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Dear Sir/ Madam, 
 

Independent Transport Commission Call for Evidence – What will be the spatial 

effects of High Speed Rail in the UK? 

 
Northamptonshire County Council is pleased to respond to the invitation from the 
Independent Transport Commission calling for evidence regarding the spatial effects of 
High Speed Rail in the UK.  High Speed Two is set to be Britain’s largest infrastructure 
project in recent history and will produce a lasting spatial impact on the country’s national 
economic and social geography, but will also have a lasting impact on local geography.  
 
The published route for the London to West Midlands section of HS2 passes through 
South Northamptonshire and will impact on a deeply rural area of our county.  However, 
the capacity released on the West Coast Main Line (and later on the Midland Main Line as 
a result of the further development of the Y network) has the potential to deliver a major 
step change in the level and quality of Northamptonshire’s rail services.  This is a quite 
different combination of impacts to that which will be experienced by other counties along 
the line of route. 
 
Reflecting this position, our response to the call for evidence, attached to this letter, deals 
with the spatial effects which we anticipate being experienced in Northamptonshire, rather 
than the issues as they will be experienced in other areas. 
 
Yours faithfully,  

 
 
Chris Wragg 
Team Leader, Transport Planning 

The Secretary-General 
Independent Transport Commission 
70 Cowcross Street  
London 
EC1M 6EJ 
 

Please ask for: Chris Wragg  
Tel:  01604 364411 
Our ref:   
Your ref:   
Date:   31October 2012 



 

Independent Transport Commission – Call for Evidence 
 

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

Evidence presented on behalf of Northamptonshire County Council 

 

 
1. Will the cities served by HSR become subservient centres to London or be 

enriched in their own right? 

 

Northamptonshire County Council’s evidence concerns the spatial impacts of High Speed 

Rail on Northamptonshire, and we therefore offer no evidence in response to this question. 

 

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

 

Northamptonshire County Council’s evidence concerns the spatial impacts of High Speed 

Rail on Northamptonshire, and we therefore offer no evidence in response to this question. 

 

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

 

Current plans would see more than 100,000 more people living in Northamptonshire by 

2026, and possibly another half as many more again by 2031. Also there are planned to 

be almost as many additional new jobs in the area over the same period. New 

development will be focused in the county’s larger towns.   

 

Three north-south rail lines currently cross Northamptonshire.  The Cherwell 

Valley/Chiltern line passes along the south-western border of the county, with one station 

in the county at Kings Sutton.  The West Coast Main Line crosses the county between 

Bletchley and Rugby.  There are no stations on the ‘fast’ lines served by long distance 

trains, but Northampton and Long Buckby have stations on the ‘slow’ lines which deviate 

from the fast lines between Roade and Bletchley to form the Northampton Loop.  The 

Midland Main Line crosses the county with stations at Wellingborough and Kettering, while 

the recently re-opened station at Corby is local on a previously freight-only spur which 

leaves the main line proper at Kettering.  None of the main towns in South 

Northamptonshire or Daventry districts (Brackley, Daventry, Towcester) are directly served 

by rail.  There are no rail stations whatsoever in East Northamptonshire.   

 

None of the stations in Northamptonshire is served by the fastest services on their routes.  

Kings Sutton is a small village station, bypassed by faster stations.  Northampton and 



 

Long Buckby are located on the Northampton Loop, which owing to a lower maximum 

speed and 3 mile greater distance would lead to a journey time penalty if long distance 

trains were to serve either station.  The faster trains on the Midland Main Line pass 

through Wellingborough and Kettering non-stop in order to provide fast journey times to 

destinations such as Leicester, Derby, Nottingham and Sheffield. 

 

The following table shows how, as a result of these service patterns, journey times from 

London to Northampton compare unfavourably with those to other towns or cities served 

by the faster West Coast Main Line services. 

 

 Population Fastest Journey 
time (minutes) 

Distance 
(miles) 

Average 
speed 
(mph) 

Northampton 200100 59 66 67 
Milton Keynes Central 185000 36 50 83 

Rugby 61988 50 82 98 
Coventry 300848 63 94 89 

 

The ability to improve rail services to Northamptonshire stations on both the West Coast 

and Midland Main Lines is constrained by line capacity issues.  Indeed, to provide capacity 

for longer-distance trains, Northampton is currently served by fewer trains than was the 

case before modernisation of the West Coast Main Line.  Likewise, re-opening of the line 

to Corby resulted in a reduction from half-hourly to hourly in the frequency of trains from 

Wellingborough and Kettering to Leicester. 

 

Work undertaken by Steer Davies Gleave on behalf of Birmingham City Council to look at 

the conventional transport benefits and wider economic benefits that may accrue to 

Birmingham as a result of High Speed Rail has illustrated that without any increase in 

service frequency, journey time improvements or measures to reduce crowding; 

Northamptonshire will be the only area between London and West Midlands to experience 

an economic disbenefit (highlighted in pink) as a result of the London to West Midland 

section of HS2.   

