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As we move forward in an age of significant social change we have to ask ourselves what 
kind of place we want to live in and what infrastructure we will expect to support our 
activities in the future. The quality of our lives will more and more be determined by the 
built environment around us and the infrastructure that we will rely on to move us around.   
 
High-speed rail will play an increasing role as society starts to reduce its dependency on 
air travel and cars. Rail journeys, short or long start and end with the experience of getting 
into and out of the station. In the UK this is most often an unpleasant and frustrating 
experience; the public realm around stations is more often than not woefully inadequate. 
The experience of negotiating this part of the journey impacts ones sense of wellbeing. 
Annoying detours, clutter and degraded environment versus convenient logical access and 
good quality public realm can make the difference between high levels of anxiety and 
stress or a pleasurable experience.  Remove an irritating detour and you might even put a 
smile on someone’s face.  
 
Can we, as a society, afford to ignore the opportunity to put a smile on someone’s face? 
The moment a new transport infrastructure project is being conceived, opportunities are 
created.  Past projects, such as Crossrail, were skewed to avoid anything beyond the ‘red 
line’ boundary, so ignoring all aspects of public realm or transport interchange. This 
approach has traditionally led to a tight ‘red line’ boundary that limits the responsibility of 
the promoter. Bringing a new or enhanced rail station to a local community opens 
possibilities; the moment the spade goes into the ground and things are changed, 
opportunities arise to think about how the local environment could be enhanced or even 
radically changed and improved. The urban realm around stations is often bleak and 
devoid of activity for historical reasons – the non-passenger rail activity has long since 
ceased. As populations grow and movement intensifies, the quality of the urban realm will 
become increasingly important to our sense of wellbeing. As mega-projects cut into the 
urban fabric of our cities in future, they should take responsibility for creating wider 
benefits than just pure transport progress. 
 
At the heart of a civilised society is the concept of social interaction. The Romans 
understood this and created cities where the public could meet, pass the time of day, 
engage with one another or simply contemplate the life around them.  The beginning or 
end of a rail journey should be such a place; where people might bump into friends and 
acquaintances and would wish to dwell and socialise. There is a responsibility on the 
planners of new infrastructure to seize every opportunity to enhance the quality of people’s 
lives, not just on the train, but also as the start and finish the journey. 
 
If ground is to be disturbed then it is plain obvious that local deficiencies should be 



    

 

   

investigated and understood, so that the existing problems are not simply put back. By 
bringing together stakeholders that have a vested interest in the area and defining an area-
wide project that ticks everyone’s box, it is possible to create a joint vision that they each 
are willing to contribute to in terms of funding. It is not news that improved transport 
infrastructure enhances local property values, but providing high quality public realm links 
to the new infrastructure can further enhance these values. Local authorities are likely to 
have long term plans to improve deficient areas; transport providers may seek better 
integrations of modes; heritage bodies may desire better settings for their assets, 
environmental trusts may wish to see some local intervention. By bringing all these 
interests together in collaboration and partnership, the funding burden can be spread 
around. 
 
The Crossrail project was, by necessity of the prevailing political climate at the time, pared 
back to a bite-sized chunk that the government could swallow and the allocation for 
‘reinstatement’ was confined to ‘making good’ after the construction crews were finished.  
However, that approach was not deemed acceptable by the wider stakeholders such as 
the local authorities, Transport for London, the Greater London Authority and others.  As a 
result Crossrail agreed to have an Urban Integration Programme to review the 
opportunities at each station.  Through collaboration, partnership and joint working, many 
opportunities have been identified, such as creating new pedestrian and cycle links and 
addressing poor lighting, signage, street furniture and planting. Public realm designs have 
been created that go well beyond just slapping back a bit of asphalt. Through this process 
of partnership, additional funds have been levered in from various sources to fund the 
works. These enhancements will transform many grotty spaces into delightful places.  
 
Transport infrastructure is not an isolated component of the city, but an integral part of the 
whole machine that is the city.  It is therefore unacceptable to treat infrastructure delivery 
in isolation. Further, major transport infrastructure projects do not come around on a 
regular cycle, so opportunities to enhance our cities must be seized at the time.   
 
HS2 needs to widen the scope of the project to include interchange and pubic realm 
enhancement as part and parcel of its vision. There used to be an Integrated Transport 
Authority; without such an authority, the role of transport and urban integration rests with 
the DfT.  These issues should not be wished away in the effort to bring down costs. It is no 
longer good enough to maintain a narrow focus and isolate transport infrastructure 
projects from their local context or inter-operability with other transport modes.   

 


