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1. Introduction	  
In the second half of the twentieth century, the arrival of high-speed rail (HSR) ushered in 

“the second railway age” (Banister & Hall, 1993) causing an unprecedented shrinkage of time 

and space: “the shrinking continent” (Spiekermann & Wegener, 1994). However, its wider 

spatial-economic impact has been controversial. This report addresses wider spatial effects of 

HSR by answering the first three questions raised in the call for evidence- 1. Will the cities 

served by HSR become subservient centres to London or be enriched in their own right? 2. 

How will HSR impact on the economic and social life of the cities it serves? 3. What will be 

the impact of HSR on those cities/regions it will not directly serve? In order to answer better 

these questions, two spatial-economic scales need to be employed for analysis and two HSR 

systems need to be distinguished. The supporting evidence is mainly drawn from two 

empirical studies conducted at these two scales: inter- and intra-regional. One is based on 

past British experiences in the 1970s with the introduction of the British InterCity 125/225 

(C.-L. Chen & Hall, 2011) and the other is a UK/ France comparative case study of two post-

industrial regions, respectively involving with two HSR lines, the West Coast Main Line 

(WCML) modernisation and the TGV-Nord (C.-L. Chen & Hall, 2012).  

This report is organised in five major parts. Firstly, Section 2 begins with an essential 

distinction between “low-speed” and “high-speed” HSR, presenting two major HSR 

approaches in Europe since the 1970s. Secondly, drawing on a literature review, the wider 

impact of HSR on urban and regional dynamism is hypothesised in Section 3. Thirdly, the 

spatial-economic impact of HSR for cities with/or without HSR is presented at the inter-

regional level in Section 4. Then, in Section 5, the impact is further examined at the intra-

regional scale. Lastly, the UK’s future HS2 signifies a step change from a conventional “low-

speed high-speed” to a “high-speed high-speed” model. The implications for the future HS2 

are discussed in the concluding Section 6.  

2. Defining	  HSR:	  “low-‐speed”	  vs.	  “high-‐speed”	  high-‐speed	  rail	  	  
High-speed is a relative concept. From French steam technology achieving 144 kph in 1889 

(Whitelegg, Hultén, & Flink, 1993) to the French TGV record speed of 574 kph in 2007, the 
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breakthrough of rail transport technology progressively revolutionises the perception of time-

space. But the implementation of HSR systems varies with national contexts, which involve 

national transport policy, geographical features, technical issues, and so on. In the 1960s, 

when the rail industry encountered severe deficits due to the growth of car ownership, two 

distinct approaches to HSR were developed, namely upgraded lines (low-speed high-speed) 

and specially-built lines (high-speed high-speed). The European Union definition, in 

Directive 96/48 (EU, 1996), proposed a speed of at least 250 kph on specially-built lines and 

200 kph on upgraded high-speed lines. Campos and De Rus (2009), analysing data on 166 

HSR projects from 20 countries, distinguish four HSR models: the exclusive exploitation 

model, the mixed high-speed model, the mixed conventional model and the fully mixed 

model. This, together with the taxonomies of the European Union (EU, 1996) and the 

International Union of Railways (UIC, 2008) definitions, illustrates the evolution of the 

modern HSR.  

In Europe, the UK is the most typical country employing the upgrade approach because 

building new lines was not an option in the prevailing financial circumstances. In 1976, the 

British UK InterCity125 was “the first European upgraded high-speed line” (Hall, 2009) with 

the diesel traction running at a maximum speed of 200 kph from London to Swansea on the 

Great Western Main Line (GWML). In 1978, the UK’s East Coast Main Line (ECML) was 

likewise equipped with diesel-hauled HSRs from London to Edinburgh and in 1991 by an 

electric version branded Inter City 225, which however has never been able to operate at the 

planned speed of 225 kph due to the lack of in-cab signalling. Over the past thirty years, the 

pioneering IC125 service on the GWML has proved a lasting success while several 

problematic aspects regarding the upgrade on the West Coast Main Line (WCML) resulted in 

a delay on the completion of the WCML modernisation until December 2008.   

