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HS2 and the ‘ Capacity Issue’ 

The Government suggests the WCML is becoming full, 

extra capacity is needed and a new line – HS2 - is the 

only solution. This HS2 solution requires spending 

£50,000,000,000 to £80,000,000,000 on a project 

which will take minimum of 20 years, is widely 

accepted to have a weak business case, will require 

ongoing subsidies and will destroy parts of our 

countryside forever. 

Is HS2 the right solution? Analysis of the facts would 

appear otherwise.  

Based on DfT’s data the intercity trains out of Euston 
at the end of 2011 were running at 52.5% capacity 
during peak times (16.30 – 19.00) with lower seat 
occupancy loadings than on all other domestic long 
distance routes into London.  In December 2012 
additional capacity was brought in by Virgin Trains 
increasing the 9 car Pendolino trains to 11 cars.   

Current research and data suggests that the rate of 
growth for long-distance passenger journeys is 
slowing down; with the rapid changes in 
communications technology it is suggested that 
business travellers will reduce their intercity travel. 
Whereas between 2011-12 and 2012-13 the number 
of journeys in London and the south-east increased by 
3.9%, long-distance journeys grew more slowly, by 
1.9%. Journey numbers on the whole network in the 
fourth quarter of 2012-13 fell slightly compared with 
the previous year.  

Passenger miles growth (%) for Virgin West Coast
[Source: Stagecoach Annual reports]

3

The DfT is forecasting continuous growth but their 
forecasts are uncertain and, as history has shown, not 

always accurate (HS1 is running significantly below 
forecast) and the WCML franchisees have stated that 
the demand is uncertain. If, however, additional 
capacity is required the 51M Group, for example,  
have developed proposals which show  by train 
optimisation (increasing trains to 12 carriages and 
reducing first class carriages from 4 to 3 (currently 
only 33% utilised) Intercity capacity can be doubled. 
This optimisation with some infrastructure changes 
(one of which is already planned by Network Rail) 
would enable standard class capacity to be trebled 
exceeding the DfT’s forecasts (if accurate). These 
improvements can be made without subsidy, at very 
low cost and quickly. There is also potential to offer 
more services to Birmingham via the Chiltern Line.  
Additional capacity on each train means tracks are 
free for commuting and freight movements. 

There are urgent London suburbs commuting capacity 
problems.   

The chart for 2012 below containing 

 

DfT data shows that Euston is one of the least affected 
by overcrowding. In addition, London Midland has 
already announced Project 110 which will provide 
additional capacity (up to 20% in peak evening times) 
and faster trains (110 mph) from May 2014 for trains 
stopping at Northampton and Milton Keyes – 
important commuting stations. The net increase in 
peak hour seats available into London Euston in the 



Prepared by Brian Adams on behalf of the Ickenham Residents Association                                18 September 2013  

Page 2 

 

morning would be 1,398 (or around 10%). The 
increase in seats away from London Euston in the 
evening peak would be as much as 2,768 (or around 
20%). This is partly achieved by the seven new Class 
350/3 units which will be delivered to London Midland 
from Siemens 

Perversely were HS2 to go ahead the services to 
commuter stations could actually reduce and Milton 
Keyes would lose services such as direct trains to 
Manchester. The HS2 documents state that the 
efficiencies gained by HS2 would amount to £7.7 
billion which would be taken from existing rail 
networks and would mean a reduction in capacity and 
service elsewhere on the network.  This unfortunately 
is the experience in Kent where to subsidise and 
promote HS1 trains the existing network services have 
been reduced and travel times increased 
(Conservative MP for Thanet North,  Roger Gale).   

Also in France where subsidies to the TGV have 
diverted investment from the existing network and 
were a key factor in  the recent accident in Paris 
suburbs according to President Hollande .  ( July 2013: 
Prime Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault declared that his 
government hoped to break with what he called 
“pharaonic” projects. The previous Sarkozy 
government had planned to expand the TGV network 
massively. Ayrault said the idea now was to invest in 
the existing rail network and trains.“A TGV line at 12 
billion euros would cost the same as the replacement 
4 times over of the Corail trains,” Ayrault explained) 

What is the situation on Freight : The attached article 
by Lord Berkeley of the Rail Freight Group in the 
Times 16 September dispels any arguments that HS2 
would improve capacity for freight.   

