using HS2 to
irrigate the
regions
Peter Hall and Chia-Lin Chen look at whether – and how –
the economy of the North West of England can benefit from
connections to London through HS2, and at how regional
transport systems can be planned to spread any benefit around
The great national debate on High Speed 2 (HS2)
was in serious danger of going off the rails – but
there is now a real prospect of saving the project
from disaster. So long as the argument was all
about the southern end of the line, from London to
Birmingham, it was dominated by the strident
voices from Great and Little Missenden, bewailing
its brief traverse through the Chilterns. Now that the
proposed extensions to the North West and
Yorkshire are at last published, the real debate can
begin – and Peter Hetherington (in the February
issue of Town & Country Planning1) has launched it.
The debate is centrally about two key issues, crucial
to the future prosperity of the UK. The first is whether,
by bringing the North closer to the economic
powerhouse of London, it can transform its
economic prospects. The second, equally important
question is how those benefits will be distributed
across the North: in particular, whether they will be
concentrated in a very few core cities, or will spread
across the regions around them. To use a wonderful
term that French planners have employed,2 will
high-speed rail irrigate (irriguer) these wider
regions? Or will it desertify (assècher) them?
The evidence from France, assembled in trailblazing research from Chia-Lin Chen,3 is clear: there
is a real danger of desertification, but the right regional
policies can irrigate the regions. Chia-Lin Chen has
made parallel analyses, comparing the impact of
investment in the UK – modest, but effective – in a
kind of low-speed high-speed rail network
connecting London with the old industrial regions of
the North and South Wales, over the 30 years since
the late 1970s, with the more spectacular French
investment in a true high-speed network, connecting
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Paris with the old industrial northern region of the
Nord-Pas-de-Calais, since the 1990s.
And the evidence is stark: Fig. 1a shows that over
time both the capital regions, London and Paris,
kept a remarkable economic lead over the other
regions, but in France the gap was reduced (albeit
slowly) – in contrast to the UK, where regional
inequalities actually widened. But, equally important,
boring down to the intra-regional scale, Fig. 1b
shows that in both the UK and France high-speed
rail boosted the economies of the core cities it
connected: Cardiff and Leeds and Manchester in the
one case, Lille in the other. And in both it failed to
help other places that were not so advantageously
placed (see Fig. 1b).
But, critically, in France a powerful and well funded
regional authority, the Conseil Régional Nord-Pas-deCalais, invested in two new services: it connected
problematic old industrial and port cities – Dunkerque,
Béthune, Lens (where they’ve just opened a branch
of the Louvre) and Valenciennes – with Paris; and it
developed a regional TGV network, connecting these
same places via fast and frequent services to Lille,
where the local economy was transforming itself
from an industrial to an advanced-service base.4
And these twin strategies had an effect: although
not every one of these places showed an economic
revival, some very definitely did (see Fig. 1b).
These lessons have a direct relevance for a major
conference to be held in Manchester Town Hall in
June, marking the conclusion of the EU-funded
SYNAPTIC project. SYNAPTIC (‘Synergy of New
Advanced Public Transport Solutions Improving
Connectivity in North West Europe’) brings together
four EU transport projects – RoCK (Regions of
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Connected Knowledge), BAPTS (Boosting Advanced
Public Transport Systems), SINTROPHER (Sustainable
Integrated Tram-Based Transport Options for Peripheral
European Regions), and ICMA amobilife (Improving
Connectivity and Mobility Access) – with a common
objective to enhance the framework conditions for
intermodality and seamless door-to-door journeys.
Its outcome is a new report, to be showcased at
the conference: S-MAP 2030 (detailing S-MAP 2030,

a Seamless Mobility Action Plan for 2030),5 which
presents policy and investment recommendations to
help build a system of seamless door-to-door journeys
by public transport in North West Europe, focused
on the needs of the individual traveller. S-MAP 2030
sets out a vision and guiding principles for radical
improvements in daily door-to-door journeys in North
West Europe by 2030 by providing recommendations
for policy changes and investment initiatives at EU,
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Table 1
SYNAPTIC’s S-Map 2030 North West
System
1

1.2 Merseyrail
1.3 BlackpoolPreston Tramway/
BRT Regional
Network

3

Stage 2 – 2035

Responsible
agencies

Ashton, Oldham and
Rochdale centres, East
Didsbury, Wythenshawe/
Manchester Airport (total
59 miles, 95 kilometres)
Existing system (total
75 miles, 121 kilometres)
Blackpool North (total
11 miles, 18 kilometres)

Trafford Centre/Port
Salford, Eccles station,
Stockport, Marple (tramtrain)

TfGM

Skelmersdale

Merseyrail

St Anne’s-Lytham-PrestonSouthport (tram-train –
Coast Tram); PoultonFleetwood tram-train;
Yeadon Way BRT; Preston
BRT