On the other side of the Channel Tunnel, France, second only to Japan, became the first 

European country to develop new HSR lines from the 1960s, even though the French rail 

industry experienced a similar decline to the UK’s. The huge success of the first TGV line 

Sud-Est linking Paris with Lyon in two hours over 419 km at speeds of 300 kph in 1981 set 

off a systematic commitment of French government to the construction of HSR network. 

Over thirty years, from 1981 to 2011, considerable progress involving new TGV lines has 

been made to connect major cities with Paris, namely the TGV-Atlantique (to Tours and Le 

Mans in 1989/1990), the Rhône-Alpes line (to Valence in 1992/1994), the TGV-Nord ( to 
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Lille in 1993, to London in 1994, to Brussels in 1996), the Paris interconnections (1994/ 

1996), the TGV-Méditerranée (2001), the TGV-Est (to Strasbourg in 2007), and the line from 

Perpignan to Figueres (Spain, in 2010). The HSR lines in operation accounted for 1,896 km 

of tracks in 2010 (UIC High Speed Department, 2012). 

3. Theorising	  the	  wider	  spatial-‐economic	  impact	  of	  HSR	  in	  the	  era	  of	  the	  

knowledge	  economy	  	  
In order to grasp the wider impact of HSR, the relationship between HSR and the dynamic 

urban and regional development in the era of the knowledge economy needs to be established. 

Since the 1970s, massive deindustrialisation in advanced countries gave rise to economic 

restructuring towards a knowledge economy. Economic restructuring entails the technical 

division of labour by the separation of knowledge-intensive and routine activities with the 

exploitation of flexible specialisation (Piore & Sabel, 1984). Meanwhile, this technical 

division of labour gives rise to the spatial distribution of labour. Knowledge-intensive 

activities increasingly agglomerate in large city cores for innovation and creativity 

(Andersson, 1985; Perroux, 1955; Porter, 1990; Törnqvist, 1983), productivity (Harrison, 

1992), forging trust (Granovetter, 1985), competition and cooperation (Storper & Venables, 

2004) to combat the highly uncertain and changing nature of businesses, but contravening 

decentralisation forces tend to be less confined to urban compactness and thus decentralise, 

such as the negative outcome of diseconomies, technology, investment in infrastructure 

(Cook, Pandit, Beaverstock, Taylor, & Pain, 2007), product-profit cycle and reorganisation of 

economic structure (Markusen, 1985; Vernon, 1966), and other changes as a result of public 

intervention (Llewelyn Davies Planning, 1996). To create tacit knowledge and increase 

coordination between knowledge-intensive and routine activities, virtual communication 

(external and internal) and face-to-face (F2F) contacts are indispensable. A key requirement 

for F2F is brought about by varying locational characteristics among specialised and routine 

economic activities, ranging from co-locating economic activities to a more strategic and 

flexible locational distribution of relevant actions whose economic functions could be 

maintained and enhanced by F2F contacts. 

A combined e-/hard communication infrastructure is essential to provide the basis for a 

sensible spatial-economic relationship among different types and functions of cities and 

towns in a more sustainable and redistributable way rather than an over-dominance of a 

capital city. With the advanced development of ICT and the improvement in transport 
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connectivity, forces of decentralisation and re-concentration operate within increasingly 

expanding city-regions to place limits on the process of decentralisation, related to critical 

time limits from the central city (Hall, 2006). The expansion of the city boundary has given 

rise to the new phenomenon of polycentric mega city-regions in an either morphological or 

functional way (Hall & Pain, 2006). The new phenomenon of the Mega-city Region (MCR) 

functionally connects and integrates a range of major centres and sub-centres in a hierarchical 

order through crucial transport and communication infrastructures beyond the fixed 

administration boundary. Hall and Pain (2006) observe the origin and the characteristics of 

MCRs and point out that the MCR phenomenon results from a long-term process of extensive 

decentralisation from large metropolitan areas to neighbouring new, old and smaller places. 

These places are independent entities within the MCR, which mean that the majority of 

people live and work locally. Although they are apart spatially, they are functionally well-

linked, cluster around some larger cities, and acquire huge economic advantage from the 

division of labour. For example, flows of people and information are transferred between 

places through a network of highways, high-speed train lines and telecommunication cables. 

