns ensuring that each station is served 
by at least two trains per hour) is the favoured solution. 

To cater for new stations at Newcourt and Monkerton, a four 
train per hour service has been suggested, at least as far as 
Topsham.  This would require reinstatement of up to 2.5km of 
double track south of Exmouth Junction, and some signalling 
changes.  The necessary land is in railway ownership and 
unused.  

An increased frequency through to Exmouth would require 
further enhancement to the infrastructure south of Topsham, 
and would be justified in time by new housing at Exmouth. 
Opportunities should also be sought to expand or rebuild 
Exmouth station.



Planning railway improvements is a lengthy process, so greater 
capacity on the Avocet Line should feature in local and regional 
land use and transport plans now.

Key Fact
Avocet Line stations, not counting Exeter Central, see almost 1.5m fare-
paying passengers a year.  That’s 50% more than Exeter Airport and twice 
as many as use stations to Axminster.

Key Fact
A passing loop has recently been installed at Penryn on the Falmouth 
branch to enable a more frequent service. It cost around £8m and was 
funded by the EU and Cornwall Council with a contribution from Network 
Rail.

 
Meeting immediate challenges
 
As well as long term planning, it is essential that passengers are 
offered a satisfactory experience today. The Avocet Line has a 
number of here-and-now challenges. These will shape what 
customers think now, what they do tomorrow and what they tell 
their friends. 
Too often Devon gets the trains that nobody else wants.  Recent 
rolling stock has been poorly suited to the needs of the Avocet 
Line – unreliability and slow loading lead to late running, 
cancellations, short formed trains and overcrowding.
Stations are a critical part of the overall travel experience, but 
those on the Avocet Line – mostly un-staffed – offer very basic 
facilities, with insufficient ticket machines, inadequate 
information and no toilets or catering. Access to some is 
difficult.  
Good information about onward travel, rail and bus interchange, 
and sufficient dedicated parking for rail passengers are areas 



where needed improvement is slowly taking place, but falls short 
of that seen elsewhere. 
The Avocet Line Rail Users’ Group (ALRUG) regularly reviews the 
timetable, including connections at Exeter for onward 
passengers.  With First Great Western’s help we have achieved 
more early evening services and earlier year-round Sunday 
services.  We believe that changing needs and proven passenger 
numbers warrant a half hourly Sunday service, rather than the 
current one train an hour.
During the next decade resolving such challenges will be 
essential if the Avocet Line is to be the preferred method of 
travel to and from Exeter for the communities it serves.  ALRUG 
will continue to play an effective part through a pragmatic 
partnership with rail companies, local authorities and 
passengers.
 
ALRUG believes passengers have the right to expect:
      •     A reliable, punctual service with enough seats
      •     The opportunity to buy a ticket before travel at every station 
      •     Safe stations, with the ability to summon help and make enquiries
      •     Accurate information about train running on every platform
      •     Good connections with main-line trains and local buses for onward 
journeys.
 

First Great Western has plans to deliver some of these essentials. We 
expect that the 

next franchise, in 2016, will require better services and station facilities.
 


