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What will be the spatial effects of High Speed Rail in the UK? 
 

Network Rail response to ITC’s Call for Evidence 
 

 

Introduction 
 

This response does not attempt to address all the issues that are raised by the ITC’s 

project, and by the questions in its Call for Evidence.  Instead, it concentrates on the 

issues on which we, as Network Rail, are well placed to comment. 

 

From this perspective, three themes stand out: 

 

• There is nothing magic about the “High Speed” tag.  Although “High Speed 

Rail” (HSR) has a certain aura, at least in terms of the way that it is sometimes 

reported in the press, the spatial and economic effects of connectivity are not 

magically changed once one goes above a certain speed threshold.  We can 

learn a lot about the potential effects of HSR by observing the effects of the UK’s 

existing rail connections. 

 

• HSR should be planned as an integrated part of the rail network (and indeed 

of the wider transport network), in order to get maximum value.  Connecting 

rail services, the use of released capacity on the existing network, and onward 

connectivity via other modes are all an important part of this. 

 

• The importance of stations – not just as transport nodes, but more broadly in 

terms of how they function in the urban realm.  Their effect as a “gateway” to the 

city or region; their impact on the immediately surrounding area; their 

permeability to pedestrians; and their attractiveness as a destination in their own 

right, can all significantly enhance or detract from the value of HSR.  Network 

Rail, in conjunction with Farrells, is currently working to develop further our 

understanding of these functions and their implications for station design. 

 

With these themes in mind, our responses to the questions in the Call for Evidence 

are as follows. 
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Q1. Will the cities served by HSR become subservient centres to London or be 

enriched in their own right?  

 

The cities served by HSR will be enriched in their own right. 

 

Once the proposed HS2 “Y” network is completed, Leeds and Manchester will be as 

close to London (in terms of travel time) as Birmingham is now.  Birmingham is not 

“subservient” to London now; there is no reason to think that Leeds or Manchester 

would be so in future. 

 

Similarly, the “Y” network will bring Glasgow and Edinburgh as close to London as 

Newcastle is now or, if a HSR line were extended to Scotland, as close as 

Manchester is now.  Newcastle and Manchester are not “subservient” to London 

now; there is no reason to think that Glasgow or Edinburgh would be so in future. 

 

We suggest that the effects of HSR, in this respect, depend largely on whether cities 

have sufficient “distinctiveness” to survive and thrive in their own right, despite having 

close (or closer) economic links to London.  A city’s “distinctiveness” in this sense is 

a combination of many things, for example: economic advantages such as a skilled 

workforce; a sense of its own history and identity; its attractiveness as a place for 

people to live, for example due to its cultural activities or natural setting; and an 

external identity that is recognised nationally and internationally. 

 

If a city were to lack such “distinctiveness”, then it is possible that improved 

connections to London might encourage a relationship that would be economically 

functional but not particularly “enriching”.  But the cities to be served by HSR have 

more than enough distinctiveness for the relationship with London to be one of 

mutual benefit. 

 

It is also notable that stakeholders in regional cities are very positive about the 

prospect of being served by HSR; they do not appear to believe that it will render 

their cities “subservient” to London. 

 

Finally, HSR will not only improve connections to London; it will significantly improve 

connections between other pairs of cities, either directly (via services using HSR 

lines) or indirectly (using capacity freed up on the existing rail network).  So the 

impact of HSR will not be entirely London-focused in any event.  
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Q2. How will HSR impact on the economic and social life of the cities it serves?  

 

City centre stations 

In relation to city centre to city centre travel – likely to be its core market – HSR will 

have similar impacts, qualitatively, as does the existing long distance rail network on 

the places that it serves.  For example, it will: 

 

• support the (re-)development of city centres, in particular the generation of higher 

value service-based employment; 

 

• have very significant effects on the local area of the HSR stations, potentially up 

to the redevelopment of significant parts of city centres; 

 

• support the development of cities as the centres of their “city regions” generally – 

although good onward connectivity will be important to make the most of this; and 

 

• enable people to travel more easily around the county for leisure or on personal 

business. 

 

Parkway stations 

The potential impact of HSR parkway stations can, similarly, be inferred from 

experience with existing parkway stations.  The main lesson is that it is important to 

have a clear idea of what the station is intended to achieve, and to plan accordingly. 

 

The basic function of parkway stations has been to enable passengers to catch a 

train without having first to travel into the city centre.  This is very much focused on 

passengers leaving the local area to travel elsewhere; in HSR terms, this means 

mainly demand to London, rather than to the local area.  There is nothing wrong with 

this per se; indeed, it may attract significant extra passengers to HSR (although this 

needs to be balanced with the effect of parkway stops on city centre to city centre 

journey times). 

 

However, if the goal is also to attract demand to the local area, it will important to 

invest in high quality public transport links between the parkway stations and the city 

centres.  This does not just mean fast connections, although this is obviously 
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important, but also co-ordinated timetables, through ticketing, and vehicles (of 

whatever mode) of a quality commensurate with the HSR offering. 

 

A further potential goal of a parkway station may be to act as a catalyst for the 

development of the area immediately around the station.  Such a goal can be 

achieved – Bristol Parkway is a good example of how a parkway station can help to 

attract significant investment to an area.  However, it is important to recognise that in 

order to achieve this, there will need to be significant, sustained investment and co-

ordination, in terms of other modes of transport, land use planning etc. 