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 1: HS2 Phase 1: Distribution of Impacts – Productivity/ GDP gains1 

 
 

That this disbenefit is uniquely experienced in Northamptonshire is presumably a reflection 

of the poor rail connectivity which the county currently experiences, both as a result of 

relatively slow journey times and the lack of rail services in some areas. 

 

The potential for the capacity which will be released on the West Coast and Midland Main 

Lines by HS2 to be used to improve the county’s rail services in the future is therefore of 

critical importance to Northamptonshire, in order to ensure that this predicted disbenefit is 

turned into a genuine economic benefit for the area. 

 

Ministers have, indeed, frequently spoken of the benefits which HS2 could have in terms of 

encouraging growth in Northamptonshire.  However, because the Department for 

Transport does not wish to be constrained in terms of the service specifications for post-

2026 franchises there are as yet no firm proposals or commitments as to the level of 

service which might be experienced. 

 

The current modelling of the use of released capacity as part of the HS2 business case is 

set out in the Demand and Appraisal Report, HS2 London – West Midlands by MVA 

Consultancy in association with Mott MacDonald and Atkins, April 2012.   Appendix A of 

that document gives service specifications for trains to Northampton and Long Buckby 

following opening of the London – West Midlands section and for Corby, Kettering and 

Wellingborough following opening of the Y route. 

                                            
1Presentation given by David Bull, Birmingham City Council, at the Transport Planning Society, The Case for High Speed Rail Debate, 23  September 
2010 



 

The specification for Northampton and Long Buckby would reduce the number of trains 

between Northampton and London from 54 to 42 in each direction and between 

Northampton and Birmingham from 43 to 32 in each direction.  The planned withdrawal in 

December 2012 of most through trains between Northampton and Crewe (which provide 

useful connections for destinations in the north-west and east midlands) is also 

perpetuated long-term.  While no details are given of assumed journey times, the 

suggested stopping patterns suggest that journey times between Northampton and 

London would be lengthened, although those between Northampton and Birmingham 

would be shortened by removal of additional stops which have been inserted since West 

Coast Route Modernisation due to track capacity issues between Coventry and 

Birmingham. 

 

The specification for services to Kettering and Wellingborough shows a reduction in the 

number of trains from 39 northbound and 43 southbound at Kettering and 38 northbound 

and 40 southbound at Wellingborough in the current timetable to 28 in both directions at 

each station.  While the calling patterns, and presumably journey times towards London 

are unchanged, in the northbound direction the trains are diverted from Nottingham to 

Derby.  Services to Corby are unchanged. 

 

The reduction in service levels to Northamptonshire stations which is assumed in the HS2 

demand modelling hardly gives confidence that the project will have economic benefit for 

the county. 

 

HS2 Limited’s own Appraisal of Sustainability  concludes in Appendix 3 that ‘the release of 

capacity due to HS2 is currently expected to have only a minor impact on local services 

therefore its [Northampton’s] potential to grow may be restricted’ compared to other growth 

areas on the WCML, such as Milton Keynes, Coventry and Rugby where housing growth 

targets are supported by what the report considers a ‘major step change’, a ‘significant 

change’ and the ‘potential to support growth' respectively. Whilst clearly the Appraisal of 

Sustainability will be superseded by the more detailed Environmental Statement, 

comments raised in it are clearly of concern to Northamptonshire.  

 

The report Future priorities for the West Coast Main Line: Released capacity from a 

potential high speed line (January 2012) commissioned by the Department of Transport 

from Network Rail and Passenger Focus suggests a higher level of services with a 

standard off-peak service of three 125mph trains per hour between Euston and 

Birmingham via Northampton, and six trains per hour between Northampton and Euston at 

peak times.  Through significantly reduced journey times this has scope to deliver a step 



 

change in service provision, but the published work represents only the first stage of a 

larger study. 

 

While we understand the reasons for the government’s reluctance to make firm 

commitments in relation to Northamptonshire’s future rail services, this will pose us a 

significant problem as once construction of HS2 starts it will be evident to investors that 

there are significantly improved rail services in London and Birmingham, but it could be 

another decade before a similar commitment is made for improved rail services at 

Northampton of which would instil similar confidence for those thinking of investing in the 

town.  (A similar pattern will be followed some years later in relation to investment in 

various northern cities and the potential future services for Kettering and Wellingborough).  

 

The Northamptonshire Arc is our over-arching spatial concept to support the delivery of 

growth across the county.  The Arc recognises the key importance of improved rail 

connectivity for achieving economic growth across Northamptonshire.  Reflecting this 

aspiration, and the impacts and opportunities posed by the High Speed Rail proposals, we 

are currently consulting on a Rail Strategy, which when adopted will form part of our Local 

Transport Plan. 

 

The draft rail strategy includes the following policy which sets out our aspirations for rail 

services from Northampton: 

 

Policy RAIL 7 
The minimum train service at Northampton station should be: 

 At least a half-hourly fast service to London Euston, stopping only at Milton Keynes Central, 
and reaching London in around 45 minutes. 

