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THE real starting point for HS2 was during the
summer of 2008. 

Previously there had been little appetite for
developing domestic high speed rail links in
Britain – although the stakes had been raised
the year before by completion of the Channel
Tunnel Rail Link, which was later renamed High
Speed One, and the transformation of St
Pancras station. 

Proposals for a north-south high speed rail
line were made in 2007 by Greengauge 21, a
pressure group founded by Jim Steer, of trans-
port planning consultancy Steer Davies Gleave.
Steer had also been Strategic Planning Director
of the Strategic Rail Authority – which had had
its responsibilities subsumed into the
Department for Transport by Alistair Darling
when he was Transport Secretary, before
becoming Chancellor of the Exchequer.

During 2007, a government White Paper had
not only shown disinterest in high sped rail, but
had appeared even to reject the notion of any
further significant electrification of the ‘classic’
British rail network.

But in June 2008, the Railway Forum, the
industry’s then campaigning ‘umbrella’ body,
planned a major conference in Millenium Point,
Birmingham – overlooking the site of the city’s
original Curzon Street station – with the title of
‘High Speed 1 - on time, on budget - Where
next?’ It was to be led by Chris Green, the
Forum’s former chairman who had become a
non-executive director of Network Rail.

The Railway Forum event was preceded by
two significant statements from Labour
Ministers.  

Transport Secretary Ruth Kelly surprised
everyone when she announced a re-examina-
tion of electrification at a conference on sus-
tainable energy. “I believe the business and
environmental case for electrification is growing
fast,” she said. “As a result we are going to step
up our efforts through a cross-industry working
group to re-examine the business case for elec-
trification, explore how costs can be brought
down much further and agree priority
schemes.”

But at about the same time, Kelly’s junior
Transport Minister Tom Harris dismissed propos-
als for trains travelling up to 350km/h, saying
Britain had less need for high speed rail than
other European countries.

But Richard Brown, then Eurostar’s chief exec-
utive, immediately fired off an angry letter to
The Times, which concluded: “With domestic
main lines running out of capacity, and with the
current rapid expansion of the continental high-
speed rail network, the case for further high-
speed lines in Britain should be properly and
fully investigated.”

And at the Railway Forum’s Birmingham con-
ference on 8 June 2008, speaker after speaker
attacked Tom Harris’s claim that there was little
need for high speed rail operations in Britain.

Greengauge 21’s Jim Steer said Harris had dis-
regarded the evidence, including the
Department for Transport’s own work. “The
Edddington report showed that high-speed rail

in Britain would save, not increase, CO2 with a
benefit of between £2 - £5 billion because of
the switch to rail from domestic aviation,” he
said.

Jim Steer added that over the previous 30
years Japan had raised its train speeds from
210km/h up to 350km/h but there had been no
increase in carbon emissions per passenger.

And Richard Eccles, who had become
Network Rail’s Head of Route Planning, showed
a chart of passenger kilometres travelled per
unit of energy. “European high speed trains
appear to be the most efficient — short of a
camel,” he declared.

Richard Eccles also announced that Network
Rail was launching a New Lines Programme
which would be co-ordinated with the work of
a ‘public interest group’ representing “a broad
coalition of interests” – among them, regional
development agencies, city councils and rail
industry organisations – set up by Greengauge
21 to examine a proposed route … known as
High Speed 2. 

Richard Eccles said the Network Rail team
would examine what should be done when net-
work capacity ran out in the forthcoming 10 –
20 years. 

“Our expectation is that the best value for
money will be a high-speed line,” he said.

RUTH Kelly and Tom Harris were replaced
respectively at the DfT by Geoff Hoon and
Andrew (Lord) Adonis, and subsequently Lord
Adonis replaced Hoon as Secretary of State until
the 2010 general election.

In January 2009, the Labour government
established High Speed Two Limited (HS2 Ltd),

first chaired by Sir David Rowlands, a former
chief civil servant at the DfT, to examine the
case for a new high-speed line and to propose a
potential route between London and the West
Midlands.

Formation of HS2 Ltd followed growing polit-
ical interest in high speed rail, which had been
supported by both the Liberal Democrats and
the Conservatives, with the latter seeing it as an
alternative to Labour’s proposed third runway
at Heathrow Airport, which the Tories opposed. 

The Conservative proposal foresaw a new
railway, partly based on the Greengauge 21
plan, going from central London via Heathrow,
then turning north west to cross the Chilterns to
Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds.

