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High Speed Rail Phase 2a: Why the current
proposals are bad for Staffordshire’s existing
and future railway links
Executive Summary
Staffordshire currently has very good train services to/from London via the West Coast Mainline
(WCML) with travel times to London Euston station ranging from 77 minutes for Stafford and 85
minutes for Stoke on-Trent.
The frequency of trains to/from London is also good. Stoke-on-Trent is provided with two trains per
hour (tph) and Stafford at least 1tph in each direction according to the weekday timetable that
operated prior to the Covid-19 outbreak.
The current combined total of more than three express trains per hour to/from Staffordshire’s two
main rail destinations will be dramatically reduced once the western arm of HS2 is fully operational.
These services will be replaced by a single HS2 classic compatible express train per hour in each
direction that will be shared between Stafford and Stoke-on-Trent and will terminate at Macclesfield,
instead of at Manchester Piccadilly.
The existing Pendolino services to Manchester and Liverpool will no longer run to avoid providing
competition to HS2 services to the same destinations. HS2 services will be operated by the franchise
holder of the West Coast services (currently Avanti) when HS2 opens. It is very unlikely the operator
will run express trains in competition with its flagship new service.
Worryingly, even the token HS2 classic compatible service is very vulnerable to being cut from the
timetable before it starts to operate. This service was included in the original plan when HS2
schedules were based on the assumption that London Euston would have a capacity of 18tph.
However, signalling limitations have reduced this capacity to 14tph.
In addition, multiple design constraints at Euston will mean that its opening to HS2 services will be
delayed by at least three years. This will mean that Old Oak Common will initially operate as the
London terminus of HS2, which will cut capacity to just 10tph.
The proposed location of the Phase 2a construction railhead and operational maintenance base on
the Norton Bridge to Stone Railway will exacerbate the risks to the planned future HS2 service
between Stafford and Stoke-on-Trent.
This line also has the dubious honour of being the only railway in the UK to have its capacity reduced
by HS2, which means that Staffordshire’s local rail network will not be able to run additional services
once HS2 has opened, nor gain any benefit from the promised capacity improvements created by
HS2.
Given the negative impact of HS2 on Staffordshire’s train link to London, it is vitally important that the
County be allowed to take advantage of the freeing up of train paths on the WCML and its branch
network once HS2 opens.
To do this the proposed Stone Railhead/IMB-R must be relocated from the strategically important
Norton Bridge to Stone Railway.
SRCG has identified an ideal alternative location for the Railhead/IMB-R that would have the
advantage of connecting to the former Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway less than 1 mile
(1.5km) from the WCML at Madeley.
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The site at Aldersey’s Rough is far superior from an engineering and environmental perspective, has
excellent access to the M6 for ease of construction, would save £93 million and at least two years of
construction time, and would avoid HS2 wasting £500 million on unnecessary facilities at Ashley on
Phase 2b (West).
Aldersey’s Rough can be implemented at the behest of the Secretary of State for Transport via an
order of the Transport and Works Act 1992; provision of which is incorporated into Clause 49 of the
Phase 2a Hybrid Bill.
This change would be the catalyst required to extend the reopening of the Newcastle (Stoke) to
Market Drayton Railway the additional 8km back to Newcastle-under-Lyme, and subsequently an
additional 2km to Stoke station.
The rail transportation benefits from reopening this line, in combination with the planned changes that
will accompany the arrival of HS2 in Crewe, have the potential to transform the economy of the
Potteries conurbation and provide significant spin off benefits to most of Staffordshire.
The support for this line reopening is also consistent with the Government’s aspirations for levelling
up the country, and its desire to invest in the railway infrastructure of the UK.
The key beneficiaries from reopening the Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Keele University and its Business and Innovation Park because of its proximity to the route of
the railway and from the reopening of Keele station.
The former coal mining areas that form the western villages of Newcastle Borough, together
with the town centre of Newcastle-under-Lyme from the reopening of railway stations.
The villages of Madeley, and potentially Whitmore, from the reopening of their former railway
stations, together with nearby outlying areas by the creation of new car-free travel
opportunities.
The city of Stoke-on-Trent by the creation of new direct rail links to the cities and towns of the
North West and North Wales, as well as to key transport hubs such as HS2 at Crewe,
Manchester Airport and Liverpool docks.
Staffordshire Moorlands from the reopening of the Leek line and stations along the route.
East Staffordshire from improved rail links across the Potteries conurbation and improved
connection to the towns and cities of the North West.
The rail corridor between Stoke-on-Trent and Stafford via Stone from the reinstatement of
train services at local stations, including Barlaston, and the potential to open new local
services and stations at development areas along the route, such as Trentham and Meaford.

The first step to achieving these benefits is the inclusion of Amendment 4 in the Phase 2a hybrid bill
and its requirement for Staffordshire residents to be consulted on local transport provision and
improvements in rail connectivity.
It is therefore in the interests of residents and businesses across Staffordshire and the Potteries
conurbation that MPs support the inclusion of Amendment 4 when the hybrid bill is debated in the
Commons in January 2021.
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1.1.9