Different MCRs vary in degree. Among the eight studied MCRs, only the South East England 

MCR with a morphologically monocentric structure presents genuine functional relationships 

between secondary urban centres in contrast to other MCRs (such as Randstad Holland) that 

appear monocentric with morphologically polycentric structures. It is suggested that 

improved accessibility of both e- and physical links between major centres and secondary 

centres could crucially assist a monocentric region, in transiting to a better integrated MCR.  

 

The implication from the review demonstrates that this is a growing networked society 

embodied in close economic relationship with efficient e-/physical connection. The 

phenomenon of MCR can not only occur around capital regions but also other regions around 

major provincial cities. To prevent the negative impact of excessive agglomeration, transport 

performs a vital role to ensure critical F2F contacts within MCR and beyond. It varies with 

city types. The important transport modes for secondary centres are regional infrastructure, 

motorways and fast rail. For first and other major cities, intra-urban and international 

accessibility are vital (Hall and Pain, 2006: p.110). Here, transport connectivity embodies a 

two-sided feature encountered at major transport hubs: at the external level, high-speed (Air 

or HSR) hub centralisation fosters knowledge intensive activities; at the internal level, 

improved transport linkage (intra-regional rail, intra-urban, or motorways) should be 
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simultaneously available to allow decentralisation of routine activities from or commuting 

into the major city for more employment opportunities within a reasonable time-distance. 

Similarly, this indicates the need to consider of networks. As Vickerman has noted, 

“Development opportunities from new networks will occur at locations with good access to 

the new network and which provide nodal connections to other networks” (Vickerman, 1997, 

p.35). Based on above observation and understanding, the next section unveils the two 

empirical research findings at two spatial scales in question.  

4. Inter-‐regional	  impacts:	  the	  contrast	  between	  HSR	  and	  Non-‐HSR	  cities	  	  	  	  
The time-space effect of HSR has great potential in bringing closer major cities within 

critically important time zones. Although the reduction of rail journey time by the UK’s 

upgraded approach is not as significant as that by specially-built lines, we conducted an 

empirical research based on the British experience over the 30-year period since the 

introduction of  Inter-City 125 services in the late 1970s. The six study routes of London-

outbound trains serving major railway stations in 26 local authorities were selected as units of 

analysis, with the observation of differential effects both between HSR and non-HSR towns 

and among each group of towns, to understand time-space effects of InterCity 125/225 whose 

potential impacts on local economic strength and knowledge intensive development. (For 

more details of this research design and output, please see Appendix 1- Chen and Hall 

(2011)). Here, key findings are highlighted below to distinguish the HSR and non-HSR cities.   

HSR cities 
Key findings suggest that differential HSR effects on British economic geography could be 

classified into three influential zones, namely 1-hour, 2-hour, and over-2-hour towns. HSR 

has had substantial and demonstrable effects in aiding this transition within a 2-hour travel 

limit of London, thus helping to generate renewed economic growth, but the effects have not 

been automatic or universal. Within 1 hour of London, spillover effects appeared favourable 

in places with HSR services where high-GVA activities were in evidence, with reverse 

commuting from London. These were decentralised locations like Reading, Swindon and 

Peterborough. Within 2 hours of London, different HSR effects were exhibited. Well- 

established regional capitals (for example Bristol, Leeds, Cardiff) seem to have revived after 

previous decline in the 1960s, with growth in their core city-region hinterlands through high-

GVA activities and through aggregated highly knowledge-intensive industries. Doncaster and 

Newport, however, suffered from ‘path dependency’ – a past legacy which hindered them 
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from economic restructuring towards a knowledge economy and economic growth. Beyond 

the 2-hour train journey time, HSR effects appear weaker. Darlington, Swansea, and 

Newcastle upon Tyne showed relative economic weakness, while Edinburgh, more than 3 

hours from London by HSR, showed strong economic performance – a special case 

associated with significant growth in air travel to London. 

In line with French experiences, similar differential HSR effects on French economic 

geography could be identified. Within a 1-hour radius from Paris, HSR cities have 

demonstrated a new demand for commuting to and from Paris. The top nine TGV cities 

which were the busiest routes with daily season tickets are all reachable within 1 hour from 

Paris. The Lille-Paris route has the largest base of customers, exceeding the second largest 

(Le Mans) by 35%  (SNCF, 2011). With high train frequencies and high percentages of daily 

customers, Chen and Hall (2012) found that Lille demonstrated the largest increase in 

knowledge-intensive employment above the national average and continued to grow its 

public services. This shows that the arrival of the TGV-Nord and the interconnection with 

Paris CDG Airport not only assisted Lille to develop its knowledge economy but also drew 

Lille into a wider Parisian region within a 1-h commuting distance.  