TfLa, Blackpool
Transport

HS1.5 – ManchesterHuddersfield-Leeds
(Pendolino)
Blackpool Club Train:
Blackpool North-Eccles for
Media City-Manchester
Piccadilly; electrification,
Kirkham & WeshamSt Anne’s, with Fylde Coast
Club Train: St Anne’s-Eccles
for Media City-Manchester
Piccadilly

Network Rail;
(New) franchisee

Inner metro networks
1.1 Manchester
Metrolink

2

Stage 1 – 2020

Northern trans-Pennine electric network
2.1 LiverpoolManchesterLeeds
2.2 ManchesterBlackpool

Liverpool-Manchester

2.3 LiverpoolSt Helens-Wigan

Liverpool-Wigan

Manchester-BoltonPreston-Blackpool North

2.4 ManchesterChester
2.5 Bolton-Burnley

Manchester-AltrinchamChester
Bolton-Blackburn-Burnley

2.6 Manchester-WiganSouthport;
Ormskirk-Preston

Manchester-WiganSouthport; PrestonOrmskirk; and FleetwoodBlackpool-St Anne’sPreston-Southport tramtrain (Coast Tram)

Network Rail;
(New) franchisee;
Merseyrail
Network Rail;
(New) franchisee;
Network Rail;
(New) franchisee;
Network Rail;
(New) franchisee;
Blackpool Transport

Hub interchanges
3.1 Manchester
Piccadilly and
Ordsall Curve link
3.2 Manchester Victoria

New Metrolink lines

HS2

Hauptbahnhof for
through services,
Liverpool-ManchesterLeeds-Newcastle;
second city centre
Metrolink line
HS2

3.4 Preston

HS2; tram-train; BRT
Tram link

TfGM: Transport for Greater Manchester
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Network Rail; TfGM;
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3.5 Blackpool North
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Network Rail;
(New) franchisee

TfLa: Transport for Lancashire

Network Rail;
Merseyrail
Network Rail; TfLa;
(New) franchisee
Network Rail; TfLa;
Blackpool Transport

national and regional levels, and by identifying
opportunities (‘development potentials’) and market
barriers (‘crunch points’) that need to be unlocked to
facilitate seamless journeys. The proposals
uncannily resemble Parliamentary Under Secretary
for Transport Norman Baker’s proposal, recently
announced, for joined-up travel.6 He and the
SYNAPTIC project seem to have been almost in
telepathic communication – so in the UK, at least,
the project’s ideas could get a sympathetic hearing.
The setting for the project final event is perfect,
because North West England represents an ideal
region of Europe to test the development of the
basic SYNAPTIC concept:
● It is served by an existing high-speed rail line from
London, the West Coast Main Line, operating at
200 kilometres per hour and directly serving the
key cities of Manchester, Liverpool and Preston.
● By 2032, this is planned to be supplemented by a
very high-speed line, HS2 (running at 350 kilometres
per hour), running into Manchester.
● As early as 2018, key parts of the regional rail
network will be electrified, connecting Liverpool,
Manchester and Leeds; Manchester via Bolton
and Preston to Blackpool North; and Liverpool via
St Helens to Wigan – thus creating a network of
fast and frequent electric services connecting
most cities and towns in the region. There are still
important questions about how HS2 would
integrate with services on this regional network
to give direct service, French-style, to a wider
variety of places in the region such as Liverpool
Lime Street (to be discussed by Ian Wray and
David Thrower in the next issue of Town &
Country Planning 7 ).
● The region’s urban areas are served by three rail/
light rail networks, all in the process of major
upgrading and extension, to be completed by
2018: Merseyrail, a 75mile (121 kilometre) heavyrail electric network (750 volt DC and 25 kilovolt AC);
Manchester Metrolink, a 59 mile (95 kilometre)
light-rail (750 volt DC) network; and the Blackpool
Tramway, an 11 mile (18 kilometre) light-rail line
(600 volt DC), recently modernised, with a
proposal (emerging from the SINTROPHER study)
for a 600 metre extension to the Blackpool North
station.
● Two of the key station hubs in this network,
Manchester Piccadilly and Liverpool Lime Street,
have been comprehensively modernised and
upgraded, although other key stations, including
Manchester Victoria and Preston, await upgrading
after an independent review in 2009.8
Nonetheless, the region – like the entire North of
England – has been starved of investment. John
Ashcroft, the economist and business leader,
recently pointed out that over the last decade Boris
Johnson has spent more on a bikeway network for

