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NCN8 on the Eastern side. These good quality easily accessible connecting routes are vital to 
scheme success. The tunnel is also located in close proximity to the Gethin Woodland Park 
and Bike Park Wales, a recreational cycle park that is a significant attraction in the area with 
approximately 70,000 visitors per year.  
 
Opening up new infrastructure routes has proven benefits in many areas. This report will 
summarise the research and case studies available to evidence the business case for 
opening the Abernant Tunnel to walking and cycling by presenting the following evidence: 
 

• How important infrastructure is to overcome barriers and linking communities to 
promote cycling and walking.  

 
• The tourism impact of developing the Abernant Tunnel route is outlined, using 

evidence from past Sustrans research on the economic benefits of tourism spending.  
 

• The evidence on the economic benefits of opening the Abernant Tunnel is presented 
using an economic appraisal conducted using the WebTAG (web-based Transport 
Appraisal Guidance) and HEAT (Health Economic Assessment Tool.  

 
• A Localised model of the economic benefits to potential commuters using the route is 

discussed   
• The impact of the proximity to Bike Park Wales, tourism and direct job creation is also 

examined. 
 
Due to methodological restrictions, not all of these impacts can be combined into a holistic 
Benefit-Cost Ratio (BCR) but these impacts provide additional information about the local 
context that can be used to support a judgment on the business case for reopening the 
Abernant Tunnel.  
 
In summary, this analysis of the business case for the Abernant Tunnel finds that the 
potential tourism impact of the route is substantial given its proximity to the well-known Taff 
Trail and the attraction of Bike Park Wales.  
 
In addition to the significant tourism-related economic impact, analysis of existing commuter 
behaviour in the area surrounding the tunnel supports the notion that individuals who 
commute in the area will benefit from the development of the Abernant Tunnel, as this opens 
up a cycling route for commuting directly between Abernant East and West; potentially 
benefitting 1,741 individuals.  
 
Based on these additional benefits that are specific to the local context around the Abernant 
Tunnel, the economic benefits modelled in WebTAG that capture the higher scenarios of 
walking and cycling increases (the 90% or 130% scenarios) can be considered a reasonable 
prediction of the expected benefits of reopening the Abernant Tunnel.  
 



7 
Abernant Tunnel – The Business Case  February 2016 

 
 
Figure 2- Plan showing the alignment of the tunnel and proposed linking routes to the Taff and Cynon Trails 

2 New infrastructure to overcome barriers and 
link communities 

 
Physical barriers, whether natural or man-made, can strongly influence the extent to which 
people are willing and able to travel sustainably. Local travel can be transformed by 
overcoming these barriers to enable walking and cycling to become part of everyday life.  
 
Spatial analysis using census data shows that the commuter travel patterns indicate a high 
potential benefit of opening this route for commuters who currently travel in both East and 
West directions near the site on a daily basis.  
 
The conversion of this tunnel constitutes the removal of a barrier that may currently be 
preventing a greater number of commuters from walking or cycling to work in this area. The 
economic value of these benefits will be explored later in the report.  
 
Examples of infrastructure projects from recent years, including bridges, tunnels and traffic 
free links demonstrate a range of possible positive impacts, including benefits to local 
amenities (schools and businesses) and health, as well as overall positive returns on 
investment from using infrastructure to improve links across communities. The full range of 
these benefits can be expected with the opening of the Abernant Tunnel, examples of which 
are illustrated below. 
 

2.1 Connect2 - Bath Two Tunnels 

 
Prior to the conversion of two disused railway tunnels into a route connecting the centre of 
Bath and North East Somerset, no adequate cycling and walking link existed between these 
locations. As part of Connect2, a four-mile stretch of the former Somerset and Dorset railway 
line was transformed. The route was designed to run through Linear Park to the disused 
Devonshire Tunnel at Bloomfield and over the Tucking Mill Viaduct, which were both 
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renovated. The second tunnel at Combe Down is the longest cycling tunnel in Britain, at just 
over a mile long. People flocked to Bath from all over the country to celebrate the opening of 
the Two Tunnels Greenway and to experience the UK’s longest cycling tunnel. Not only has it 
become a well-used route for local people, but it has also become a tourist attraction in its 
own right. As the second longest walking and cycling tunnel in the world, the Rhondda 
Tunnel opening might have considerable impact as a tourist attraction.   
 