Within 2 hours from Paris, Lyon is the example with the most evident spatial-economic 

impacts. The 2-hour journey time by TGV from Paris is particularly suitable for the 

commercial operation of HSRs in competition with air. Lyon’s economic base has been 

strengthened. Several empirical studies have been demonstrated the positive impact of TGV 

on Lyon (Bonnafous, 1987; Payre, 2010). However, the wider impact of HSR on Lyon has 

been controversial. Through the lens of a new economic geography model, Puga (2002, 2008) 

claimed that the first French TGV between Paris and Lyon led to the relocation of 

headquarters from Lyon to Paris. This contradicted the earlier empirical finding from 

Bonnafous (1987) who found that easy accessibility to Paris and specialised service industries 

in the Rhône-Alps region meant there was no need for Lyon firms to relocate to Paris, while 

their Parisian rivals did not feel the need to expand their activities to Lyon. This finding 

implies that, due to the need of frequency F2F contacts between the two cities and beyond, 

travel will inevitably increase. Arduin notes the increase of travel journey towards Paris 

(144%) is larger than the increase towards Lyon (54%) (cited in Albalate & Bel, 2010). 

Similarly, Rodríguez, Novales, and Orro find the rise of the intra-organisation trip towards 

Paris (156%) is more substantial than that towards Lyon (21%) (cited in Albalate & Bel, 
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2010). The integration of the air and HSR transport systems around Paris through the new 

station at Paris-CDG on Le Jonction, the Paris by-pass connecting Lyon directly with CDG, 

certainly plays a role in this outcome, but it does not indicate that Paris is growing at the 

expense of other regional cities. Intriguingly, regarding these figures, the interpretation 

reflects different views towards HSR. It is largely used to highlight that the French capital has 

gained the most from the HSR system (Tomaney, 2011) and belittles the fact that with the 

arrival of TGV, Lyon has increased its economic cooperation and exchanges with Paris and 

attracted a significant number of tertiary firms - mainly regional offices relocating from Paris, 

which thus improves Lyon’s image (Albalate and Bel, 2010).  

These commentaries reflect a central dilemma in the HSR controversy. There seems to be an 

underlying fallacy that the relationship between the national capital and regional capitals 

should be one of competition rather than coordination, in a zero-sum game. In this view, 

unless the wider impact of HSR results in a large part of the benefit accruing to regional cities 

at the expense of the national capital, any spatial-economic improvement in regional cities 

appears to be marginal if growth is slower than in the national capital.  

Beyond two hours, for other large metropolitan cities like Marseille, Bordeaux and Toulouse, 

the time-space effect of the TGV is not competitive with air. These cities are located in 

southern France over 500 km from Paris, and neither Bordeaux nor Toulouse yet enjoys 

direct high-speed service. For Toulouse, the journey time by rail presently takes around 5 

hours 30 minutes, though this will be cut by one hour when a direct high-speed line from 

Paris to Bordeaux opens in 2019. For Marseille, over 750 km from Paris, the quickest journey 

time by TGV has improved significantly but is still 3 hours 5 minutes. After the arrival of 

TGV between Marseille and Paris in 2001, rail market share rose from below 50% to nearly 

70% in 2004 (Steer Davies Gleave, 2006) and TGV had taken one third of air passengers 

( about 1 million) passengers between 2001 and 2005 (Anna.Aero, 2008). Since southern 

France has popular tourist destinations, a rail journey over 3 hours could be still attractive for 

tourism purposes. 

Non-HSR cities 
Within the same time-space range from the capital, cities without HSR services showed 

distinct weakness in economic strength in developing its knowledge-intensive activities,  at 

best developing their commuting role within 1 hour from London, but there are exceptions. 

