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Independent Transport Commission: Call for Evidence

What will be the spatial effect of High Speed rail in the UK?

1 Leeds Sustainable Development Group
1.1 The Leeds Sustainable Development Group (LSDG) is a group of independent 

professionals passionate about truly sustainable development as the future for 
Leeds. Seeking to concentrate on an exemplar area of opportunity, the LSDG 
feels that the 80 hectares (210 acres) of underused land and buildings to the 
south of Leeds city centre represents an once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to create 
a ‘new urban neighbourhood’ in the heart of Leeds.

1.2 A calculated estimate has shown that the LSDG study area could accommodate 
over 50,000 residents and workers. These will require support infrastructure 
which needs to be planned in a comprehensive manner. For comparison, a 
typical town with a population of 15,000 would have 5 primary schools, a 
secondary school, parks and a wide range of shops, as well as many 
employment opportunities.

1.3 Links to the retail and commercial core, transport hubs, present development 
nodes and the existing residential areas of Hunslet, Beeston and Holbeck could 
provide a framework for a new inner city neighbourhood designed on 
sustainable principles. There is an opportunity to establish a framework which 
can help deliver the Vision set by the Leeds Initiative, delivering all the elements 
of a truly sustainable development across the area. A first for the UK.

1.4 The LSDG’s “next steps” in making Leeds and its city centre truly sustainable 
involve facilitating the development of a new Free School Academy, delivering 
what will be a key attraction to draw families to live in the area – this will help 
kick-start residential development. Further details of the Leeds Sustainable 
Development Group can be found on its website at www.leeds-sdg.com. 

1.5 The quality of transport links is one of the key benefits of city centre living and it 
is on this basis that the LSDG has responded to this call for evidence.

http://www.leeds-sdg.com/
www.leeds-sdg.com
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2 Will the cities served by HSR become subservient centres to
London or be enriched in their own right?

2.1 The LSDG believes that HSR can lead to a complete transformation of the 
development picture in the UK, derived from connectivity of Leeds both to 
London and to other cities on the HSR network. 

2.2 Using existing train services, London can be reached relatively quickly from 
Leeds (a couple of trains take two hours) and this has been a major locational 
advantage for the city when selling itself to the UK business community. 
Although not a direct issue for HSR, the reintroduction of direct flights from 
Leeds to Heathrow is an indication of the need for greater connections from 
Yorkshire to the world.

2.3 However, other journeys can be tortuous:
a. Sheffield (43 minutes for a 38 mile journey at 53mph)
b. Derby (77 minutes at 58mph) and 
c. Birmingham (116 miles taking two hours at 61mph).

The linking of these cities by HSR will facilitate greater inter-city co-operation 
outside London. For example, why should Birmingham businesses pay London 
lawyer prices when they can work with firms based in Leeds (the country’s 
second largest legal centre)? 

2.4 HS2 needs to be accompanied by other investment in east/west travel 
opportunities across the North (linking Liverpool, Manchester, Leeds, Hull and 
Newcastle) to maximise such opportunities and avoid further London-centric 
development. This is also an opportunity for these regional cities to sell their 
services to London businesses, so enriching their own economies.

2.5 In the 1990s, Government policy was to disperse public and commercial offices 
to regional centres – this led to the Department of Health moving to Leeds and 
Midland Bank to Sheffield. The capacity of transport links was said to be a 
brake on further movements but if face to face contact can be made within 
shorter timescales, there is potential to relocate more operations to the regions 
– and not just the back office functions but the high calibre management who do 
still need to consult with others who will inevitably be based in the capital. This
may be considered being subservient but we feel that this is not the case if a full 
transfer of operations can be undertaken, building on skills which already exist 
in a city. An example might be the Department of Justice – would it not be 
sensible to locate this in Leeds, with all its legal specialisms?

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

3.1 Each of the cities to be served by HSR will need to develop its own response to 
the arrival of fast rail services but the LSDG has strong view as to how this 
could be built upon in Leeds. To a large extent, these views accord with those 
of the Local Planning Authority as will be set out in its Core Strategy (to be 
published shortly). However, in some areas, these go further in stressing the 
importance of focussing on intra-urban brown-field development as a means of 
maximising the value of existing infrastructure and protecting productive and 
scenic agricultural land on the peripheries of the city.

3.2 The Core Strategy has the following Spatial Vision: “for Leeds to be a 
distinctive, competitive, inclusive and successful city, for the benefit of its 
communities, now and in the future”. 
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3.3 It is intended that this will be achieved by:
a. enhancing and extending Leeds’ Green Infrastructure and natural 

landscape (the network of woodlands, river corridors, nature reserves 
etc);

b. focusing offices, shops, culture and entertainment into the City Centre 
and town centres;

c. focusing housing and business growth in the main urban area whilst 
identifying locations for possible urban extensions if needed in the future;

d. minimising and adapting to the effects of climate change;
e. preserving and enhancing Leeds’ historical heritage;
f. public transport improvements into the City Centre and selective road 

improvements to relieve traffic problems in local communities.