In August 2009, Network Rail published the
outcome of its New Lines study. “The best value
for money option was a new high-speed route
from the centre of London to Scotland with
new high-speed lines delivering passengers to
the centre of Birmingham, Manchester,
Liverpool, Glasgow and Edinburgh with calling
points at Warrington and Preston,” it reported,
without being specific about a precise route or
station locations. 

Network Rail’s preferred option excluded any
link with Leeds and Yorkshire, as had been pro-
posed by the then Conservative Shadow
Transport Secretary Teresa Villiers.

In December 2009, HS2 Ltd presented its
report and recommendations to government –
but these remained under wraps while the
politicians considered it  … until 11 March 2010,
when the report and supporting studies were
published, together with a Command Paper
proposing a north-south high speed rail link
should be developed in two stages.

Stage 1 would go from London to an inter-
change station near Birmingham International,
with the main line continuing to a junction with
the West Coast Main Line north of Lichfield,
while a branch line would take trains into
Birmingham city centre.  

The second phase would complete a Y-
shaped network, with one arm going to
Manchester and rejoining the WCML in the
Warrington/Wigan area, with the other going
via the East Midlands to Sheffield and Leeds
and rejoining the East Coast Main Line south of
York.

The ‘Y’ network was at odds with the
Conservatives’ so-called ‘reverse S’ route – so
when the Coalition government was formed in
May 2010 the HS2 proposals went back into the
melting pot for detailed reconsideration.

But the final outcome was that the ‘Y’ net-
work proposals, developed previously under the
Labour government, were broadly accepted by
the Coalition – and detailed planning for a pre-
cise route got under way.

It is the route for the first phase of the HS2
network that finally gained outline approval in
the House of Commons, at the second reading
of the High Speed Rail (London to West
Midlands) Bill, on 28 April – by 452 votes in
favour to just 41 against, a very substantial
majority of 411.

TRANSPORT SECRETARY Patrick
McLoughlin, opening the debate on 28
April, said: “This is a decision we can-
not duck. We have waited long
enough. 

“The West Coast Main Line can take
no more. It is increasingly full. More
than that, London and the south-east
are also increasingly full, caught in a
cycle of rising house prices, some of
the most expensive commercial rents
in the world and transport congestion.

“Even on moderate forecasts, servic-
es will be increasingly full by the mid-
2020s. If we do not create extra capac-
ity, people at stations such as Milton
Keynes and Northampton will have to
queue to get on a train to get to work.
That is despite the £9 billion that we
have spent on the West Coast Main
Line in recent years. More upgrades
like that will not provide the extra
capacity that we need.”

He concluded: “The choice comes
down to this: do we invest in modern
transport links to make sure that
every part of Britain can compete for
the best jobs, or are we really happy
for London and the south-east to
power ahead while the rest get second
best?

“Put like that, the answer is clear to
me. Yes, this project deserves careful

scrutiny—the processes are in place to
ensure that—but it also deserves to go
ahead. Britain needs it to go ahead.”

After the huge majority vote in
favour, the Transport Secretary added
that he was confident  “we will have
spades in the ground in 2017 as
planned”.

What happens next?
THE 451 MPs who voted in favour of
the High Speed Rail (London – West
Midlands) Bill on 28 April provided the
largest majority so far – 411 – for any
legislation debated during the past
four years of the current Parliament.

The proposed legislation is intended
to grant powers to construct and oper-
ate phase one of HS2, between London
Euston and a junction with the West
Coast Main Line at Handsacre,
between Lichfield and Rugeley, as well
as a spur line from Water Orton into
Birmingham city centre.  It also pro-
vides for two new interchange stations
– at Old Oak Common and another
near the NEC, Birmingham Airport
and the present Birmingham
International station – and a new ter-
minal in central Birmingham along-
side Moor Street station.

When built, the first phase would
enable all the intercity services (as cur-
rently operated by Virgin Trains) to be
diverted off the southern 225 kilome-
tres of the West Coast Main Line, free-
ing up capacity on the ‘classic’ route
for additional commuter and regional
passenger services and the growing
demand for more freight trains.  

Phase one of HS2 is planned initially
to carry 11 trains each way per hour at
peak times – four between London and
Birmingham, three between London
and Manchester, two between London
and Liverpool and two between
London and Preston, one of which
would also serve Carlisle and Glasgow.