The evidence shows that non-HSR towns within one hour from London largely cater for 
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people who work in London and ‘export’ their wealth by living outside it – in places such as 

Chelmsford, Colchester, Basingstoke, Winchester, and Ashford. Cambridge is the exception, 

demonstrating effects of electrification. In addition, non-HSR towns with a 2-hour journey 

time from London were characterised by weaker economic performance. Norwich, the 

regional capital of East Anglia, with high unemployment and low employment, found it hard 

to attract both knowledge-intensive activities and commuting, because of longer journey 

times and frequently stopping services. However, Southampton and Bournemouth were 

exceptions. Prior to the arrival of IC 125/225, these places had established a long-lasting 

close economic relationship with London. Although they did not enjoy the same reduction of 

time as the HSR towns, they are reachable within 2- hour journey time of London with a 

high-frequency train service.  

5. Intra-‐regional	  impacts:	  the	  contrast	  between	  HSR	  and	  Non-‐HSR	  sub-‐

regions	  	  	  	  
Zooming into the intra-regional scale, the existing evidence has been in short supply. A core 

question thus arises: can HSR effects spread from the core city to surrounding sub-regions, or 

could they widen the gap between core and peripheral places? In order to gain crucial insights 

into this issue, we carried on a comparative case study of two regions – Manchester and its 

sub-regions in North West England (UK) and Lille and its sub-regions in Nord-Pas-de-Calais 

(France) – with similar industrial trajectories and opportunities allied to two different HSR 

approaches .(Please see Appendix 2- Chen and Hall (2012)).  

Through examination of “before” and “after” situation of HSR services, key findings emerge 

which distinguish the wider impact of HSR and non-HSR sub-regions within a region. For 

major regional cities, spatial-economic effects- respectively 2-hour (London-Manchester) and 

1-hour (Paris-Lille) are presented. The findings showed both similarity and difference 

between these two regions. The similarity is that the connection with the national capital by 

faster train services, strengthened the two regional capitals in developing their knowledge 

economies, but that the sub-regions around it did not necessarily benefit, especially former 

industrial sub-regions. On the other hand, there are three major different aspects between the 

two cases. First, knowledge-intensive activities in Great Manchester South have become the 

largest part of employment since 2004, whereas in Lille, although the growth in the 

knowledge economy has been apparent after the arrival of HSR, public services account for 

the largest part of the economic structure. Secondly, with electrification and the addition of 
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two branches, in NPDC most sub-regions are served by TGV, including disadvantaged 

former coal-mining sub-regions. Thus Lens-Hénin and Valenciennois have shown higher-

than-average employment growth than in Lille. But in NWE, HSR services largely serve 

better-off southern sub-regions and bypass vulnerable post-industrial sub-regions north of 

Manchester, where no additional investment on improving intra-regional network was made 

for isolated and poor sub-regions like Pennine Lancashire and West Coast Lancashire, which 

was reflected in their economic weakness with the lowest employment increases in the region. 

A town like Burnley, although the same distance from Manchester as Reading from London, 

has no direct rail connection and this is mirrored in its weak economic performance (Lucci & 

Hildreth, 2008). Thirdly, though a big gap remains, the overall regional disparity between 

NPDC and Île-de-France has been reduced, whereas the uneven regional development 

between NWE and London has actually widened.  

These findings suggest two points. Firstly, the role of HSR has different effects for different 

sub-regions, so former post-industrial sub-regions do not necessarily exhibit the same 

positive effect as central core cities unless there is deliberate further intervention to seize the 

opportunity that HSR offers. But it takes time to tell whether such an attempt succeeds or not. 

Secondly, thus, the transformation process of post-industrial regions is a long-term evolution 

and involves more than a new HSR connection. Both post-industrial regions are still in the 

course of transition. In NPDC, the wider economic transformation is just beginning to 

happen, while the laboriously-upgraded WCML seems to demonstrate limits to its 

transformative power.  

Three more contextual aspects must be noted. Firstly, the two regions in the two national 

contexts present distinct approaches in public- vs. private- led and separate vs. close central-

peripheral relationship. The WCML modernisation was a national transport project proposed 

by British Rail but held back by the Treasury until private investment was available. There 

was no involvement in building any new train station. It was eventually implemented under 

rail privatisation at the national level and demonstrated a separate process regarding the 

central-peripheral relationship because the local level did not have a legitimate role to play in 

the process. On the contrary, even though TGV-Nord is a national transport project, the 

decision-making of Lille Europe station in Lille city centre demonstrated a close central-

peripheral relationship. A key transport law- The future of Internal Transport (LOTI) - was 

introduced in 1982 to highlight the wider perspective towards transport in the society e.g. 
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social, economic, and equal aspects. Here, through negotiation with the central government, 

local and regional authorities could influence the national decision process on behalf of wider 

regional interests.  