3.4 Each of these actions will be impacted by the development of HSR, some 
potentially adversely, for example (a) if new lines are built through green 
wedges or (e) if heritage assets are damaged. Others, particularly (b), (c) and 
(f), will benefit positively from the arrival of HSR in Leeds city centre – this will 
have a significant impact on the way in which Leeds develops over the next few 
years.

3.5 The LSDG has an aspiration to encourage development in city centre and inner 
city locations rather than on the urban periphery and beyond. If this is the case, 
the benefits to an area such as Leeds City Centre South could be significant. It
amplifies the need to develop this area in a way that responds to and 
maximises the benefits from HSR, and specifically the location of the HSR 
terminal in central Leeds which is likely to be within or adjacent to the study 
area.

3.6 A number of key strands have been adopted to structure the work of the LSDG 
and all of these will be impacted upon by the coming of HSR.

Commercial drivers. 
a. There needs to be a reason to go ‘south of the river’ and it is the aim to 

work ‘with the market’ to build upon existing assets which generate footfall 
and therefore commercial value – while there are key attributes such as
the Royal Armouries, historic features, the waterfront itself and a major
Retail Park, the introduction of a high speed rail station would give a very 
different focus to the area. 
Highways. 

b. At present, many roads south of the river are an ‘extension of the 
motorway’ and oversize for the traffic now using them since alternative 
routes have been built – while there is an objective to reduce the scale of 
these roads to limit the barrier effect between the existing city centre and 
fringe residential areas, the surplus capacity could accommodate the 
traffic that would inevitably be attracted to a HSR station.
Waterfront and Flood Alleviation.

c. Flooding remains an issue in Leeds City Centre and investment in HSR 
could have secondary benefits if works could be combined in such a way 
as to enhance the living, working and recreational potential of the South 
Bank area, so increase attractiveness and adding value. 
Economic Infrastructure. 

d. Increasing energy costs and resource constraints will lead to greater 
demand for people to live, work and socialise every day within a narrower 
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geographical range, making walking and cycling the main means of 
transport – as urban form and functions will have to be adapted to enable 
more people to live like this, the opportunity of providing nationwide (and 
potentially international) travel opportunities on your doorstep could be 
attractive for many potential residents. 
Social Infrastructure (e.g. schools). 

e. The LSDG sees the value of providing a new ‘excellent’ Academy in the 
area in order to provide the ‘step-change’ required to overcome negative 
perceptions, attracting new family living and providing greater 
opportunities for students from adjoining areas – a HSR station could also 
be a valuable amenity for higher worth individuals who need to work in the 
city centre and travel to other locations in the UK.

3.7 It can thus be seen that the LSDG feels that the proposed HSR could have a 
significant and positive impact on the economic and social life of Leeds, both in 
the immediate vicinity of the station and elsewhere in the urban area.

4 What will be the impact of HSR on those cities/regions it will not 
directly serve?

4.1 The critical issue is to ensure that investment is also made in connecting the 
wider North and its city regions to the terminal and station locations.  The quality 
of the connections to and from HSR terminals and stations to non-HSR centres 
will be critical.

4.2 For relatively small levels of investment (in comparison to the investment 
proposed in HSR itself), additional infrastructure can be provided to ensure that 
the incremental benefits of delivering HSR are captured. For example, for 
places not directly on the network, the cost of electrifying track and 
infrastructure to a point where it is capable of accommodating electric (including 
HSR?) rolling stock is relatively small. This would allow high speed vehicles to 
operate further north to Newcastle, the wider North East, the Tees Valley, 
Scotland and points further east in our own region such as Hull – it is assumed 
that  a link will be made from HSR to the East Coast line east of Leeds to 
provide for such services. This running of high speed services on classic lines is 
a standard feature of routes in continental Europe and it is to be hoped that the 
restricted loading gauge will not prejudice such services in the UK.

4.3 The key point is that for this to be achieved, it is essential that the appropriate, 
relatively small, additional investment is made to regional railways and transport 
networks in order to support and complement the HSR project. The 
consequence of not making this additional investment may be that there is a 
polarisation of the benefits, with the HSR terminal and station locations 
benefiting, and everywhere else suffering.

4.4 A crucial factor will be the precise location of the terminal stations in the core 
cities such as Leeds. In order to extend the benefits of HSR to the wider city 
region, it is essential that high speed trains stop immediately adjacent to a 
station where there are already frequent local services to other parts of the 
region – it is likely that this will be an existing hub station as it will not be 
possible to restructure routes to serve a remote out-of-town location. 

