
Understanding the Spatial Effects of 
High Speed Rail

Ambitions 
& 

Opportunities

Executive Summary



Published by the Independent Transport Commission

The Independent Transport Commission (ITC) is one of Britain’s leading research 
charities with a mission to explore all aspects of transport and land use policy. 
Through our independent research work and educational events we aim to improve 
and better inform public policy making. For more information on our current research 
and activities please see our website: www.theitc.org.uk

Independent Transport Commission 
70 Cowcross Street 
London 
EC1M 6EJ 
Tel No: +44(0)207 253 5510 
www.theitc.org.uk

Registered Charity No. 1080134 
November 2014 © Copyright Independent Transport Commission

1. Coverpage: Liège Guilemins Station by Santiago Calatrava



3   ITC

Preface
From the Why to the How

Based on experience from High-Speed One (HS1) and elsewhere, the High-
Speed 2 (HS2) project was born from a strong conviction that its construction 
would transform the nation’s connectivity and its economic fortunes. The Gov-
ernment’s rationale to build a new High-Speed Rail (HSR) line was set out in 
“Delivering a Sustainable Transport System” published in 2008 1. In March 2010 
High-Speed 2 Ltd published their report to Government 2, in which the then 
Chairman Sir David Rowlands offered a vision for “a network of high-speed 
lines and services, bringing together the main conurbations of England and 
Scotland but integrated with the classic railways so that the benefits can be 
spread more widely”.

Under increased pressure to develop the business case the project focused on 
constructing a railway line to reduce journey times between the primary des-
tinations of London, Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester. The specification to 
reduce rail journey time and control project costs became paramount.

The ITC, concerned at how the public and media debate over HSR in Britain 
was being conducted, launched its own review of the spatial effects of HSR 
in 20123. The goal was “to clarify the geographical and spatial effects of HSR 
and to provide guidance on how to ensure that such a network can provide 
maximum benefits for our cities and regions”. We recognised that there were 
inconsistencies in the national debate, creating problems in defining the ex-
pectations of HS2. It was perceived by much of the public and the press as an 
expensive civil engineering project wholly designed to move passengers at 
great speed between the major regional cities and London. The workshops 
undertaken by the ITC in the spring and summer of 2013 initiated a broader 
debate and identified the need to also understand HSR as the fundamental 
cornerstone of an integrated infrastructure network, which could increase the 
long-term capacity of the UK’s transport infrastructure and act as a catalyst for 
regional economic regeneration.

At a recent Urban Land Institute conference in Birmingham on HS2 Growth and 
Connectivity 4 it was agreed that the agenda had changed from one of ‘Why 
High-speed Rail?’ to one of ‘How?’ The ITC over the two years of its review of 
the spatial effects of HS2 5 6 7 has played a major role in the shift in thinking. 
Through our programme of events, workshops, expert panels and field trips8 
over 230 opinion formers from the places and organisations impacted by HS2 
have been actively involved. Perceptions and opinions have changed and we 
have seen reinforced commitment to the opportunities that HSR offers. The 
most important question today is: ‘How can we use HS2 to achieve the long-
term aspirations of each city?’ 

This publication reports on the process of visits and workshops and aims to 
encapsulate and communicate insights and experience from Europe to those 
who will be involved over the next few decades with developing Britain’s HSR 
network and its associated projects. The report has been created as a source of 
value and inspiration to all the different places that will be involved. It brings 
together insights from policy makers, city politicians, rail providers, investors, 
entrepreneurs, civic society, academia, and the user as passenger and citi-
zen. We explain here how each should be given the means to contribute in a 
pro-active and responsible way if HS2 is to achieve its full potential.

John Worthington, Chairman of the ITC HSR Working Group
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7. A great example of Placemaking: from a remote space to a meaningful place: The new Utrecht Central Station West Entrance

Background

1. The Independent Transport Commission (ITC) has 
dedicated one of its major research streams to inves-
tigating the spatial effects of High-Speed Rail (HSR). 
This stemmed from a desire to clarify the geographical 
and spatial effects of HSR and provide guidance on 
how a HSR network can provide maximum benefit for 
our cities and regions. The main focus has been on 
collecting evidence and forming lessons from the past 
experience of HSR investment in Europe and the UK’s 
High-Speed One (HS1) line.

2. This report captures the evidence and insights gath-
ered from the ITC’s study visits, workshops and sym-
posia looking at the experience of past investment in 
HSR. The aim has been to provide a reference guide 
for all those who will be involved over the next few 
decades with developing Britain’s HSR network and 
its associated projects. The report first provides some 
context on the need for building HSR infrastructure 
and the rationale for investing in urban regeneration. 
It then offers insights from the various locations vis-
ited, before scoping some lessons and recommenda-
tions for action.

Investing in Rail Infrastructure

3. High-Speed Rail (HSR) is normally used to describe 
services operating at over 125mph (200kph). It re-
quires new infrastructure compared to conventional 
‘classic’ rail in order to permit such speed. The capacity 
of a HSR line is enhanced if all services can run at 
similar high speeds; it also will release capacity on 
existing ‘classic’ rail lines for more freight and regional 
passenger services. The passenger experience of HSR 
is an important factor. Users of HSR services in France 
and Germany report high levels of satisfaction, and it 
has been demonstrated that rail is competitive with 
and usually preferred over air travel between cities 
where rail journey time is under 3 hours.