Secondly, there is an important difference in the degree to which the opportunity offered by 

HSR can be exploited for a wider region. In North West England, patterns of WCML services 

were proposed by Virgin, a private train operator, and approved by the central government.  

These prioritised better-off places and bypassed and withdrew from poor places which had 

been served earlier. The prioritised inter-regional Pendolino train services squeezed rail 

capacity to meet the need for intra-regional commuting and freight. In contrast, in NPDC, the 

TGV-Nord line was exploited by a collective will exerted by regional and metropolitan 

governments. In order to make TGV services available to sub-regions where most inhabitants 

reside, the electrification of conventional and construction of two branches were implemented 

by regional government before the arrival of TGV-Nord, and later regional TGV services 

(TERGV) were further introduced after regional government became the authority for 

regional rail passenger services.  

Thirdly, the essential nature of the HSR system is one which connects major cities with the 

national capital, unless there is deliberate public intervention to enhance the relationship 

between HSR sub-regions and the regional capital. In the UK case, HSR service in the region 

is London-oriented and no additional public intervention was implemented to reinforce the 

intra-regional link except for a Manchester-led intervention to expand the catchment of 

Manchester Airport. The transport connectivity of two non-HSR sub-regions actually 

deteriorated and they suffered from increased peripheralisation. This was not based on a 

concern for regional development but on purely commercial considerations. In contrast, in 

NPDC, TGV services were initially Paris-oriented and later shifted to become Lille-oriented 

after the introduction of TERGV, significantly improving the relationship between Lille and 

the coastal area which was previously quite isolated. But the transport connectivity between 

the coal mining area and Lille is not sufficient and needs a further increase of rail capacity to 

satisfy the high demand for intra-regional connectivity (Lille Mtropolitan Area Association, 

2012). 

A further qualitative set of in-depth interviews and policy analysis offered insights into the 

variations in the wider spatial-economic outcomes from a planning perspective regarding the 
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opportunity offered by HSR for urban and regional development. Four critical factors were 

suggested: 1. The perception of the HSR opportunity; 2. Two approaches to exploiting HSRs 

for regional development, market-led vs. government-led; 3. Exclusive vs. inclusive 

governance with a hub position; 4. A mixture of local conditions: the capacity of local 

authorities, the economic trajectory of cities, and the relationship between transport 

accessibility and local regeneration. A brief report can be found in Chen and Hall (2013, 

forthcoming).   

6. Conclusion	  and	  Implication	  for	  future	  HS2	  	  
To sum up, in the process of dynamic urban and regional development in the era of the 

knowledge economy, cities connected to a new HSR can seize opportunities which non-HSR 

cities will not be able to do so, but this is not a zero-sum situation. Instead, it involves 

national and regional spatial strategies to develop a hierarchical HSR network between 

London and key regional hubs, integrated at these hubs with an intra-regional transport 

network.  

Regarding the three questions posited at the outset, two major arguments are emphasised 

below. Firstly, from the inter-regional perspective, HSR does not necessarily result in the 

dominance of the national capital at the expense of other cities. The key findings suggest that 

effects differ with the time-space range from the capital and that the differential HSR effects 

can be classified under three zones of influence, namely 1-h, 2-h, and over-2-h towns. 2-h 

HSR towns, within a 2-h travel limit of the national capital, have showed substantial and 

demonstrable effects in aiding their transformation towards a knowledge economy, thus 

helping to generate renewed economic growth. 1-h HSR towns have demonstrated both 

economic strength in knowledge-intensive activities and high household incomes as 

interdependent places with the capital. Over 2-hours, the wider impact of HSR appears to 

weaken. However, the effects have not been automatic or universal. On the other hand, non-

HSR towns have showed weaker economies and housing popularity. 2-h non-HSR towns 

have not displayed its substantial effects on the economic strength and appear less attractive 

for commuters whereas 1-h non-HSR towns have largely showed a commuting attraction 

rather than attracting business investment.  