London than has been spent on all forms of
transport in Greater Manchester. ‘It is time to put a
stick in the London wheel and allocate more to the
Manchester economy,’10 he wrote. This applies at
least equally to the wider North West. In effect, by
2020 the region will have three interlocking circles
of public transport, with very unequal levels of
transport service and – as a result – very uneven
access to the wider national economy:
● an inner circle comprising the high-speed West
Coast Main Line, the key hubs at Manchester
Piccadilly-Manchester Victoria and Liverpool Lime
Street, and the urban metro systems radiating
from these stations;
● an intermediate circle comprising the newly
electrified network connecting these core cities
with other key centres such as Bolton, Wigan,
Preston and Blackpool; and
● an outer circle of places served by diesel-operated
rail trains, generally infrequent, and (in the view of
many users) poorly connected to the regional core
cities or not connected at all – Blackburn,
Accrington and Burnley; the South Fylde Coast
resorts (Lytham, Ansdell and Fairhaven, and
St Anne’s on Sea); South Lancashire (Wigan to
Southport, Ormskirk to Preston); North Cheshire
(Altrincham to Chester); and the North Peak
(Manchester to Marple and Buxton).
The SYNAPTIC proposal for the North West, to be
unveiled at the Manchester conference, is to develop
a further round of investments in the medium-term
period, 2020-2032, anticipating the completion of
HS2, by creating an integrated multi-level network of
high-quality public transport linked at key locations
through high-quality ‘station superhubs’. Some of
these investments have already been proposed by
the relevant responsible agencies, including:
● extensions of Manchester Metrolink through
Salford Quays to the Trafford Shopping Centre and
Port Salford, from Eccles to Eccles Station, and
(via tram-train service inter-operating on heavy-rail
tracks) to Marple;
● extension of Merseyrail from Knowsley to
Skelmersdale;
● electrification of the lines from Manchester via
Altrincham to Chester and via Wigan to Southport,
from Ormskirk to Preston, and from Manchester
via Rochdale to Burnley and via Blackburn to
Burnley, forming a Blackburn-Burnley loop; and
● upgrading of the Liverpool-Manchester-Leeds line
to become ‘High Speed 1.5’ – a 200 kilometres
per hour (125 miles per hour) service, using
Pendolino trains to navigate the sharp curves on
the trans-Pennine section, and thus reducing the
Liverpool-Leeds journey time to just over one
hour (Ian Wray and David Thrower will present this
proposal in more detail in their article in the May
issue of Town & Country Planning 7 ).
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In addition, the SINTROPHER and SYNAPTIC
studies have identified potential extensions of the
Blackpool Tramway, together with new BRT (bus
rapid transit) links on abandoned rail right-of-way, to
create a third city-regional network linking Blackpool
and Preston. These links would create a ‘Heineken
effect’ – transport that reaches the parts that other
transport cannot reach11 – forming the core of
SYNAPTIC’s proposed S-Map 2030 North West:
● extension of the existing tram line from its
southern terminus at Starr Gate via St Anne’s and
Lytham to Preston, inter-operating with heavy-rail
services as a tram-train, and from Fleetwood
(Copse Road) to Poulton-le-Fylde; this could be
further extended via electrified Preston-Ormskirk
and Wigan-Southport lines to form a Coast Tram, a
major new tourist attraction resembling the
successful example on the Belgian coast;
● use of an existing express highway link, Yeadon
Way, running on an abandoned rail right-of-way, to
carry a new express BRT service from central
Blackpool to major new residential developments
east of Blackpool Airport; and
● conversion of abandoned rail lines to carry a new
express BRT service from Preston station to park
& ride interchanges at M6 junction 25/M65
junction 1, and to M6 junction 31A.
Table 1 sets out these schemes, a timetable for
completion, and the relevant implementation agencies.
S-MAP 2030 North West would extend goodquality, well connected public transport from the
urban cores of the North West to the peripheries.
But it is intended to do far more than that: it is
designed as a way of reducing the massive spatial
inequalities that are now manifest between the
different parts of the region. Paula Lucci and Paul
Hildreth have graphically pointed out that Burnley is
the same distance from Manchester as Reading is
from London, yet thousands of commuters travel
each day from Reading to London, and virtually none
from Burnley to Manchester – and the contrast is
reflected in Burnley’s dire economic record.12
Chia-Lin Chen’s research has documented these
stark differences in even more detail. Connecting
these places to job and educational opportunities in
the region’s core cities will not in itself serve to
irrigate their economies: they will also need parallel
development policies in education and training, as
well as imaginative solutions to reinvigorating their
own local economies. But, from the French
experience, no-one should doubt that better
transport links are a necessary first condition for
economic revival.
● Sir Peter Hall is Professor of Planning and Regeneration at
the Bartlett School of Planning, University College London, and
President of the TCPA. Chia-Lin Chen is a PhD candidate in
the Bartlett School of Planning, University College London. The
views expressed are personal.
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SYNAPTIC Project Final Event
The SYNAPTIC Project (‘Synergy of New
Advanced Public Transport Solutions
Improving Connectivity in North West
Europe’) Final Event will be held at
Manchester Town Hall on 18 June.
Further details on the event and on how to
attend are available from
synaptic.mobility@gmail.com

