
What’s wrong with HS2 

A few weeks ago, I watched a BBC documentary on the construction of the National Grid in 
the 1930s. The discussion on High Speed Rail has much in common with the debate that then 
unfolded as it has with any of the major strategies which have been undertaken in the UK and 
in any other democratic country where the population are genuinely consulted over matters 
which affect them. The recent consultation exercise, like most such undertakings, restricted 
the issues to the ones which those undertaking the consultation wanted on the agenda and 
took for granted a number of other things which will materially affect the project. 

Let me say, at the start, that I am not opposed to a new HS line; when I first found out that 
there were serious plans afoot, I used the internet to investigate why there were surveyors 
looking at the bridges near to my property and concluded that they were looking at a possible 
route through the field opposite my house which appeared to be confirmed by the on-line 
description of the ‘Greengage route’. I would not have objected in principle despite being 
close to the route. 

My first problem with the current proposal concerns the consideration of options. Obviously 
there has been a lot of discussion over the shape of the network and the ‘Y’ configuration 
does appear to be the best. However, more fundamental options were not considered. The 
cost of the Trent Valley upgrade of the WCML illustrated the need for a new line in order to 
create more capacity but there was no lateral thinking applied to the manner by which this is 
to be achieved. It was assumed that taking the long distance passenger traffic off the WCML 
was the best way and this would release capacity for freight on the existing line. The 
alternative, constructing a new freight-only line in parallel to existing lines, has never been 
considered. Obviously this would not provide a high speed solution but it would enable 
improvements to be made and the capacity problem would be solved at much less cost. 

Phasing of such a big scheme is the right approach but there are fundamental errors in the 
current proposals. The ‘Y’ route is fine in principle but the current proposals at each end are 
not the best or most economic and the connection to Heathrow is always going to be 
problematical. If the 2002 airport strategy had been properly pursued, we would now have a 
new airport under construction near Rugby and the HS2 connection to Heathrow would be 
irrelevant. Failing that, the expansion of Birmingham airport provides a better solution than a 
rail connection from HS2 to Heathrow. 

HS2 will be more expensive than it needs to be. The assumption that all trains (and hence 
platforms) need to be 400m long should not dictate the solution. This requirement is based on 
the spacing of the escape points in the Channel Tunnel and there is no reason why this should 
apply on the UK mainland. If 200m trains can be used north of London, then the cost of the 
project can be substantially reduced. This could be achieved if it were possible to link two 
trains together at some intermediate point which would require some technical development 
but hardly rocket science. The length of HS trains has not even been thought about as it is 
assumed that a European regulation must be blindly applied even though it might be 
irrelevant. More consideration is proposed of the requirement for 400m train sets. 

The justification for the project overlooks a significant point. Whilst HS1 has been very 
successful it relied upon the prior construction of the Channel Tunnel which was a financial 
disaster for those who invested. It is essential that HS2 is seen as finally making the link to 
the continent viable and thus the direct connection from Scotland, the North and Midlands is 



crucial. The proposed connection to HS1 is half-baked. In order to make HS2 and HS1 both 
economical then the connection needs to properly engineered rather than the current low-cost 
proposal via the North London Line. 

Likewise the current proposal for the terminal at Euston does not provide the best solution. 
Terminating at Euston creates an awkward gap for passengers who wish to transfer to HS1 
and anyone who regularly transfers between terminals at an airport will appreciate the 
problem. HS2 should terminate at St Pancras alongside HS1. This would require the 
diversion of some of the services which currently terminate at St Pancras to Euston or Kings 
Cross. 

The Birmingham end of the route has been well researched and innovatively designed but I 
would question the need for a city centre terminal at all. Obviously the Curzon Street site has 
been reserved for some time and the renovation of this part of Birmingham is well overdue. 
However, I feel that most HS2 passengers will prefer to use the Birmingham Parkway station 
making Curzon Street a £3b white elephant. In any event the construction of the link into 
Birmingham City Centre could be delayed until the main structure of the ‘Y’ is in place and 
the need confirmed. 

The main route between the Metropolis and the West Midlands is as good any other. Despite 
it being the subject of most of the objections this aspect is a matter of detail rather than 
principle. 

In conclusion there are serious shortcomings in the current proposal for HS2 – enough for me, 
generally a supporter of new infrastructure, to object on the grounds that the project is not well 
conceived. My objections are founded on the following: 

• The current HS2 proposals do not form part of a coherent nation transport strategy 
 

• The initial consideration of options failed to consider an alternative, much cheaper, freight-
only line to release capacity on the existing WCML and ECML 
 

• The length of the trains (400m) has not been considered being based on the assumed 
applicability of a European regulation; the scheme would be much cheaper with trains which 
are 200m in length 
 

• Inadequate consideration has been given to the link to HS1 thus missing an opportunity to 
make the Channel Tunnel cost effective 
 

• Whilst the ‘Y’ configuration is sound, it is more important to extend the line to 
Manchester/Glasgow and Leeds/Newcastle/Edinburgh than to construct the link into central 
Birmingham which may not be required in any case 
 

• The proposal make the London terminal at Euston is ill conceived and will seriously affect the 
number of passengers who would use the train instead of the plane to travel to Europe 

 

Based on my response to the formal consultation    PWS, September 2011 