Secondly, the spatial-economic influence of HSR needs to be further interrogated at the intra-

regional scale. The findings show that the hub position of major regional cities has been 



 
12     

 Chen, C-L & Hall, P.  
 

reinforced in developing the knowledge economy by faster inter-city connectivity (between 

regions), a similar economic performance could be observed according to its time-space 

distance from the national capital- respectively 2-hour (London-Manchester) and 1-hour 

(Paris-Lille). However, the wider impact did not spread to some sub-regions around it, 

especially former industrial sub-regions. This suggests that there is a natural conflict between 

the national and regional perspective because a HSR network constructs a national urban 

hierarchy which is oriented towards the national capital. In addition, the role of HSR has 

differential effects in different sub-regions (either with or without HSR services). For a 

vulnerable post-industrial sub-region, the arrival of HSR alone could not be a cure for revival. 

Regarding regional benefit, a complimentary and corporate role of sub-regions to the regional 

capital is more important than a competitive relationship. So far-seeing interventions with 

regional consensus and inclusiveness are critical to kick off spill-over effects of HSR. 

Therefore, the improvement of the intra-regional rail network between non-HSR sub-regions 

and their HSR regional centre has to be implemented simultaneously for those peripheral sub-

regions in order to avoid suffering from the so-called peripheralisation of the periphery. This 

point is especially demonstrated by the French case in the comparative case study at the intra-

regional scale.  

Even so, it is necessary to reiterate that transport is a necessary but not sufficient condition. 

The wider impact of HSR on cities and regions needs strategic interventions both at the 

national and the local level in parallel to transport measures. The qualitative finding from the 

comparative case study at the intra-regional scale reveals that the national planning approach 

shaped by political economy had been structurally significant in producing an enabling or 

constraining national context. Local intervention varies from one place to another, and it is 

vitally important that it responds sensitively to the national policy context. 

Implications for HS2 

These two studies provide invaluable implications for HS2. The British upgraded approach in 

the 1970s achieved its mission to revive key regional cities and key decentralised 

employment centres with fast-enough inter-city connectivity within two /one hours from 

London, although the effects are not universal and automatic. 30 years have passed, with a 

growing demand for rail and a saturated rail capacity for accommodating long-haul /short-

haul passengers and freight usage, the latest WCML modernisation showed that this 

laboriously-upgraded approach is “troublesome and costly” (C.-L. Chen & Wray, 2011). The 
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30-year French experience in developing their new dedicated HSR system provides valuable 

insights into the transformative power of HSR. Given the dominant Parisian region in 

contrast to other relatively much smaller regions, the French model showed that high-speed 

lines and national and regional super TGV hubs created a synergy of flows between Paris and 

regional cities through interchanges with other high-speed transport modes. In addition, the 

good integration of long-haul airport with domestic HSR lines effectively shrinks the 

domestic air market within 2 hours from Paris. Within a region, the French experience from 

NPDC showed that a strategic HSR hub located in the Lille city centre was supported by  

determined collective regional policy. And through an irrigation approach and an inclusive 

structure, efforts were made to improve intra-regional connections as well as economic 

redevelopment initiatives for disadvantaged sub-regions. Despite this fact, the transformation 

is not immediate; it is a long-term process.  

 

The inter-regional and intra-regional impact of HS2 will be closely inter-related. Regarding 

the inter-regional effects, HS2 is critical because it will serve the compact English settlement 

in the Midlands (Birmingham) and Northern England (Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, 

Sheffield) with the existing low-speed high-speed West/ East Coast Main Lines. Clearly, HS2 

will first relieve the pressing capacity problems on existing main lines, feeing space for 

growth in freight usage and shorter-haul commuter journeys. Then, a more strategic role of 

HS2 will be needed to generate a wider impact on reinforcing the benefits to regional cities 

outside London. For the intra-regional impact, the growth of a “northern hub” could not 

sustain the momentum if the Manchester bottleneck problem is not tackled. Apart from the 

fact that Phase Two of HS2 will extend the HSR line into this region, a North West 

electrification project was approved by the British government in 2011 and could remove the 

technical barrier from which the region has suffered. Therefore, for a region, HS2 should not 

be treated in isolation (Hall & Wray, 2011): the “high-speed high-speed” HS2, the existing 