Benefits of Connect 2 Bath Two Tunnels: 
 

• Schools benefiting from the scheme: Oldfield Park Junior School;  
• Amenities benefiting from the scheme: Bath Queens Square, Sydney Gardens, Royal 

Victoria Park; 
• 131% increase in total route usage after the opening of the route – 366% increase in 

cycling, and 50% increase in walking; 
• Estimated economic benefits over 30 years - £13,760,994 (with 62% of these benefits 

coming to health), giving a BCR of 3.4.  
 

2.2 Monsal Trail 

The Monsal Trail is in the centre of the Peak District National Park. There are hundreds of 
interesting things to see along the Monsal Trail including wildlife, geology, industrial and rail 
heritage. The trail is a way-marked route with coordinated interpretation panels and listening 
posts to help people enjoy all it has to offer. You travel through four railway tunnels - each 
tunnel is about 400 metres long and is lit during normal daylight hours. They are operated by 
a light sensor, so in winter when the hours of daylight are less, the lights in the tunnels will 
switch off earlier in the day - around 4.30pm.  

The route was voted the nation’s favourite cycle route under 30 miles in results from voting 
as part of the celebrations of the National Cycle Network’s 20th anniversary in 2015, 
demonstrating the clear potential for the Abernant Tunnel (located within the attractive Welsh 
Valleys) to develop as a popular tourist attraction for pedestrians and cyclists.    

 

2.3 Connect2 – Argoed 

 
People living in and around Argoed were limited in their ability to access the beautiful 
surrounding countryside on foot and by bike. There was a missing link on the National Cycle 
Route 467 between Blackwood and Hollybush and people were forced to use a busy rural 
road that was dangerous for cyclists and pedestrians. Sustrans, in partnership with Caerphilly 
County Borough Council and funded by the Valleys Regional (VRP), built a new bridge which 
was the centrepiece of a traffic-free walking, horse riding and cycling network.  
 
With the bridge in place, local people have been able to make smarter travel choices and 
travel by foot or bike for more of their journeys. The route is incredibly popular with 44% of 
people using it every day to get to work, school or the shops, or for leisure. Because the 
route is safe and traffic free it has given people a great place to exercise more frequently with 
18% of cyclists on the route having recently started riding again.  
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Benefits of Connect 2 Argoed: 
 

• Schools benefiting from scheme: Markham Primary School; 
• Workplaces benefiting from scheme: Argoed High Street, Oakdale Industrial Estate; 
• 127% increase in total route usage after the opening of the route – 203% increase in 

walking; 
• Estimated economic benefits over 30 years - £2,181,070 (with 81% of these benefits 

coming to health), giving a BCR of 17.2. 
 

 

2.4 Connect2 - Pont y Werin Bridge, Cardiff 

 
This bridge, delivered by the Connect2 programme, connects Cardiff and Penarth and carries 
over 1,300 journeys every day, with a growth in trips across the whole scheme network of 
86% following the opening of the bridge. From our monitoring on the scheme, 85% of route 
users said the scheme had helped them to increase their levels of physical activity. The 
health benefits arising from the intervention are also substantial, equating to over £4 million 
(calculated using the WHO HEAT), contributing to a benefit cost ratio of 3:1.  

 

 

3 Economic benefits of cycle tourism 
 

Tourism is a crucial sector of the UK economy. It is the UK’s fifth largest industry, employs 
2.72 million people (2011) and is worth £115 billion a year. The industry is therefore critical to 
rebuilding the UK’s economy and for generating employment, particularly among young 
school-leavers and in rural communities.  

Tourism can contribute to the economy through direct spending, indirect spending and social 
value - determined by a ‘willingness to pay’ calculation.  Cycle tourism represents a growing 
and valuable tourist market, particularly in rural areas, and can provide new incentives for 
people to visit an area and help support local trade and businesses.  Long distance cycle 
routes, which are predominantly rural, can generate as much as £30 million per year to the 
local economy; enough to sustain over 600 full time equivalent jobs.  

• Coast 2 Coast (Northern England) carries over 240,000 trips per annum (of which 
14,000 is end-to-end usage), stimulates a spend of £10.7 million in the route corridor, 
and supports up to 173 FTE posts 
 

• The Way of the Roses (Northern England) carries over 130,000 trips per annum (of 
which 7,000 is end-to-end usage), stimulates a spend of £3million in the route corridor, 
and supports up to 60 FTE posts 
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corresponding figures for the Celtic Trail, gives a total impact of £75 million per year in the 
local economies of South Wales. 
 
