
ACoRP Entry – Category 6 – best community engagement

Great Western Coffee Shop Forum – Community Involvement for the next decade

Concept and aims 

The Great Western Coffee Shop is an online forum for passengers and potential passengers 
that's been running for a decade. A year ago, it was running on spare space on a private web 
server that was soon to be retired - yet still busy. However, there was no planned route 
forward to ensure the stable and useful continuation of the forum - "set up by passengers, run 
by passengers" for the next decade.

The aim of this project has been to ensure that the forum is set up for continued and growing 
community involvement for the next decade. To have a robust underlying structure that no 
longer relies on an ageing key person. To make use of current software to allow innovative 
interaction.  To have technology to support current and future devices, and algorithms to make
searching and data access ever easier for the community of public transport users, and those 
who are put off using public transport for the fear of not understanding the fare system, 
getting stranded in the wrong place, or for a myriad of other reasons.

What happened

The forum team of 3 administrators and 7 moderators reviewed the current running and future
direction of the forum in a private board are through the summer of 2018. A proposal including
a bid to Great Western's Customer and Communities Improvement Fund was drawn up in the 
early autumn (ref document no. 1) including an analysis of the geographic interest of current 
members, and a feature / spread sheet comparing the Coffee Shop forum to other potential 
customer to customer engagement routes.

In November, Facebook and Twitter accounts were set up directing users towards the forum, 
noting that the forum's archive resource contains answers that remain valid for enquirers for 
many years, where Facebook and Twitter content ages away quickly.

Over Christmas, software upgrade work on linked pages brought a consistency to features that
had been added over the years, and separated out the look and feel from the business logic so
that these pages now work across a wide range of devices, and can all be easily extended to 
new devices.  A tool to allow moderators and administrators to edit content of those pages was
added.

In February, forum members formally met for just the second time "in real life" to consider the
work the moderator and admin team had done so far, and to add their knowledge and 
thoughts.   As a result, an interim constitution was written in March and adopted late than 
month (ref document no. 2), and the admin and moderator team appointed a treasurer and 
finance group.

In May, the group ran their own booth at "Community Rail in the City" in Reading, engaging 
the community of daily commuters on trunk services who typically rush past, looking at and 
taking through some of the issues they have.  And in early June, the group held its first formal 
AGM, ratified the constitution, approved the finance team and the route forward.  And just a 
couple of days before entires for the ACoRP awards closed, members of the forum's teams 
were guests at Great Western's Community Rail Conference at which partnership work ahead 
was planned.

Results

Though all of these activities and work, all undertaken by volunteers, the forum has kept 
running - 1,785 new subjects have been added by around 350 active "posters", with 27,257 
messages with those and older subject threads in the past year, which is around 14% up on 
the previous 12 months.  All the more remarkable in that history shows that the forum is 



busier at difficult times for the franchise, yet major issues the franchise had in 2017 and early 
2018 have been getting better since.  In the six months from December 2018 to May 2019, 
33,000 users visited the site - mostly guests arriving from search engine enquiries, and over 
90% of those visitors were from within the area served by the Great Western franchise.  Top 
cities - London, Bristol, Exeter, Torquay, Reading, Plymouth, Birmingham, Bath and Cardiff.

The forum's CCIF bid was awarded in full, and that allowed purchase of banners and materials 
for the successful outing to Community Rail in the City.  Community Rail and User Groups tend
to attract users who are newly retired, and who are interested in smaller lines. The Coffee 
Shop, however, has developed a wider community reach with more members using the London
to Reading main line than any of the lines what are more traditionally engaged.  Age spread of 
guests is nearly equal across each age range from 25-34 up to 55-64 and 65+, with fewer in 
the 18-24 range (but it's fewer years too).  The forum does truly reach a wide cross-section of 
people.

2018/19 may be considered to have been a rebirth and groundwork year and the forum is now
set to develop on the firm foundations that have been laid.  The forum celebrates it new found 
stability as it partners closer with Great Western Railway, linking the railway's community of 
passengers and potential passengers with the railway that serves them.  After completion of 
this submission, but prior to the ACoRP award evening in October, the Coffee Shop will be 
hosting an online "Meet the Manager" session for the managing director of First Great Western 
- that's a sure confirmation of the Forum's role in engaging the wide community of the railway 
customers.

The forum may be found at http://gwr.passenger.chat
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Descriptive paragraph

The Great Western Coffee Shop was set up to give passengers (actual and potential) a route to
information and discussion about public transport and related issues across the Thames Valley,
Cotswolds, South West England and South Wales. 2018/19 has seen it transformed from a 
personal website into a constituted organisation - a community with rail partnership - with a 
ten year continuity plan. Visitor numbers have grown over the year, with 330 different 
contributing members logged in over the last year, and some 6,000 visitors (90% from the 
UK) in the last month alone.