“The trouble is, ministers have got themselves 

into this position they do with every big project, 

where they say nothing’s going to change and we’re 

going to bulldoze everything through,” Lord 

Berkeley said. 

“The problem isn’t the middle of the line, it’s 

the ends — it just doesn’t link up properly with 

the existing transport network.” 

As well as disrupting freight traffic, HS2 will 

inconvenience millions of passengers, forcing them 

to change trains or even change stations for 

journeys which can currently be made direct. 

Please also note that DfT continue to forecast 18 
trains per hour in both directions for HS2. No HS rail 
system in the world running at these speeds has 

achieved greater than 12 trains per hour in both 
directions. The UIC (Interntional Union of Railways) 
has commented that it is unsafe to exceed 16 HS 
trains per hour. 

There therefore are valid alternatives to HS2 to 

increase capacity on the WCML, if required. The 51M 

group have proposed plans to upgrade the network at 

much lower cost and far quicker. This is been 

dismissed by Network Rail as being too disruptive to 

the existing network – this argument however has 

become irrelevant as they have decided to upgrade 

one of the major pinch points at Stafford  anyway. 

This has improved the 51M group’s proposals which 

have been analysed and approved by rail experts and 

construction companies. Attachment 1 shows the 

highlights of the 51M Group proposals dated June 

2013.  

Other recent items of interest: 

Attachment 2    

A Pendolino running on the East Coast Main Line 

between London and Edinburgh would be faster than 

HS2, according to Virgin’s chief operating officer Chris 

Gibb. 

Attachment 3                   

 If more capacity is the point, HS2 isn't the answer 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2013/sep/12/capacity-hs2-high-speed-rail
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Attachment 1 

Update on the 51m Alternative solution 
to HS2 – June 2013 
(taken from 51M Group website) 
 
1. Summary of proposal  
 
51m developed proposals which deliver major 
additional capacity increases on the West Coast 
Main Line much more quickly, at much less cost 
than for HS2. And as a result of Network Rail’s 2013 
plans with no need even for a subsidy. The 
proposals more than meet the DfT’s forecasts of a 
doubling in demand for long distance rail travel.  
 
The key features of the 51m proposals are:  
 

from the current 9 or 11 cars to 12 cars. This can be 
done on all routes except to Liverpool with only 
limited work on extending platforms at a number of 
stations. Liverpool would continue to have 11 car 
trains, as the costs of reconstructing Liverpool Lime 
Street station would be prohibitive.  

train from 4 to 3, by converting one car from first to 
standard class.  
 
These first two changes alone would more than 
double InterCity capacity compared with the 
numbers used in the HS2 “base case”.  
 

 points on the West Coast 
Mainline (WCML)  

o Constructing a grade separated junction south of 
Milton Keynes and by introducing higher 
performance commuter trains doubling capacity on 
the fast commuter trains between Northampton, 
Milton Keynes and Euston. These are services which 
are overcrowded now – this can’t wait until 2026  

o Infrastructure investment to eliminate other 
existing bottlenecks on WCML between Rugby and 
Nuneaton and in the Stafford area. This would 
enable operation of 24 daily additional InterCity 
trains in each direction.  
 

With the proposed infrastructure investment too, 
standard class capacity could be tripled.  
 
The additional capacity would also enable services 
to be improved, particularly for intermediate 
stations. 51m have developed detailed plans which 
have been “proved” through external expert 
analysis, and are robust. The illustrative timetable 
delivers the following benefits:  
 

West  

– non-stop to 
Wilmslow  

west stops, and alternate trains running fast from 
Preston to Carlisle  

es to Blackpool/Windermere 
(alternate hours)  

Lichfield.  

interval)  

service, giving a step change in access to the North 
West  
 
In contrast, HS2 will inevitably result in worse 
services for many stations on the existing route, as 
the HS2 business case includes a saving of £7.7 
billion for service reductions on existing routes.  
 