One of the main economic impacts of this is on employment. This spending generates or 
safeguards 367 jobs along the Taff Trail in total of which 30 are generated by inbound 
tourism. Along the Celtic Trail, this is attributed to 1,002 FTE jobs, of which 153 are from 
tourist expenditure. This gives an overall employment figure of 1,399 in the South Wales 
economy that can be directly attributed to the existence of the trails, supporting the notion 
that the tourism value of a route provides significant economic benefits. 
 

3.4 Wider benefits of cycle tourism 

 
There are other benefits of cycle tourism including enhancing personal health and fitness and 
it can help to improve cycling provision for local people, thereby encouraging utility cycling3.  
It can also lead to a reduction in pollution and traffic congestion4. Moreover, cycling is a socially 
inclusive activity and appeals to many ages and demographics7. 
 

4 Frameworks for the region 
 
Development of the Abernant Tunnel and resulting extension of the surrounding NCN routes 
fits into the following framework detailing a wider plan of action for the surrounding area: 
 

4.1 Valleys Region Park Evaluation Report (August 2014) 

 
The VRP has aimed to “encourage healthy lifestyles, offer ‘outstanding’ outdoor 
recreation and learning opportunities and provide a quality visitor destination, thereby 
changing perceptions of the region and making the Valleys a prime location to live, work 
and visit”.  
 

• 39 infrastructure and landscape projects given full committal for delivery were 
completed; 

• 40 interpretation projects and events took place;  
• 151 km of managed access to the countryside had been created;  
• 543 participants had been trained and acquired recognised qualifications through 

the Community Tourism Ambassadors programme;  
• 16 new direct jobs had been created in visitor centres with 14 more anticipated;  
• Employment generated by associated work directly on construction and site 

development is estimated to equate to 60 Full Time Equivalent jobs;  
• £1,736,000 could be generated every year from visitor spending at 24 capital 

investments, and equates to supporting some 87.3 FTE jobs;  
• Eight events are estimated to have generated an additional £73,339.00 GVA, and 

therefore supported around 3.5 FTE jobs for one year.  
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A study of existing research and a look into the benefits already experienced from similar 
routes and developments make a strong case for the likely impacts from the Abernant Tunnel 
opening, including (amongst others):  

• Improved links between communities, bringing benefits to a range of local amenities 
including schools, workplaces and services.   

• Direct and indirect job creation from the infrastructure works themselves and 
increased numbers of users now cycling and walking on the route.  

• Increased tourism and associated spending at local businesses.  
• Positive benefits to health from the increased levels of walking/cycling in the region.  
• Overall positive returns on investments.  

The actual level of economic benefits expected from the Abernant Tunnel opening (across a 
range of different areas) can be explored.  

5 Estimating the impact of the Abernant Tunnel 
The following section outlines the application of a model to examine the likely impacts of the 
opening of the Abernant Tunnel, including:  

• Improved links between communities, bringing benefits to local amenities including 
schools, workplaces and services; 

• Direct and indirect job creation from the infrastructure works themselves and 
increased users cycling and walking on the route after opening; 

• Increased tourism and associated spending at local businesses; 
• Positive benefits to health from the increased levels of walking/cycling in the region; 
• Overall positive return on investment. 

 

5.1 WebTAG 

 
In-order to estimate the economic benefits of the Abernant Tunnel opening, the Department 
for Transport’s WebTAG methodology can be used. This tool models the expected 
monetized benefits from different scenarios of usage by pedestrians and cyclists of the route 
to be opened under this scheme. This is conducted using an Annual Usage Estimate (AUE) 
and forecasting a range of scenarios in which this usage would increase due to the proposed 
route opening.  

It should be noted that in Wales the WelTAG tool is typically used in the appraisal of transport 
initiatives. Although this tool is adapted to Welsh-specific objectives and the outcomes and 
strategic priorities of the Wales Transport Strategy, the methodology is closely similar to 
WebTAG. Sustrans RMU have used guidance set out in WebTAG to build a tool which can be 
used in the appraisal of sustainable transport initiatives.  
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Table -5: 30-year Distribution of Economic Benefits in WebTAG (90% Uplift Scenario) 

 

Note Amenity value definition: Amenity value in this context refers to a valuation of aspects of the journey quality of a route 
and/or any travel modes used on a route, either real or perceived by the user. These quality factors are related to the physical 
and social environment of a journey, and can include things like comfort, convenience or pleasure. Amenity value captures 
aspects of journey quality that aren’t considered elsewhere, thus excluding things like journey times, time savings and reliability 
of the route, etc. 