“low-speed high-speed” WCML, and the regional electrification will need to be closely 

integrated in order to melt down the relentless long-lasting North/ South intra-regional 

unequal structure. In particular, Hall and Wray (2011) have proposed a detailed scheme 

which could optimally and cautiously serve the major settlement centres, which represent key 

potential investment sites in the North West. Even then, some peripheral places are still 

missed out such as Pennine Lancashire. 
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Again, the experience of NPDC in exploiting the TGV-Nord is a role model for the future 

regional development in the UK. Firstly, decision-making for strategic new HSR stations 

needs strong political leadership in the local level to reach an agreeable decision derived from 

regional consensus. In turn, sub-regional requirements need to be fulfilled to spill over the 

benefit from the arrival of HS2. Currently, the route of the second phase of HS2 to the North 

West England is about to be announced by the end of 2012, but a collective consensus at the 

local level has not yet materialised. The Lille experience shows that the proactive 

intervention of the TGV-Nord began at least as early as the negotiations regarding 

construction of the Channel Tunnel in the early 1980s when the former Mayor of Lille, Pierre 

Mauroy, was then also French Prime Minister. His leadership united the fragmented region to 

influence the final decision of the new station location in Lille city centre which had long 

awaited such an opportunity to transform itself into in a European crossroads location. Later 

on, regional government carried on electrification and building supplementary branches to 

exploit the TGV for a wider region including the remote and vulnerable sub-regions. 

Secondly, a HS2 transport hub needs to be a seamless multimodal hub. An extended super 

hub (for HS1 and HS2) in central London could replace the current Euston scheme if an 

imaginative solution could be worked out. In regional cities, a new HSR station at 

Birmingham Curzon Street, 800 meters away from the existing Birmingham New Street 

station, seems poorly designed to serve as a regional super-hub. Here, the Lille experience 

provides a relevant lesson: The new TGV through station Lille Europe was constructed in 

close proximity (500 meters) to the existing regional terminal station Lille-Flandres, but the 

resulting transit movement between the two stations became an ongoing problem for 

passengers with baggage (Menerault, 2009). Thirdly, although the French experience is 

relevant, strategic integration of HS2 and international airports needs to be adapted for the 

UK. In France, where HSR could effectively seize the market by bringing people to take 

long-haul airline services in Paris from regional cities within two hours of the airport, Lille’s 

international airport has had no chance to develop so far. The Lyon Satolas airport-HSR hub 

which is located outside Lyon city centre initially suffered from an underused HSR station 

though the condition is improving with the construction of urban transit systems to and from 

the city centre. The model for the UK will be different. Given that Manchester Airport has 

become a key international airport hub for the north, second to Heathrow, and given also the 

constrained capacity of Heathrow, better connectivity of airports and HSR hubs in regional 

cities seems to be an alternative. That indicates the urgent need for a strategic national 
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aviation policy for the UK, including the way in which HS2 could be well-integrated. A mega 

airport project in Thames Gateway is proposed by the London Mayor to replace the Heathrow 

airport, which needs to be included into part of the solution. Close attention needs to be paid 

to Sir Howard Davies’ Airport Commission which is due to release an interim report in 2013 

and the final report in June 2015.  

    

To ensure that the intra-regional effects of HSR are delivered, two aspects needed to be 

specially stressed. Due to the fact of rail privatisation in the UK, regional rail services are not 

provided by the government but through specific train operators on specific routes. Firstly, an 

additional transport partnership beyond the metropolitan cities will be needed to take care of 

any blind spot in the region. But these necessary transport investments could not sufficiently 

guarantee the transformation of post-industrial towns which have suffered from path 

dependency and a lack of indigenous innovative capacity. The experience of Lens in NPDC 

has proved this point. Therefore, the second aspect must be an emphasis on social change in 

parallel with economic change in these peripheral areas. Hall (2012) pointed out “the endless 

unaltered people” who find it difficult to adapt to changes even if transport improvements are 

made; other conditions are needed. The same problem could be learned too from NPDC. An 

inclusive governance structure and the concern for equality is very important for any possible 

transformation.   
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