
Key concerns with HS2 plans, Philip Hammond and the 
Coalition Government.
1) It is clear that the Government unquestioningly stands behind the business case.  This means either:


a. They have not looked in any detail at the underlying assumptions – which do not make sense, particularly in regard to travel growth, or:

b. They do not actually care about the business case – it is irrelevant to them.


2) Although HS2 has previously been touted as a key component of a ‘low-carbon’ transport strategy, this is not supported by HS2 Ltd’s report to Government (broadly neutral in CO2 terms) and this is no longer a cited justification.


a. The Government is not challenging the ‘low-carbon’ argument, which is as weak as the business case itself, because it has similarly not looked into the detailed assumptions.

b. The low-carbon justification has now been superseded by a more significant reason to push this through.


3) The original report to Government by HS2 Ltd included several alternatives – the most effective being ‘Rail Package 1’ which can incrementally deliver a ‘reasonable case’ demand growth for just £2 billion, and ‘Rail Package 2’ which could deliver the full projected demand but not the ‘surplus’ or freed capacity that HS2 delivers (but which is not needed).

a. It would appear that he Government has chosen not to seriously consider alternative options which could deliver the capacity needed at a fraction of the cost and with minimal disruption.

b. The Government does not want to accept these alternatives, presumably because they do not provide a sufficiently attractive proposition to “excite people”.

4) On the BBC programme “Daily Politics” broadcast on September 23rd (http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b00ty87c/The_Daily_Politics_23_09_2010/) Hammond has said that the “case has been made” for HS2 and that the Government “will listen to the arguments that are put (during the public consultation phase) and we will rebut them, and I believe we will rebut them effectively and vigorously”

a. This could not be a clearer signal that the consultation is a waste of time – they are not interested in listening, nor making any significant change – they will just rebut everything.

b. The EHS consultation provides a chilling precedent of Government’s ability to listen and / or change: virtually all of the input received during the consultation was ignored.  The only significant changes were made for legal reasons (commercial property). There is proven blight on all potential lines, but only compensation for the current preferred route.
c. The Treasury ‘Spending Challenge’ website may similarly prove to be a pointless PR exercise – as it seems from all Hammond’s statements that HS2 will go ahead despite any inputs that were supposed to influence the Comprehensive Spending Review

5) The Government is shifting its position for seemingly purely political reasons – originally (in Labour days) this was about capacity – the original brief to HS2Ltd.  

Government is also now quoting ad nauseam that this project is in the “National Interest” – a claim that is not substantiated, nor has the Government put forward any credible test to prove that it is.  The “National Interest” assertion is clearly being used as a blunt instrument - which could fittingly be called a bulldozer.

The transition from capacity to speed appears to be a complex interaction between Adonis – a railway fanatic – political ambition to create a ‘star project’, and the need to maximise speed to increase the amount of journey time saved for business travellers – for this is the key ‘benefit’ from HS2 and the single most important factor which makes the business model work.

The adoption of a low-carbon solution appears to have been made up by this Government, as it is not supported anywhere in the submissions from HS2 Ltd.  They may now realise that there are glaring holes in the low carbon case which would not bear close scrutiny.

The new argument could be targetted at voters in the north, based on entirely fictional regional regeneration claims (HS2 Ltd’s own report only credits £3.6 billion of wider economic benefit, a figure which is widely disputed):

David Cameron was quoted on the same BBC Daily Politics programme – as stating that HS2 will “…breathe economic life in the towns and cities outside the M25”

Hammond on the same programme.  “We believe that Britain needs to rebalance the economy - we need to get ourselves on a path of sustainable growth – that means bringing the great northern population centres into the dynamic economy we already have in the South East and London – and that needs connectivity – we need to get a gateway for those great northern cities to the world, and our gateway to the world is London and Heathrow…

Hammond on support for HS2:  “as this debate gets going, you will hear more from Manchester, from Birmingham, from Leeds, from the great cities of the north, about how vitally important this is to them as an economic lifeline”.

This argument clearly pre-supposes we do not have a national network today, that there are no alternatives, and that there is a shred of credible evidence that regional regeneration will be an outcome from this project.
6) Philip Hammond has appointed Norman Baker to look into reducing travel demand. His words at an IBM conference on September 10th were:

But you might be surprised to know that the most innovative change we have made in the Department for Transport in the last four months is to introduce a portfolio responsibility for “non-travel”. 

Promoting alternatives to travel is a key part of the sustainability agenda. And although it has not traditionally been thought of as a transport responsibility, I have decided that we should integrate it into our transport agenda. So my colleague, Norman Baker, is working with colleagues at DCMS, in BIS and in other Departments to look at reducing the demand for travel, particularly for business.

Encouraging home working; promoting the use of high-speed broadband for both business and leisure purposes and encouraging the uptake of video conferencing as an alternative to long-distance travel.


No, it is not the mission of the Department for Transport to stop people travelling, but unnecessary travel is expensive in environmental and financial terms and, if we can help businesses to understand the opportunities to operate efficiently with a need for less travel, we will be advancing both their agendas and our own.
This may demonstrate the triumph of dogma (in terms of pushing ahead with a flawed, politically – driven project, irrespective of the business case) over common sense and credibility.  

For a Government Minister to appoint someone to reduce business travel, which is the single biggest claimed benefit of HS2, - particularly as criticism has been made for not taking reductions in business travel as a result of technology and changing business cost controls into account - is either supreme arrogance or supreme stupidity.

Could it be that, in light of a 5 year Parliament, William Pitt’s words of 1770 still ring true?  "Unlimited power is apt to corrupt the minds of those who possess it”
Or is it just that, as Philip Hammond has said “It wasn't the brief I had expected, or prepared for in Opposition. It is not an area in which I had any special experience or expertise”
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