 

5.6 Tourism Impact of the Abernant Tunnel 

The Sustrans tourism model can also be used to estimate the economic impact of cycle 
tourists on the route from each of the different scenarios of AUE uplift already discussed. The 
model estimates the total annual spend and a 'spend per head' for all recreational users and 
separated into home-based users and tourists. It also calculates the number of full time 
equivalent (FTE) roles this would support. 

The model was developed in 2007 by Sustrans and the University of Central Lancashire 
(UCLAN) to estimate the economic impact of cycle tourism in the North East of England. The 
original research was based on four key long distance tourism routes in the North East. Since 
2007, the model has been updated iteratively within Sustrans to improve the usability of the 
model, most recently in March 2014. 
 
All required inputs to the model were also taken from the outputs from aggregated results 
across all VCN RUIS results from 2013, to maintain consistency with the WebTAG 
estimations. As the tourism model only estimates the economic impact of cyclists, only the 
different AUE uplifts scenarios for cyclists have been modelled for.  
 

Table -7 below shows total annual route spend by cycling tourists to vary upwards from 
£120,360 (for a 50% increase in cycling) to £184,552 (for a 130% increase in cycling), with 
most of this spend coming to the food and drink sector. The average spend for cycling 
tourists on the route is shown to be £25.71 per head and £9.25 per head for home-based 
cycling tourists. 
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7 Bike Park Wales Impact 

Bike Park Wales is the UK’s first full scale mountain bike park in the heart of the South Wales 
valleys, built by riders for riders. It is located within the Merthyr Tydfil County Borough 
Council area on the Eastern side of the Abernant Tunnel. The Bike Park opened to the public 
in August 2013 and currently receives approximately 70,000 visitors per year and has 
received over 150,000 visitors to date since its opening. 

As part of the proposed scheme a 1 kilometre (0.6 miles) link will be developed connecting 
the Taff Trail (NCN8) directly to Bike Park Wales. It is reasonable to assume that there are 
benefits of this, in that increased connectivity to the park would support visitor numbers, 
ensuring the job security of staff that work at the park (currently 35). Any increase in visitor 
numbers as a result of the new route would support the expansion of employment at Bike 
Park Wales.  

A second benefit related to the proposed linkage of the Taff Trail to Bike Park Wales is 
tourism spending by visitors that supports economic activity in the area. Adding the Bike 
Park Wales as a point of interest along the already popular Taff Trail could support the 
sustainability of tourism-related income along this route. As illustrated below, the potential 
economic impact of supporting and increasing visitor numbers along this route is substantial. 
It is important to note that as these figures are from 2008, they are likely to differ from the 
situation at present.  

Table  -12: Economic Impact of Cycling and Walking along the Taff Trail (2008) 
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2. Define linking route alignment from tunnel entrance to the Taff trail, including a 
spur to Bike Park Wales and ensure that any route upgrades can be constructed 
to Active Travel Act guidance standards. All potential routes that will link the tunnel 
entrance to the Cynon Trail will be assessed for suitability looking at all aspects of the 
alignment such as land, desire line and suitability to be capable of meeting all aspects 
of the Active Travel Act (2013). The suitable routes will then be compared using 
Sustrans RATE tool 

 

3. Obtain an agreement in principal to purchase or lease the land required for the 
route on the Merthyr side when funding becomes available. This is useful where 
the path developer does not want to commit itself to taking a lease until, for example, 
planning permission is granted or funding available. The terms of the lease will be 
settled as part of the agreement and the lease will be granted once the conditions 
have been fulfilled. Sustrans can advise and could possible suggest sample 
agreements 
 

4. Who will become the tunnel owner?  Sustrans can assist with discussion with 
Historic Estates department of Highways England. Sustrans can advise and could 
possible suggest sample agreements 
 

5. Carry out ecology studies, especially bats, as soon as possible. Two elements will 
be needed to be carried out, an extended phase 1 habitat survey and bats survey The 
Extended Phase 1 Habitat Survey report comprises  

 
• A walkover survey to identify habitats along the route;   
• A desk study to identify designated nature conservation sites and records 

of protected and notable species in the area;   
• An assessment of whether notable or protected species may occur on site;   
• An assessment of potential impacts of the proposed works on 

habitats/species; and,   
• A list of recommendations to ensure no breaches in legislation or policy 

will occur.  

The recommendations made in this report may include requirements for consultation with 
relevant authorities, measures to avoid/mitigate/compensate predicted impacts or may 
include the need for further species specific surveys.  