4.5 In Leeds, this means that HSR must come right up to the existing station, 
providing no more than a ten minute connection time – the proposed site in 
Birmingham is already being criticised for being too far from New Street, 
requiring a 10 minute walk through the streets. Links should be possible ‘within 
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the barrier line’ so as to provide opportunities for a seamless journey. Such an 
approach will ensure that travellers to, for example, Bradford and Huddersfield
would also benefit from HSR – a longer ‘transfer time’ would mean it would be 
easier to take a slower direct train.

4.6 Removal of the frequent inter-city services from the existing classic routes must 
be used to provide greater capacity for local and regional trains, expanding 
labour market catchments and benefitting a second tier of towns and cities. For 
example, timetable changes would allow more journeys away from London from 
locations on the East Coast line – some intermediate stations have lost many of 
their northbound trains to Leeds, York or the Northeast in order to speed 
services to London.

4.7 The key response to this question is that a positive impact on ‘off-line’ cities and 
towns must be developed through adoption of an integrated system of rail 
services.

5 What should be the top priorities for investment in HSR in order to 
ensure it improves your locality/city/region?

5.1 A major issue for Leeds is the programme for HSR – it is important that it should 
be delivered as soon as possible in order to ensure that its benefits can be felt 
by the region. Any significant delay, and particularly if the Manchester line were 
to get priority, would have an adverse impact on the competitiveness of the city 
in national and international markets.

5.2 With regard to investment priorities, the three levels are discussed in turn. 
Locality

a. The LSDG has a particular interest in Leeds City Centre South, an area 
between the river and the M621 which is also bounded by railway lines. It 
is considered that these lines form the only practical route for HSR to 
reach Leeds and that there are opportunities to build a new high speed 
station within this area, close to the present station. However, 
notwithstanding the many vacant sites, there are also key historic 
buildings, flourishing employment clusters and potentially attractive 
locations – if HSR is to be located here, these must be enhanced by the 
overall development package. HSR will be an opportunity to revitalise 
these areas but this must be carried out in a structured, high quality way 
to benefit local communities and the environment in which they live and 
work. Examples of stunning interventions in existing city centres can be 
found around Europe and this must be an aspiration for HSR in Leeds.
City

b. The city would benefit from an iconic (in the best way) gateway to Leeds, 
something which it has never had due to the limited investment in local 
rail stations. Links to the city centre retail and office quarters, the 
universities and its cultural attractions will enable the city to sell itself as a 
destination for living, working and playing. Onward transport must also be 
fully considered, with good links to bus services running to outlying 
districts.
Region

c. Options for easy onward travel to other parts of the region are essential if 
HSR is to benefit the Leeds City Region. This will be developed further 
through Core Strategies and/or Local Transport Plans – HSR must be 
woven fully into these plans. The opportunity to devolve the control of 
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transport investment, the specification of rail services, etc. to authorities in 
the North is a particular proposal that should be taken forward.

5.3 The core thinking here is that HSR cannot be seen as a single route from 
London to Leeds but as the heart of an integrated transport network which will 
spread the value of the core investment through the whole country. 

6 What additional public/private investment should be considered by 
these cities and their wider region to capture the maximum value?

6.1 Any benefits that Leeds and other northern communities may gain from HSR 
are not solely reliant on the new or improved transport infrastructure or services.
The transport investment decisions on HSR and supporting measures are by no 
means the only factor, and probably not the most important, in ensuring that 
Leeds and other northern cities and towns fully capture the benefits of the 
investment in HSR, or any other new transport services. Much depends on what 
investment there is in, for example, skills, training and education.

6.2 The LSDG understands that we live in an interconnected world and not one that 
just travels by train. There are consequences, positive, negative and neutral, 
from any decision and the introduction of an extended HSR network into the UK 
will create more than many other investment decisions. However, such a 
network is only of benefit if it links prosperous cities which generate travel 
opportunities and/or needs – these will only be provided as a result of other 
investment by the private, public and voluntary sectors.

6.3 It is impossible to set out a standard ‘wish list’ for Leeds or any other city on the 
HSR route as the investment decisions will emerge from the plans and policies 
of a myriad companies and organisations. It is this secondary investment that is 
necessary to fully capture any benefits of bringing HSR into Leeds or the North.  

7 Summary
7.1 The key point to be made by the LSDG is that the arrival of HSR into Leeds city 

centre is only one piece in a jigsaw of many missing parts and most of these
need to picked up off the floor by the citizens and businesses of the Leeds City 
Region now, working in partnership with central and local government to 
maximise the potential benefits of HSR.