Because of its complexity, the
Hybrid Bill is not expected to become
law until after the 2015 general elec-
tion. Petitions to make detailed
changes to the proposals contained in
the largest piece of legislation ever to
come before Parliament will be con-

sidered by a Select Committee of six
MPs who will scrutinise the details,
and Parliament has now agreed
arrangements that will enable the
committee to continue to function
beyond the next election.

Transport Minister Robin Goodwill
is in charge of steering the Bill
through the parliamentary process
and he said MPs had “voted compre-
hensively in favour of the principle of
a high-speed railway between London
and the West Midlands.”

The Minister made clear that the
broad principles of phase one had now
been agreed, including the broad route
alignment set out in the plans and sec-
tions deposited with the Bill. “It is
established practice that the Select
Committee cannot hear petitions
against the principle of the Bill,” he
explained.

The proposed stage 2 routes have
recently been subject to public consul-
tation and Robin Goodwill said the DfT
would publish its preferred routes in
the autumn. This will be followed with
a second Bill to allow the second phase
– north west from Handsacre and north
east from Water Orton – to go ahead.

Much to be done – soon
EVEN THOUGH the Bill’s select com-
mittee may be sitting beyond next
year’s general election, there is a great
deal to be done, much of it quickly, if
Transport Secretary Patrick
McLoughlin’s promise of “spades in the
ground in 2017” is to be fulfilled,

HS2 Ltd’s chairman David Higgins
recently pointed to the need for urgent
decisions on relocating the present
facilities based at Old Oak Common,
including maintenance depots for both
First Great Western and Heathrow
Express, so that construction can start
in 2017.

Among supporters of HS2 during the
parliamentary debate was Sarah
Newton, a vice-chair of the
Conservative Party and MP for Truro
and Falmouth – who called for FGW’s
sleeper maintenance depot to be
moved to Penzance “bringing with it 60
high-quality engineering jobs to

MPs have voted by a majority of 411 for HS2
to go ahead.

Their vote came at the end of the debate on
the Second Reading of the HS2 Hybrid Bill,
authorising the building of Phase 1 between
London and the West Midlands. The
chairman of HS2 David Higgins has
suggested that this stage of the project
should be enlarged to include the section
between Lichfield in Staffordshire and Crewe.

Amersham MP Cheryl Gillan, a former
minister and one of the project’s most vocal
opponents in the Commons, had proposed
that the scheme should be stopped, but her
motion was defeated by a majority of 401.

Now that the landmark Second Reading has
been achieved, Alan Marshall looks at the
prospects for HS2, and also recalls the
journey so far.

HS2: ‘There’ll be
spades in the
ground in 2017’ 
– McLoughlin

HOW THE HIGH SPEED DREAM BEGAN

Cornwall,” she said.
David Higgins had also said there

was an urgent need to decide how to
redevelop Euston station, and on plans
for the new stations at Birmingham
Interchange and Birmingham Curzon.

He also proposed that HS2 should be
extended from Handsacre to a new hub
station near Crewe, which he said
could be completed by 2027, six years
earlier than planned.

Now David Prout, the DfT’s HS2
Director General, has sent written
instructions to the chief executives of
HS2, Alison Munro, and Network Rail’s
Mark Carne, on what they must now
do. These include:
� By December devise ‘a comprehen-
sive solution at Euston, working with
the rail industry and the local commu-
nity’ that can be incorporated in the
Hybrid Bill.
� Explore options that will stand the
test of time for links from HS2 and the
existing network to the Continent that
could be implemented once the initial
stages of HS2 are complete.
� Advise the Transport Secretary by the
end of this year on the HS2 route
between the West Midlands and Crewe
‘and the feasibility for accelerating its
construction to allow completion by
2027’.
� Integrate Network Rail’s planning for
2019-24 with HS2 plans for phase two
‘with the aim of providing initial advice
in 2014 to the Secretary of State about
connectivity in the Midlands and North
with a final report on options in 2015.

‘These should include proposals on
city centre to city centre connectivity,
east-west links and local connectivity.’

DfT’s David Prout has also told both
NR and HS2 of an urgent need for a
new regeneration company.  

His instruction states that “as a result
of the Government’s acceptance of the
recommendations in the Growth
Taskforce report published on 21
March, the Company should now work
with London and Continental Railway
to make proposals on the form and
function of an HS2 regeneration com-
pany. I would like to have recommen-
dations on this to put to the Secretary
of State by July 2014.”
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