Further surveys are required when a protected species is considered likely to occur on site 
and could be negatively impacted by the proposal. Additional specific surveys may be 
expensive or could take a long time to complete. It is therefore important to get the Extended 
Phase 1 Habitat Survey done as early as possible in order to plan these into the project 
budget and timeframe and whilst your plans are still flexible. 

Bat Survey will comprise of: 

• A preliminary roost assessment, preferably combined with the first other 
survey visit. 
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• Three emergence or re-entry surveys between May and October inclusive 
(up to two of these must be between May and August) 

• Automated surveys (static detectors left in-situ for five night periods in late 
August, September and October); 

• Hibernation inspections in mid January and mid February; 
• If the tunnel has moderate or high potential (or has crevices that cannot be 

fully inspected): Automated surveys (static detectors left in situ for a 
minimum of two week periods in Dec, Jan and Feb).  Also leave humidity 
and temperature loggers in-situ. 

 

6. Develop community support for the scheme.  This is essential if the scheme is to 
be a success. This would comprise of developing Community engagement strategy 
and a marketing strategy (prospectus and website) 

Stakeholder and community engagement is a crucial part of the delivery process. Successful 
community engagement leads to successful schemes that address the needs of users, 
stakeholders and the local community. Opening disused railway tunnels can create a great 
deal of interest and the anticipation of the tunnel being opened in the very near future need to 
be managed. By successfully engaging with the stakeholders and the people of the 
community promoters of reopening the tunnel will be able to manage expectations 
effectively. Identifying the community and stakeholders, who are they? 

The community engagement strategy would look at the following aspects: 

• Identifying the community and stakeholders, who are they? 

• Planning community engagement 

• Correct level of engagement 

• Setting up a steering/planning group 

• Recording, measuring and reporting engagement 

• Feedback to the community 

• Feedback to the funder and partners 

Successful community and stakeholder engagement will make sure: 

• The scheme meets local needs, addressing the real issues of the community 
and stakeholders 

• The views of people affected by the scheme are taken into account during the 
design stage and can help reduce objections to scheme, ensuring a smoother 
formal consultation and delivery through the planning system 

• The local community feels ownership of the scheme, maximising usage of the 
scheme and volunteers may be more eager to help maintain and promote the 
route in the future 

• Reputational risk is managed, as all stakeholders are invested in the process 
and understand the benefits of delivery 

• Promotional opportunities are realised during the planning and opening stages 
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• There are opportunities provided to promote sustainable travel to the local 
community to improve health and well being 

 

7. A study should be carried out into tunnel maintenance and running costs and 
sources of income assigned to each item.   

In order to obtain funding one of the questions that will be asked is how the tunnel is 
maintained once it is re-opened.  .. This study will ensure that a cost is attributed to all 
aspects of the day to day operations of the tunnel and its long term future.  This will be 
carried out by looking at a number of other open walking and cycling tunnels. The study will 
look at: 

• Lighting electricity costs (including emergency) 

• Electrical testing (including emergency 

• Annual inspection  

• Principal inspection every 6 years 

• Maintenance of safety systems  

• Testing of safety systems 

• Emergency access maintenance 

• Path cleansing (litter sweeping etc.) 

• Lighting replacement 

• Drainage maintenance 

• Management costs 

• Ecology mitigation (bats) 

• Project monitoring and evaluation 

• On-going maintenance (, drain clearance, repairs and pointing) 

• Grass cutting  

• Portal vegetation clearance  

• Volunteer/ ambassador training 

 

 
8. Route user monitoring. The business case uses Annual Usage Estimates (AUE) 

based on average data collected from schemes from recent Valley Cycle Network 
(VCN) work. With the Abernant tunnel being close to the Taff and Cynon Trails more 
survey work could be carried out to obtain an AUE specific to this tunnels location. 
This data will allow a more robust estimate of BCR to be developed. To carry out a 
route user survey on both the Taff and the Cynon trail that would consist of Survey 
over 4 days, face to face. One week day during term time, one weekday during school 
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holidays, one weekend day during term time, one weekend day during school 
holidays 

 

9. Develop route from Taff Trail to Bike Park Wales up to planning and detailed 
design stage. Taking the final route alignment proposed in point 2 above develop the 
design of a walking and cycling route from the Taff Trail to Bike Park Wales.  This 
scheme could be developed as the first phase of the project.  It would add value to 
Bike Park Wales allowing visitors to come to the site via sustainable means.  
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