4. The current HSR proposals represent the most signifi-
cant rail investment in Britain for over 100 years. The 
upgrading of our ‘classic’ rail network in recent de-
cades has successfully expanded the market for longer 
distance rail travel. ITC research indicates that the 
rapid growth in rail demand since the 1990s is likely 
to continue and is the result of fundamental shifts in 
travel behaviour. However, we need to make sure that 
new HSR rail infrastructure is properly connected to 
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the ‘classic’ rail network if the new lines are going to 
extract their full potential to provide additional con-
nectivity.

5. All major transport investments affect the efficiency of 
business operations, in part by increasing the number 
of destinations which can be reached within a given 
journey time. These agglomeration effects can be 
self-sustaining, boosting the demand for premises and 
opening new development opportunities. HSR is dis-
tinctive in that the connectivity improvements offered 
are very considerable but this advantage is concentrat-
ed in a limited number of places where services can 
be accessed. Maximising this advantage depends on 
the manner in which through or connecting services 
are operated beyond the HSR lines themselves. The 
resulting improvement in accessibility patterns within 
individual city regions provides opportunities for urban 
redevelopment.

Investing in Urban Growth

6. There has been a global shift of economic power and 
influence from nation states to cities and city-regions. 
Today’s successful cities collaborate across existing 
boundaries to form polycentric metropolitan regions. 
As a result cities function in a much less self-con-
tained manner than they did fifty years ago. Long-
term trends in the pattern of urban settlement reflect 
the interplay between opportunities for dispersal 
afforded by greater mobility, and economic and social 
forces promoting concentration.

7. Recent research by the European Institute for Urban 
Affairs has shown that many major UK cities outside 
London are lagging behind their continental compet-
itors. Improving the performance of our cities could 
provide enormous gains for the national economy. 
Continental cities over the last 30 years have been 
given a greater range of responsibilities, with the re-
sult that they have become more pro-active, entrepre-
neurial and competitive. HS2 has acted as a welcome 
catalyst in raising awareness of the value of collabo-
ration and is helping to germinate policies that give 
cities more power to determine their future paths. The 
recent growth deals brokered by the Minister for Cities 
are an encouraging sign of greater inter-departmental 
thinking and a step towards a greater level of trust 
between national and city governments.

8. Since the great recession of 2008 the economic gap 
between North and South England has continued to 

widen. At the same time, rapidly rising accommo-
dation costs in London and the South have created a 
housing crisis for many young people and those on 
low or middle incomes. It is likely that more conve-
nient, comfortable and faster national travel networks, 
aided by HSR, will encourage a reversal of current mi-
gration away from the North, and stimulate additional 
economic growth in those cities served. Research has 
shown that the potential benefits of HSR investment 
could include long-term land value increases, the 
stimulation of regeneration opportunities, an im-
proved public realm, a more flexible labour market, 
and rebalancing effects to reduce regional and urban 
inequality.

Learning from the European experience 

of HSR investment 

9. During 2014 the ITC conducted a series of study vis-
its to learn from past experience of HSR investment 
at key locations in Britain, France, Belgium and the 
Netherlands. Evidence was collected from speaking to 
local stakeholders and seeing what has worked well 
and not so well. The places visited fell into three cate-
gories: major cities and conurbations, smaller city-re-
gions, and peripheral city stations.

10. In London and Kentside, the experience of investment 
in HS1 offered a number of insights. At King’s Cross/St 
Pancras the development team recognised the im-
portance of encouraging transitional initiatives early. 
In East London, the arrival of HS1 acted as a catalyst 
for the Olympic bid by opening up a neglected site 
and providing a major link between different parts of 
the city. The experience of Thames Gateway has been 
mixed: some problems being the presence of a com-
plex collection of authorities and no clear vision.

11. At Paris Rive Gauche, the study team explored a mas-
sive regeneration area near to the TGV stations Gare 
d’Austerlitz and Gare de Lyon. Key insights included 
the importance of having a grand strategic vision and 
developing this incrementally, so that redevelopment 
can adapt over time. In addition, the public develop-
ment authority took the lead in developing the most 
critical aspects of the plan.

12. In the Randstad, the polycentric metropolis of the 
Netherlands, the study team witnessed the benefits 
of collaborative planning. The holistic economic and 
spatial strategy for the Randstad has helped the area 
implement a coherent transport plan and focus on key 
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9. The station as an icon for the city: Liège Guillemins by Santiago Calatrava

projects. In terms of rail, the area has benefitted from 
ensuring good local connectivity to HSR stations, and 
thinking of the rail system as a network rather than a 
series of lines.

13. At Amsterdam Schiphol Airport, there were a number 
of insights about the importance of properly integrat-
ing aviation and HSR infrastructure. Due to its location 
on a central transport hub Schiphol Airport offers the 
highest retail and commercial development value 
within the Netherlands. Importantly, by building the 
HSR station inside the airport its services have helped 
to increase aviation demand and Schiphol’s status as 
an intercontinental air transport hub. HSR has also 
brought opportunities for High-Speed Freight services 
linking with the high-value (and often time-sensitive) 
airfreight flowing through the airport.