Business case  
WS Atkins, working for the Department of 
Transport, reported in 2012 that the 51m 
alternative has a much better business case than 
HS2, with a Benefit Cost Ratio of 5.171, compared 
with only 1.6 – 1.9 for HS22. It also showed it would 
cost less than 10% of HS2.  
 
1 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads
/attachment_data/file/3664/hs2-strategic-alternatives-
study-update.pdf Page 28  
2 http://assets.dft.gov.uk/publications/hs2-economic-case-
appraisal-update/hs2-economic-case-appraisal-update.pdf 
Page 10  
3 http://www.networkrail.co.uk/news/2013/apr/Improving-
the-Stafford-section-of-the-West-Coast-Main-Line/  
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But the new announcement by Network Rail in April 
2013 of their intention to proceed with the Stafford 
bypass works, changes the business case, as the 
works are to be done anyway. These works enable 2 
extra trains per hour each way, which is what the 
51m alternative provides. The capital cost of the 
51m option reduces (to about £1bn) which means it 
would need no subsidy to proceed.   
 

2. Response to criticisms of the 51m 
alternative  
 
Government has largely relied on a report by 
Network Rail to “rubbish” the 51m alternative. This 
work was carried out without any attempt to 
engage with 51m, or even to clarify 51m’s 
proposals. Network Rail’s criticisms are not valid, 
indeed are in some cases based on 
misunderstandings of 51m’s proposals which could 
easily have been cleared up. The principal criticisms 
are as follows: 
  
Insufficient capacity to meet forecast demand on 
Euston commuter services  
 
Network Rail implicitly accept that the 51m 
alternative provides adequate InterCity capacity, 
but say 51m’s proposals won’t meet future 
commuter demand. This issue was not a critical part 
of the 51m consultation response, so it did not form 
a major part of the Government’s February 2011 
consultation on HS2. Even so, 51m’s proposals 
double commuter capacity on the already 
overcrowded services to Milton Keynes and 
Northampton.  
 
Furthermore, it is now clear that current 
overcrowding could be relieved immediately by 
letting passengers to Milton Keynes use half empty 
Virgin trains which already stop there at peak 
periods, but don’t carry passengers between Milton 
Keynes and Euston – the only route to London with 
such a restriction.  
 
And when it’s finished, HS2 provides no more 
commuter capacity than the 51m proposals – nor 
any additional capacity for freight. This is because 

HS2’s own service proposals for the existing route 
don’t allow any services to be transferred from the 
slow to the fast lines, as the fast lines are still 
intensively used.  
 
51m’s proposals would necessitate remodelling 
Euston station  
 
The 51m alternative would not require any work at 
Euston, as sufficient 12 car length platforms are 
available to accommodate the proposed service 
frequency. In contrast, HS2 will require complete 
reconstruction of the station over an 8 year period, 
with massive disruption and reduced peak capacity  
 
51m’s proposals would result in long periods of 
disruption  
 
The 51m proposals had involved only three 
worksites on the existing route, and are comparable 
to the recently completed flyover at Nuneaton 
(constructed without any major disruption), the 
proposed flyover at Norton Bridge (north of 
Stafford), and the proposed HS2 grade separated 
junction north of Lichfield.  
 
Now that Network Rail intend to proceed with the 
Stafford area works themselves, they cannot 
consider the works prohibitively disruptive. The 
work proposed under the 51m alternative would 
certainly be much less disruptive than the 
reconstruction works at Euston required for HS2.  
 
The high utilisation of the fast lines would 
negatively impact on route performance.  
The 51m alternative would result in higher 
utilisation of the fast lines than at present, with a 
maximum of 16 trains per hour in the peak 
direction. However, this is reliably achieved 
elsewhere on the rail network in peak periods, for 
example on the fast lines between Liverpool Street 
and Shenfield (20 trains an hour) and between 
Waterloo and Woking (15 trains an hour). 
Moreover, the proposed infrastructure 
enhancements will improve reliability by 
segregating freight and local passenger trains from 
InterCity trains throughout the route between 
Euston and Crewe.  
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In addition, the fast line occupation is lower than 
that proposed for HS2 (18 trains per hour) despite 
the fact that HS2 will have a lower technical limit on 
the number of trains per hour, as a result of its 
proposed 360 kph operating speed, hence the much 
longer braking distances required. It is extremely 
doubtful that 18 trains per hour will be capable of 
being reliably delivered in practice – no high speed 
line anywhere else in the world operates close to 
the level claimed for HS2  
 
The 51m proposals increase long distance high 
speed connectivity on some flows, however this is 
at the expense of other intermediate flows, where 
connectivity severely worsens. In some cases this 
results in leaving stations without a train service.  
 