 

Connections to airports 

The connections that HSR provides to airports – and in particular Heathrow – may 

have a benefit that is disproportionate to the numbers of passengers involved, 

because of the effects on international accessibility and image. 

 

This is one respect in which the “High Speed” tag may have an impact in its own 

right, for example in marketing the UK abroad as a place to invest.  In terms of 

Europe as seen from (for example) Asia or America, the existence of a “High Speed” 

rail link from an airport may literally determine whether somewhere is “on the map”. 
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Q3. What will be the impact of HSR on those cities / regions it will not directly 

serve?  

 

To begin with, it is important to recognise – indeed, it is an essential part of the case 

for HSR – that many cities and regions, not directly served by HSR, will benefit from 

the capacity that HSR releases on the existing network. 

 

In respect of cities / regions not on HSR routes, and not benefiting from released 

capacity: if one takes HSR in isolation, there is likely to be some abstraction of 

economic activity at the margin.  That is, some activity that (in a world without HSR) 

would have been located in one place, will (in a world with HSR) be located 

elsewhere. 

 

However, two points need to be borne in mind. 

 

First, almost any investment in transport links – and indeed almost any other 

investment that is designed to stimulate the economy – is likely to result in some 

abstraction.  In this respect, there is nothing unusual about HSR. 

 

Indeed, there are reasons to believe that the level of abstraction produced by HSR 

may be lower than that produced by other investments.  HSR will be addressing 

capacity issues on key transport corridors, which (as noted by Eddington) indicate 

real constraints on economic growth.  And to the extent that HSR improves the UK’s 

international competitiveness, then even if some of the resulting economic activity is 

technically “abstraction” (from other countries), this is not a problem from a UK 

perspective. 

 

Second, one should not take HSR in isolation.  The cities / regions that will not be 

served by HSR, will not be served by HSR because – at present – that kind of 

investment is not the most appropriate to meet their transport needs.  To take just 

one example, the investment that Network Rail is making in the Great Western Main 

Line, with its combination of electrification and capacity enhancements, will enable 

faster and more frequent services that will improve the economy of the places 

served. 
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Q4. What should be the top priorities for investment in HSR in order to ensure 

that it improves your locality / city / region? 

 

Q5. What additional public / private investment should be considered by cities 

and their wider region to capture maximum value from HSR? 

 

These questions need to be considered together, because they have a common 

starting point: what kind of investment is needed to maximise the benefit from HSR?  

Who then pays for these investments – whether HSR as a project, or other public 

sources, or private investors – will obviously be an important issue.  But to plan them 

separately from the start will risk ending up with the kind of un-integrated planning 

that has been criticised in the past. 

 

Although the specifics will vary between cities and regions, there are two generic 

areas for investment that are likely to be important everywhere: onward transport 

links, and the HSR stations themselves.  Both of these illustrate the importance of 

considering HSR and associated investments as a whole. 

 

Onward transport links 

 

Most journeys on HSR will involve other modes of transport at one or both ends.  To 

gain the maximum benefit from HSR it will therefore be important to consider 

passengers’ end-to-end journeys.  This is not just about the journey times and 

frequency of onward connections, and co-ordinating timetables; it is also about 

factors such as the ease of physical transfer, the quality of passenger information 

and the ease of through booking. 

 

Such factors are of course important in all transport planning; however, they perhaps 

have a particular relevance to HSR.  From a passenger perspective, it will seem 

particularly odd to offer a high speed, high quality service for the HSR “trunk” route, 

but lower quality, poorly co-ordinated connections at either end.  And from an 

economic perspective, it will be important to spread the benefits of HSR as widely as 

possible within the cities / regions involved, rather than limiting them to the city 

centres. 
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Stations 

 

The role of stations goes well beyond their functional role as transport nodes; they 

can play an important role in the functioning of the area as a whole. 

 

Last year, Network Rail commissioned a significant piece of research from Steer 

Davies Gleave into the wider role of stations1.  This looked at the value that station 

investments can bring, not just to passengers, but as catalysts for economic growth 

at a local and regional level.  The research was unusually wide ranging: it not only 

attempted to quantify the benefits of investment (based on both theoretical modelling 

and analysis of actual changes in land values), but also gathered qualitative 

feedback from a wide range of stakeholders. 

 

Of particular relevance to HSR is the role of stations in large cities.  Two of the case 

studies used by the SDG research were Manchester Piccadilly and Sheffield.  In both 

cases, investments in the stations (significant, although modest compared to the 

potential investment in a new HSR station) were recognised as bringing substantial 

benefits.  This was apparent not only from the quantitative analysis, but also from 

stakeholder comments.  Typical examples of the latter include: 

 

- “The redevelopment of the station was absolutely fundamental to 

regeneration of the area … I don’t believe there would have been the same 

impact without the station”; and 

 

- “We’re not embarrassed to meet people off the train any more and now 

include the station in any walking tour with prospective investors” 

 

More recently, the investments in Kings Cross and St Pancras stations in London, 

with the ongoing re-developments in the surrounding area, show the kind of change 

that can be achieved. 

                                            
1 See http://www.networkrail.co.uk/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=30064781305  