            ~ With additional peak commuter services to match capacity 

 At least a half-hourly semi-fast service to Wolverton, Milton Keynes Central, Bletchley, 
Leighton Buzzard,  Berkhamsted, Hemel Hempstead, Watford Junction and London Euston. 

 Good connections for services via the West London line to South Croydon 
            ~ This service should be increased to half-hourly frequency and extended to Gatwick Airport 

 Good connections at Milton Keynes Central and Bletchley with future east-west rail services to 
Oxford, Reading, Aylesbury and High Wycombe. 

 At least a half-hourly service to Long Buckby, Rugby, Coventry, Birmingham International and 
Birmingham New Street, reaching Birmingham in around 50 minutes 

 At least an hourly through service to Rugby, Nuneaton, Atherstone, Tamworth, Lichfield Trent 
Valley, Rugeley Trent Valley, Stafford and Crewe 



 

 Hourly connections to Chester, Liverpool, Manchester, Preston, Lancaster, Carlisle and 
Glasgow with no more than one change of train and with journey time no more than the 
current journey times from those stations to London Euston. 

 Hourly connections to Derby, Leicester, Nottingham and Sheffield with no more than one 
change of train at Nuneaton or Tamworth 

 

We note that there is potential for passengers from stations at the southern end of the 

West Coast Main Line to access the high speed network at the proposed Birmingham 

Interchange station close to Birmingham Airport.  However, we have concerns over the 

interchange penalty between that station and the existing Birmingham International station 

given the distance between the two stations. 

 

Our rail strategy also includes equivalent policies and considerations in relation to other 

stations within the county and those just across our borders used by Northamptonshire 

residents.  Improvements on the Midland Main Line will also be critical.  However, we are 

not fully able to take the impacts of High Speed Rail into account in our present rail 

strategy as we do not yet know the location of the proposed High Speed Rail stations in 

the East Midlands or South Yorkshire and what interchange with the Midland Main Line 

services might be possible. 

 

 

4. What should be the top priorities for investment in HSR in order to ensure it 

improves your locality/city/region? 

 

Based on the evidence set out in our answer to question 3, our top priority for investment 

in High Speed Rail is to ensure that the released capacity on firstly the West Coast Main 

Line and then the Midland Main Line is used to deliver a step change in the connectivity 

between Northamptonshire, major cities and the surrounding labour markets and 

catchments.   

 

This would be achieved primarily through the delivery of the level of frequency, journey 

times, connectivity and capacity set out in our draft Rail Strategy, and exemplified by policy 

7 for Northampton set out above.   

 

To facilitate this, it will be essential to ensure that there is good connectivity between the 

proposed Birmingham Interchange station and rail services to stations at the southern end 

of the current West Coast Main Line such as Northampton or Long Buckby; and also 

between the High Speed Rail network and the Midland Main Line.  

 



 

In order to ensure that the benefits of HSR are captured in Northamptonshire it is vital that 

there is some form of commitment to improved services once capacity is released on the 

existing network, so that potential investors have the confidence to commit to growth in 

Northamptonshire’s economy. 

 

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

and their wider region to capture the maximum value? 

 

In all the Northamptonshire towns which have a railway station (Corby, Kettering, 

Northampton and Wellingborough) the local planning authorities are committed to seeing 

the railway station as a key hub for development within their towns.  While the way in 

which this is being achieved varies, with such issues as proximity of the station to the town 

centres, in all the towns the station is being promoted as a development hub and improved 

accessibility between station and town centre is being encouraged. 

 

In Northampton, we have welcomed the recent commitment of £10 million of government 

funding towards the redevelopment of the railway station, and alongside £5 million of 

Network Rail funding, we have committed £5 million of our own funding to ensure that this 

important project proceeds and stimulates further investment in these challenging times.  

The new station building is seen as only the first stage of a larger project, which is 

expected to include a new station car park (hopefully to be funded as part of the next rail 

franchise) which release a large area of the current railway land at the station for 

commercial development. 

 

In Wellingborough, an area to the east of the Midland Main Line is the location for major 

development which will include over 4,000 houses and supporting commercial 

development.  Connectivity to the station is key to this development, and a new eastern 

station entrance is proposed linked directly to the commercial development.  To bring this 

development forward we are currently exploring innovative ways of funding the necessary 

new road bridge across the Midland Main Line which will enable the development to start 

and link the development with the town, including a new bus service which will run straight 

past the existing station entrance. 

 

HS2 Limited forecasts that HS2 has the potential to create up to 9,000 construction jobs 

and a further 1,500 jobs through maintenance and operation. Northamptonshire already 

has an economy where 14,800 are employed in the rail and construction industry, and 

therefore there is an existing skills base on which to build, to maximise the benefit of 

employment and construction opportunities. Advertising job opportunities to local people 



 

who meet the skills set required, or alternatively, funding apprenticeships for local people 

would also be one way of capturing maximum value for a scheme of this type.  


