
Response from Peter Brett Associates to the call for evidence made by the 
Independent Transport Commission into the spatial effects of high speed rail in the 
UK. 

Staff at Peter Brett Associates LLP, a development and infrastructure consultancy employing 
engineers, scientists, planners, economists, and property professionals, held a series of 
seminars at our offices in Bristol, Birmingham, Manchester, London and Reading to discuss 
the spatial effects of High Speed Rail. The following note contains a summary of our 
discussions on the questions posed by the Independent Transport Commission. 

1. Will the cities served by HSR become subservient centres to London or be enriched 
in their own right? 

The demand for offices is always strongest in central London and there is ample supply of 
space both available now and in sites with planning permission. Therefore it is unlikely that 
HSR will lead to the relocation of offices away from London. There is more likely to be a 
spatial effect in the cities served by HSR with office locations close to the stations being 
preferred. A consequence of HSR could be the strengthening of head offices over regional 
offices as head office staff find it easier to visit local offices and clients in a day from London. 
Some functions such as HR could be centralised to a head office in London. 

HSR is not a panacea to spread London employment into the regions. There are areas 
within an hour of central London with empty office space already. In Ashford residential 
values have increased but this has not been experienced in the commercial sector. At 
Ebbsfleet, it has not been possible to establish a demand for commercial development, 
despite the conditions provided for it. 

It is possible that the area in close proximity to regional HSR stations could be enriched but 
slightly further away the areas suffer. This is even more of a risk when the station does not 
serve the current heart of the city, as the emergence of two centres – the traditional central 
business district and the new area around the station – can lead to local agglomeration 
diseconomies.  

Local Authorities in new regional HSR locations will need to ensure that the planning and 
economic development frameworks support development close to new stations which allow 
the development of commercial floorspace which can provide the modern, flexible space that 
users will demand, set in a high quality mixed use environment with high quality streets and 
public spaces. Without this positive framework, regional cities will risk losing out to the 
competition. Where HSR stations are located at the periphery of cities, in largely residential 
locations, the quicker, more convenient travel times to London and other cities may create 
demand for new residential development, higher values, out commuting with a consequent 
reduction in demand for employment space and increase for local secondary facilities and 
infrastructure for the increasing residential population. 

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

At a regional level, the cities with HSR could benefit economically at the expense of cities/ 
towns not on the network, as the former locations become more attractive due to the much 
quicker journey time into central London. Those businesses which have most to gain from 
close connections to London will prefer locations close to stations, leading to a less demand 



for office locations in other towns. This have a second order impact on the towns not served 
by HSR if the jobs which move closer to the HSR stations are those with higher salaries, and 
higher spending locally by the employed staff. 

Travel time from London will influence the impact on the social life of the cities it serves. In 
Birmingham people felt that they might go to London more often for cultural and social 
events as it would be possible to attend an evening function and return home the same 
evening. 

It was thought more likely that more people would go from the regions to London to for 
cultural/social events than the reverse so that over time it would be detrimental to the 
number of major events such as exhibitions held in the regions. 

The dramatic journey time reductions for Manchester and Sheffield caused debate. It was 
thought that the changes in Manchester could well be more noticeable than for Birmingham; 
and could enable Manchester to benefit at the expense of Birmingham. 

Birmingham and Manchester staff were concerned about the potential for a “brain-drain”/ 
“skills-drain” into London as skilled workers/tradespeople could commute easily from 
Birmingham and its hinterland for better paid work in London, especially if they weren’t 
required in the office every day. 

The social exclusion aspect of HSR was discussed with fears that it will only be accessible 
for those on high incomes who can afford the high fares and so increase the disparity 
between rich and poor in terms of travel and the access to the advantages that travel 
provides. 

There was also a concern that it will only be accessible for large businesses that are more 
able to afford the high fares, which could disadvantage small and medium size businesses 
and social enterprises in the HSR regions. 

The Birmingham staff discussed the impact of HSR for Birmingham International Airport, 
which could become more of a hub for commuters and increase the demand for housing 
round the station.  They wondered if HSR would allow more passengers to consider catching 
flights from Birmingham or will it have the opposite effect and make it easier to catch the 
train to Heathrow. The future of Heathrow and Birmingham are intertwined - could 
Birmingham provide London’s third runway? 

