High Speed Rail: Transport Planning Society Debate
The Transport Planning Society’s High Speed Rail Debate on 23rd September provided an opportunity for all aspects of the proposed networks to be aired.  Speakers included Jim Steer (Greengauge 21), David Bull (Birmingham City Council), John Adams (Emeritus Professor, University College London) and Stephen Joseph (Campaign for Better Transport).  The session was chaired by Nick Richardson (Mott MacDonald), a director of the Society.
Currently, a scheme is proposed that would reduce journey times between London Euston and Birmingham Curzon Street to 49 minutes and between a new Birmingham International high speed station to an interchange with Crossrail at Old Oak Common to just 31 minutes at speeds of up to 320 km/h.
The case for reducing carbon and supporting economic growth was put forward against a more cautious view that a ‘hypermobile’ society is undesirable and that an assumption that growth projections are achievable or desirable is misplaced.  Would a new route be fully integrated with other modes to ensure good access and social inclusion?  Would the line blight the Chilterns through which it would pass?  There would be substantial benefits for the West Midlands but other parts of the country could miss out, particularly if funding the scheme detracts from its full delivery or that of other transport schemes; however, a role within a wider European network could be envisaged.  Each of the speakers explained the reasoning for their vision ranging from High Speed Rail presenting a way forward not to be missed to an unrealistic aspiration of growth that should not feature High Speed Rail in the form proposed.
If major road building is no longer a way forward, High Speed Rail needs to contribute to a reduction in car dependency rather than abstracting existing public transport users.  Planning a new service with associated improvements offers an opportunity to integrate the benefits with economic growth more fully.  Locating development around High Speed Rail stations and those on which capacity could be created as a result offers opportunities to plan for future land uses in a coherent way.
Although many questions remain to be addressed as the proposals emerge in more detail, the speakers drew their conclusions on whether High Speed Rail presents a highly attractive business case and creates opportunities to rebalance spatial planning or whether it meets only the needs of a minority at the expense of the majority and fails to deliver the shift in transport patterns to which it hints.  A recent survey of TPS members suggests that only 18% see High Speed Rail as a top priority for spending in the next five years (compared with 53% in favour of capacity improvements for the existing passenger rail network) so no doubt the debate is set to continue.
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