Conclusion

The Blackpool Tramway has remained open for just over 115 years whilst all other traditional tramways on the British mainland have been abandoned. The tramway’s survival can be traced back to the early 1930s and the appointment of Walter Luff as the first Transport General Manager. The introduction of the new modern tramcars meant that discussions on the long-term future of the system in the period after World War Two saw that there were low maintenance tramcars available which were economical to run. Most of the British tramways which had closed had done so because of the age of the tramcars, in many cases still the originals, and they considered it to be too expensive to purchase new trams. However there were some systems, such as Sheffield and Glasgow, which purchased brand new trams even later than Blackpool and yet they had closed by the mid 1960s. This shows the introduction of these new trams does not explain fully why Blackpool’s tramway survived whilst others closed. Luff’s changes were not confined to rolling stock as he also replaced the majority of the trackwork to enable wider clearances throughout the system and made improvements to the track layout by putting loops and passing lines at key locations to ease the operation of the system. However whilst Luff’s early period in charge can be used to show why the system survived, his later years proved to be very troublesome when he introduced the Coronation Cars which could have bankrupted Blackpool Corporation Transport (BCT). These trams had technical problems from the outset which meant that more money had to be spent on them as changes had to be made and even these did not make much difference.

If you use Walter Luff’s Five-Year Modernisation Plan of the mid 1930s along with the Joe Franklin and Derek Hyde eras when one-man operated trams (OMOs) were introduced during the 1970s and 1980s, the major reason why there is still a tramway in Blackpool can be seen. Most of the major writers on the subject, such as Steve Palmer and Philip Higgs, have said the tramway would have probably closed had it not been for the introduction of the first OMOs in 1972. These trams were considerably cheaper to operate as only one crew member was required to both drive and collect the fares whereas the traditional tramcars needed at least two crew members with three for double-deckers and Twin Cars. The early 1970s had seen frequent discussions on abandoning either all the remaining tramway or the northernmost part but the development of the OMO showed the Transport Committee the tramway need not lose as much money as it had been. These OMOs proved to be a success as, by the end of the decade, the original 13 single-deck versions had been joined by two double-deckers which further improved the crew to passenger ratio. Then in the mid 1980s a major vote of confidence was shown in the tramway as the first brand new tramcars were built for Blackpool since the ill-fated Coronations of the early 1950s. 

The third most important reason for the survival of the tramway is the fact the line is a major tourist attraction as many people travel to Blackpool for special celebrations as well as some who go every year just for the tramway. This can be seen with the yearly Fleetwood Tram Sunday and with special events like the 75th Anniversary in 1960, the 1985 Tramway Centenary and in 1998 the Tramroad Centenary. For the 1985 Tramway Centenary there was the best ever weekend in Blackpool with over 1 million people visiting the resort on Centenary Weekend when the major cavalcade took place.

The fourth most important reason for the survival of the tramway is there was considerable rationalisation of the system in the 1960s which meant only the route between Starr Gate and Fleetwood remained. In the 1960s there were more and more cars and buses on the roads which meant there was a large amount of congestion when the trams stopped in the middle of the road to pick up passengers. There was also the additional problem that car drivers from outside of Blackpool were unaware of what to do when they were confronted by a tram as they had no experience in their own towns. It also helps that the Promenade line was almost entirely separated from the road from the early part of the twentieth century. It means that the trams do not congest the roads or have their journeys held up unnecessarily. 

Not only does the tramway still survive today but there is talk of extending the system in the recently released Local Transport Plan (LTP). This LTP aims to see millions of pounds put forward in order to improve the infrastructure over the whole length. It is also looking at the possibility of extending the existing route to be part of an integrated transport system in the town. There is also talk of brand new modern trams to operate the service, as many of the trams from Walter Luff’s modernisation are still operating, although they have had many modifications over the years.

