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What does the National Infrastructure  
Commission’s latest report mean for the 
economies of the Midlands and the north?

Meeting the rail 
needs of the Midlands 
and the north

he National Infrastructure 
Commission (NIC) published its 
report on the rail needs of the  

north and Midlands in December 2020.  
It broke new ground by: 

• Setting transport and rail budgets for  
the area under consideration 

• Assessing the available rail investment 
options by reference to their measurable 
contributions to economic outcomes
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This meant there was no need for 
benefit/cost ratios that are always 
debatable when projects are not fully 
developed and that need to be larded  
with +66% optimism bias charges. 
However, key questions arise, including  
on budget setting and on completing 
HS2’s eastern arm. 

Budget setting 

The NIC’s work, as intended, is going to be 
valuable for the Department for Transport 
in its task of creating an integrated rail 
plan for the Midlands and the north. 
Greengauge 21 welcomed the NIC work  
in a report published in January 2021.1 

By setting the investment budget for  
rail in the north and Midlands using a 
regional/national per capita ratio, the  
NIC overcame the historic bias in transport 
funding towards London and the  
south-east, which experiences high levels 
of congestion and therefore better project 
benefit/cost ratios. We questioned the 
treatment of HS2 costs in the budget 
allocated to the Midlands and north. All of 
the now committed costs of Phases 1 and 
2a of HS2 (London–Birmingham–Crewe) 
were allocated to the north and Midlands, 
even though a significant part of its costs 
and benefits lie in London and the  
south-east. This incorrectly squeezes 
funding available for further investment  
in the north and Midlands. 

In fact, the NIC used a regional baseline 
budget and +25% and +50% variants. An 
increase over baseline is needed, the NIC 
concluded, if the levelling up objective is 
to be realised, but it termed the +50% 
option ‘a strategic bet’, while pointing  
out that even this funding level was 
insufficient for all of the projects under 
consideration. For the NIC, choosing 
priorities becomes inescapable, but we 
believe +25% budget is insufficient. 

Eastern arm of HS2 

The current plan for HS2 means that the 
eastern arm (Birmingham–Leeds) only 
receives half as many London HS2 services 
as the western arm. With the emerging 
likelihood that a single-phase Euston HS2 
station would have fewer platforms, 
eastern arm London services could shrink 
further to, say, four trains and hour. 

Other weaknesses are apparent. Unlike  
the western arm, there is minimal capacity 
relief in the eastern corridor for the 
parallel intercity line – in this case, the 
Midland Main Line (MML). This is because 
the eastern arm serves the intermediate 
cities – Derby, Nottingham and Sheffield – 
only indirectly. Intercity trains from these 
cities to Leicester and London using the 
MML would need to be retained – see 
Figure 1. 

A design feature of the eastern arm,  
with dead-end termini at Leeds and 
Birmingham, does not help either.  
While a short journey time between the 
two citiescould be achieved, this would 

capture only a fraction of the multiple city 
pairs served by north-east/south-west 
long-distance cross-country trains. 

The NIC report has some helpful pointers 
on how to overcome these limitations. 
Under a design heading, it notes the 
advantages of through stations rather than 
termini, and of city centre stations rather 
than parkways. 

Greengauge 21 identifies three key 
potential developments to strengthen 
eastern high-speed plans: 

1. X-shaped HS2 network 

In place of the existing Y shape, the value 
of the eastern arm could be strengthened 
by the addition of a south-western leg, 
with existing lines from Birmingham to the 
south-west and South Wales electrified. 
This can be achieved by using the planned 
Midland Rail Hub to operate long-distance 
north-east/south-west services over the 
eastern arm and across Birmingham, via an 
expanded Moor Street station (adjoining 
HS2’s Curzon Street) – see Figure 2. 

2. An accelerated first stage of HS2’s 
north-eastern arm linking Birmingham 
and Nottingham 

As identified by the NIC and Midlands 
Connect before them, east–west rail 
connections across the Midlands are 
particularly poor. If a first section of HS2’s 
eastern arm is built and connected to the 
MML south of the junctions at Trent, then 
Birmingham–Nottingham journey times 
could be reduced from today’s 72 minutes 
to 27 minutes. Nottingham would join  
the set of directly served HS2 cities.  
HS2 services could include London–
Nottingham–Lincoln and 
London–Derby–Sheffield. With a

HS2’s eastern arm and city sizes  
(travel-to-work area populations  
in 000s) 
Figure 1

More funding should be allocated to the Midlands

X-shaped HS2 network 
Figure 2
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connection made to the East Coast Main 
Line (ECML), a new route would open up 
to accelerate long distance north-
east/south-west services by using the 
ECML and the new section of HS2, serving 
Nottingham en route – see Figure 3. 

3. Adapting HS2’s north-eastern arm to 
benefit all of the major cities east of the 
Peak District and Pennines 

As the NIC says, implementing the 
remaining phases of HS2 will need to  
be broken down into segments. With 
implementation of the first section to  
the East Midlands, the remaining question 
is how best to improve access to 
Yorkshire/the Humber and north-east 
England. The NIC points to the choice 
between the HS2 route as planned to 
Leeds (where a new dead-end terminus  
is planned) or to upgrading existing  
lines (the Erewash Valley and Old  
Road) instead. 

To these options, Greengauge 21 suggests 
adding another approach: investing in new

high-speed rail in the much busier ECML 
(rather than the MML) corridor. Having 
created a route southwards over HS2 from 
the ECML at Newark, here is a solution 
that extends connectivity benefits beyond 
the narrow focus of the original plan (with 
only Leeds served directly), adding in 
Bradford, Doncaster, York, Hull, Teesside, 
Newcastle and Edinburgh. Trains over the 
ECML to King’s Cross would benefit, as 
well as those switching to the HS2  
route – see Figure 4. 

The original HS2 plan serves the 
Nottingham and Derby area through a 
new station midway between the two 
cities at Toton, and Sheffield by a lengthy 
connection, as shown in the first option 
above. However, with a connection south 
of Trent, all of these cities can get direct 
HS2 services (multiple connections), and 
Bradford can join the network, too, with 
HS2 London services switched into the 
current Leeds station rather than the 
planned HS2 dead-end terminus.

In conclusion 

The NIC concluded that east–west regional links 
are more valuable to the economy of the north 
and Midlands than north–south (HS2), but this 
conclusion does not hold for Yorkshire and the 
north-east, which gain more from north–south 
connectivity improvements. It is important to 
ensure that progressing HS2 to help levelling up 
on a north–south axis does not create a new 
east–west imbalance. 

That means the need to progress high-speed rail 
north of the Trent is vital. As the NIC recommends, 
there is no need to delay progressing a first stage 
scheme as far as Nottingham (which can also add 
Derby and Sheffield to the HS2 service network). 
While the powers to deliver this are sought in 
parliament, the choices for Yorkshire and the 
north-east, as set out here, need to be examined 
in parallel.
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Adding Nottingham and speeding up the 
north-east/south-west route 
Figure 3

East Midlands-Yorkshire HS2 options 
Figure 4

Original HS2 plan Upgrading existing lines Multiple connections HS2 built in ECML 
corridor 

     The current plan for HS2 means that the eastern arm only  
receives half as many London HS2 services as the western arm 

High speed lines shown in red