14. In Liège, in eastern Belgium, the study team saw 
how the iconic new HSR station (see cover image) by 
Santiago Calatrava has become a symbol of pride for 
the whole region. At the same time, it was clear that 
physical and social regeneration is also needed to 
maximise the transformative effect of an iconic HSR 
station. At Liege cross-boundary collaboration has, 
over the last 30 years, revitalised a depressed indus-
trial region through Liege’s new iconic station with 
excellent local transport connectivity, ensuring that it 
serves as a gateway for the region.

15. Bordeaux is best known as an historic trading cen-
tre, but the promise of HSR services to Paris in just 2 
hours has inspired a major new regeneration project. 
Although the HSR line will not be completed until 
2017, the Bordeaux Euratlantique project has already 
connected an excellent tram network to the HSR sta-
tion, and generated huge improvements in the public 
realm. The success of the project has been built on 
engagement with all stakeholders, coupled with clear 

leadership from the Mayor and the public develop-
ment corporation.

16. The visit to Lille Euralille also revealed the importance 
of strong leadership and vision. Lille only won a HSR 
station after much lobbying, but has since captured 
the benefits with a major regeneration scheme. The 
masterplan for this included the reorganisation of the 
transport system and allowed for a continuity of flow 
across the city. Importantly, the developers used incre-
mental planning in order to be adaptable.

17. In Lyon, the effects of the first HSR line in France were 
studied. Initial estimates of passenger numbers were 
far too low, and the original HSR station at Part-Dieu 

8. The ‘classic’ Lille Flandres Station with HSR integrated
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Conclusions and Recommendations:

22. From the review of European experience of HSR in-
vestment, three principles were developed for the 
successful governance and delivery of such projects:

§	 Build resilience with a masterplan that allows for 
adaptation over time.

§	 Evaluate a project on the basis of its ability to 
provide seamless connectivity.

§	 Instill a culture of collaboration between central 
and local government, as well as between the 
developers and local citizens and civic groups.

23. Four groups of agents have been identified who, each 
in different ways, will have crucial roles as HSR proj-
ects progress. Insights for action have been identified 
for each, all of which could be undertaken in the short 
term whilst having a long-term impact:

§	 Central government can provide strategic guid-
ance and provide certainty with the appropriate 
investment to build national HSR infrastructure. 
An integrated vision for UK infrastructure is to be 
encouraged, with collaboration between govern-
ment departments working together.

§	 Cities and their regions can provide the leader-
ship to initiate urban regeneration, and develop 
an urban masterplan. We welcome the Transport 
for the North proposal and encourage the Core 
Cities and Key Cities networks to collaborate and 
think about planning successfully for HSR.

§	 Providers and developers ought to foster col-
laboration between different suppliers and com-
munity bodies, and establish strong networks of 
communication. Small scale and pilot projects in 
areas earmarked for development around HSR 
stations can help to avoid planning blight and 
can become transformational.

§	 Civil society and citizens have a responsibility to 
be pro-active in contributing their vision for their 
local place. As the potential users of HSR infra-
structure, their views ought to be used to shape 
its planning and production.

now struggles to accommodate demand. The sta-
tion was originally located outside the old city but a 
successful regeneration plan starting when TGV first 
arrived created a new business district at Part-Dieu. 
Thirty years later new plans for the area are being 
prepared aided by strong local collaboration and the 
attraction of a wide body of support.

18. At Utrecht delegates saw how a station embedded in 
the city centre had been redeveloped to accommo-
date new rail services. Although the promised HSR 
line to Germany has not materialised, the promise of 
the investment provided the catalyst for transforming 
the station and surrounding area. Crucially an overall 
strategic framework was devised that was adaptable 
to incremental change.

19. The arrival of HSR in Antwerp involved a redesign of 
its historic central station turning it from a terminus 
into a through station. This was achieved through 
tunnelling and operating the station on multiple 
levels. The prize-winning station has now become a 
major node in the wider urban neighbourhood, and 
a meeting place with a variety of uses. The station 
has been integrated seamlessly into the surrounding 
urban form. 

20. At Rotterdam Central, the study team saw the results 
of one of the Randstad’s key projects. The striking and 
iconic station is an excellent example of a transport 
interchange connecting HSR services seamlessly with 
local and regional transport modes. The process of 
development has been inclusive and involved a wide 
range of stakeholders, and the area surrounding the 
station has been transformed into a thriving and at-
tractive city gateway acting as a link between the city 
and the residential areas beyond, rather than a barrier. 

21. The experience of Avignon provides insights for 
planning out of town HSR stations. Contrary to expec-
tations, it has proved difficult to turn the area sur-
rounding the station into an economic zone, and it has 
become a giant car park because there were initially 
no local public transport links. However, the attractive 
and elegant station design, rapid links to Paris, and a 
wealthy passenger base of tourists and people with 
second homes in Provence, have ensured that the HSR 
station is well-used.
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