There was a query as to whether the services from London and the north will stop in central 
Birmingham once the line north of Birmingham is built. It looks as though passengers would 
have to change to get in central Birmingham , or there will be some trains which go to central 
Birmingham and other services which call at Birmingham International and then go north 
onto Manchester. This will reduce the advantage to Birmingham of HSR for all destinations 
apart from London. This will increase the advantages of HSR to Manchester relative to 
Birmingham. In fact the main beneficiary of HSR could well be Manchester rather than 
Birmingham as Manchester gets a greater percentage reduction in travel time and direct 
connections to London and Scotland.  

Hotels and overnight stop traders/facilities may lose out as more business travellers to these 
cities are able to return home rather than stay overnight  



There was a concern expressed that with people moving between cities more freely towns 
and cities may lose their identity. 

 

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

The views on this were mixed as it was noted that a large amount of economic activity in the 
regions is not affected by London. However they could suffer if higher value jobs tended to 
locate in areas very close to the HSR stations. 

The premium fares that would be charged means that HSR would not be used by many 
people for a daily commute. However with the trend for people, often in higher value jobs, to 
work at home some days and visit an office or clients a few times a week, this may lead to 
the movement of these people to areas with good connections to the HSR stations. This 
could lead to pressure in house prices in these areas and again, the multiplier effect of the 
personal expenditure by these people will exacerbate the impact on less favoured areas.  

A strong concern was expressed that no information is available on the train service on the 
existing lines once HSR is introduced. In Kent, commuters into the Charing Cross area lost 
their semi-fast services once the high speed commuter services into St Pancras were 
introduced. This means that for some existing passengers who live in the Gravesend area 
but still work around Charing Cross have longer journey times than before. 

Big losers in this respect could be Coventry and Rugby which benefit from the current 
frequent and fast services to Birmingham. Will the existing lines be used by more trains but 
trains that stop at more stations in order to maximise capacity gains and accommodate 
freight, so improving the service at some stations but increasing journey times from others 
as the services call at more stations. Towns which have a more frequent rail service as a 
result of the changed service pattern in existing lines may find this boosts their position in the 
region as a result of their increased accessibility by public transport. 

Very local public transport services may change if some routes are diverted to serve the new 
HSR station. This could provide local winners and losers. 

The Bristol office expressed concern that Bristol may lose out to Manchester as rail time 
from London to Manchester becomes quicker than to Bristol.  

 

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

There was strong agreement that the top priority was to improve local transport links to the 
HSR stations in order to increase the number of people that can get to and from the stations 
quickly by public transport. For stations on the edge of the current city centres the provision 
of frequent fast and reliable public transport link into the actual city centre was essential. 

The view was expressed by some that as the main value of HSR was the reduction in city 
centre to city centre journey times it was a false economy not to locate all the stations in 
existing city centres. A top priority for investment would be to ensure that the stations are 



placed in the best location to benefit the HSR city and not skimp on cost with a second best 
location. 

It will also be a top priority to provide the right planning and economic conditions for 
development around the HSR stations that can respond to modern commercial 
requirements, and reflect the very best quality of streets and public spaces. Experience at 
New Street station suggests that the latter is left as an afterthought, but this should be 
integral to the thinking in each of the HSR locations. 

Concern was expressed over provision to disperse passengers arriving at Euston as the 
London underground network is already overcrowded for instance on the Victoria line. 
Capacity was needed for both the HSR passengers and the more intensive development of 
the area as a result of HSR. 

5. What additional public/private investment should be considered by these cities and 
their wider region to capture the maximum value? 
 
This question was taken together with the previous question as the critical investment 
needed was considered to be investment in quality public realm and streets, in creating the 
planning and economic framework for appropriate development, transport links into the 
stations, including provision for adequate parking for people without good public transport 
links into the station, such as rural areas.  
 
There was a fear that transport improvements required for routes not going to an HSR 
station would suffer as limited available funds are directed towards improving connections to 
HSR. 
 
One regional office thought that the forced move of more public sector jobs from London to 
an area served by HSR would help to realise the benefits of the rail scheme. Moving more 
public sector jobs out of London would help the regional cities. 
Several offices questioned the environmental sustainability of increased mobility. If the long 
distance trips will be made anyway, then train produces less carbon emissions per 
passenger km than car travel. However the experience in Europe has been that many of the 
trips made on HSR are new trips ie trips that otherwise would not have happened and so 
these generated carbon emissions that otherwise would not have occurred. However these 
trips have been made because the travellers felt they would gain economic or social benefits 
from the activities enabled because the trip has happened (ie the benefit they gained from 
making the trip outweighed the cost in terms of time and money they incurred making that 
trips). 

 