The concerns about connectivity and leaving some 
stations without a train service are entirely 
unfounded, as 51m would have readily explained if 
Network Rail had made any attempt to clarify this. 
The illustrative 51m service pattern improves 
overall connectivity. No stations are left “without a 
train service”.  
 
The service pattern set out in the 51m alternative 
was not exhaustive, and was not intended to cover 
stations such as Atherstone, Rugeley and Stone, 
which are the stations cited in Network Rail’s 
report. There is clearly route capacity to continue to 
serve these stations.  
 
In contrast, the HS2 business case includes a saving 
of £7.7 billion for service reductions on existing 
routes.  
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Attachment 2 

A Pendolino running on the East Coast Main Line 
between London and Edinburgh would be faster than 
HS2, according to Virgin’s chief operating officer Chris 
Gibb. 

With non-tilt HS2 trains limited to the current 

operating speeds of between 110 mph-125 mph once 

they join the classic network, Pendolinos could 

actually be the quicker option on longer routes says 

Gibb. 

Alstom has already modelled the journey time 

between London and Edinburgh, via the ECML, for a 

Pendolino running at 140 mph with European Train 

Control and tilt activated north of Darlington and 

concluded that a journey time of three hours and 37 

minutes is possible – one minute faster than trains 

using HS2. 

 

http://www.globalrailnews.com/2013/08/02/east-

coast-pendolinos-could-deliver-faster-journey-times-

than-hs2-for-anglo-scottish-services/ 

 

http://www.globalrailnews.com/2013/08/02/east-coast-pendolinos-could-deliver-faster-journey-times-than-hs2-for-anglo-scottish-services/
http://www.globalrailnews.com/2013/08/02/east-coast-pendolinos-could-deliver-faster-journey-times-than-hs2-for-anglo-scottish-services/
http://www.globalrailnews.com/2013/08/02/east-coast-pendolinos-could-deliver-faster-journey-times-than-hs2-for-anglo-scottish-services/
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Attachment 3 

 [The Guardian, Letters: If more capacity is the 

point, HS2 isn't the answer, 12 Sep 2013] 

So the transport secretary thinks HS2 is really 

about increasing capacity on our railways? 

(Report, 11 September). Sorry, but if increasing 

capacity of the rail network is your prime 

objective then the laws of physics mean a high-

speed railway is the worst possible answer. 

Why? Because the capacity of a railway is 

determined by the need to keep the trains a safe 

distance apart, and this distance is determined by 

the stopping power of the trains. The stopping 

distance of any vehicle is governed by its kinetic 

energy, and this quantity increases as the square 

of the vehicle’s speed. So if you double the speed 

of trains, you increase the minimum safe distance 

between them by a factor of four. Even though 

you’re going twice as fast, it takes twice as long 

to pass the longer safe distance at the higher 

speed, so the number of trains that can pass any 

given point in an hour (ie the capacity of the 

railway) actually halves. 

And no, you can’t get round this by making better 

brakes unless you want to fit your trains with 

seatbelts to restrain passengers against white-

knuckle-ride levels of deceleration. 

The truth of the above is borne out by the fact 

that the highest-capacity railways are metro 

systems, where trains rarely exceed 40mph, but 

busy sections of line can pass 30 trains or more 

in an hour. By all means spend £50bn on 

improvements to our creaking rail infrastructure, 

but keep the speeds and costs per mile down if you 

really want to ease the misery of sardine-tin 

commuters. 

Richard Ellam 

Bristol 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2013/sep/12/capacity-hs2-high-speed-rail
http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2013/sep/12/capacity-hs2-high-speed-rail