Introduction
This paper has been prepared to provide information on the inevitable negative consequences
of HS2 Phase 2a on railway connections to, from and within Staffordshire.
Despite the problems with the existing proposals, the situation for Staffordshire can be
significantly improved by making an important strategic change to the Phase 2a proposals.
This involves relocating the Railhead and Infrastructure Maintenance Base - Rail (IMB-R) from
Stone, where it is accessed from the Norton Bridge to Stone Railway, to Aldersey’s Rough
(13km further north) which would require, and provide the catalyst for, the reopening of the
former Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway.
This report provides details of the existing railway network and the train services that
Staffordshire currently receives, together with the changes that will result once the western
leg of HS2 and specifically Phase 2a opens.
It also provides brief details of the two Railhead/IMB-R options and sets out the considerable
rail transportation and economic benefits to Staffordshire from reopening the former
Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway over the 11km distance between the West
Coast Mainline (WCML) at Madeley and the centre of Newcastle-under-Lyme, and potentially
thereafter the additional 3km to Stoke-on-Trent Station.
Following the Third Reading of the Phase 2a Hybrid Bill in the House of Lords on 14th
December 2020, Royal Assent is expected to follow in early 2021. However, when the hybrid
bill returns to the House of Commons there is the possibility of securing an amendment
instigated in the House of Lords that would benefit Staffordshire residents.
Amendment 4 (see Appendix A for the full text), proposed by Lord Rosser and Baroness
Randerson, would require further consultation with the residents of Staffordshire and
neighbouring counties about whether there is sufficient provision for rail passengers to
connect to Phase 2a and, if not, whether the reopening or construction of new lines and
stations could achieve this objective.
Ideally, we need the Secretary of State for Transport and the Government to support
Amendment 4 and Sir Bill Cash wrote to the Rt. Hon. Grant Shapps on 11th December 2020
to request its retention.
Since Amendment 4 will provide democratic safeguards, we hope MPs will feel able to support
this initiative and will find the contents of this report helpful in reaching that position.

2.

West Coast Mainline network

2.1

Route description

2.1.1

Figure 1 shows the existing rail network into and within Staffordshire.

2.1.2

2.1.3

The core part of the existing network in Staffordshire is served by the West Coast Mainline
(WCML), which runs between London Euston and Glasgow Central stations over a total
distance of just under 400 miles.
The core section of the WCML runs through the Trent Valley and has active stations at the
Staffordshire towns of Tamworth, Lichfield and Stafford.
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Figure 1: West Coast Mainline

2.1.4

The WCML also comprises several branch lines that serve Staffordshire including:
•

The Manchester line which leaves the core section of the WCML at Colwich Junction
(located southeast of Stafford) and passes through Stoke-on-Trent on its way to
Manchester Piccadilly.

•

The Norton Bridge to Stone Railway, which connects the main WCML north of
Stafford to the Manchester line at Stone.

•

The Birmingham line which leaves the main WCML at Rugby in Warwickshire before
passing through Coventry, Birmingham (International and New Street stations) and
Wolverhampton before reconnecting with the core WCML at Stafford.
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2.1.5

Figure 2 shows the routes of the Manchester and Norton Bridge to Stone lines in the vicinity
of Stafford and Stone.

Figure 2: Existing Rail Network near Stafford and Stone

2.1.6

2.1.7

2.1.8

2.2

The junction of the main WCML and the Norton Bridge to Stone Railway was subject to a
major upgrade at Norton Bridge between 2014 and 2017 to improve its efficiency and reduce
delays.
North of Stafford, the core route of the WCML continues to the strategically important rail hub
of Crewe in Cheshire, where it again divides with the core section continuing to Scotland via
key towns of North West England (i.e. Warrington, Wigan, Preston, Lancaster and Carlisle).
Separate branches connect to Liverpool and to North Wales via Chester.
Crewe also has a branch connection to Manchester, which joins the Manchester line coming
from Colwich Junction, south of Stockport at Cheadle Hulme Junction.

Avanti West Coast express services to London

London Euston to/from Manchester Piccadilly
2.2.1

2.2.2

2.2.3

2.2.4

Staffordshire’s largest population centre at Stoke-on-Trent is currently very well-served by
inter-city express services as it represents a major stopping point on the route between
London Euston and Manchester Piccadilly.
The Avanti West Midlands timetable operating prior to start of the Covid-19 outbreak (i.e. 15th
December 2019 to 16 May 2020), indicates that on weekdays Stoke-on-Trent is served by 32
northbound trains per day and 30 southbound trains/per day.
The first train to depart London Euston each day is the 06:16, which arrives in Stoke-on-Trent
at 07:45 and Manchester Piccadilly at 08:20. Thereafter, throughout the day, Stoke-on-Trent
is served by two trains per hour arriving mostly at 25 minutes and 48 minutes past the hour.
The first train from Manchester to stop at Stoke-on-Trent arrives at 06:48. This train stops only
once (i.e. Rugby) en-route to London Euston where it arrives at 08:20. Thereafter,
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Stoke-on-Trent is served by two trains to London each hour through the day, which conform
to consistent departure times of 12 minutes and 50 minutes past the hour.
2.2.5

2.2.6

2.2.7

In addition to the services stopping at Stoke-on-Trent throughout the day, Stafford is also
provided with two express trains to London Euston that originate from Manchester Piccadilly.
This includes the first train (05:05) out of Manchester Piccadilly each morning, which arrives
in Stafford (via Crewe) at 05:54 and reaches Euston at 07:25.
The last express service from Manchester to London via Stafford leaves at 20:46 and arrives
at Euston at 22:09.
Since the Covid-19 outbreak the timetable has been significantly reduced. In the recently
published Avanti schedules (13th December 2020 to 15 May 2021) the number of inter-city
express trains travelling between London Euston and Stoke-on-Trent per day has been
reduced to 19 (northbound) and 18 (southbound). In broad terms this has been achieved by
reducing the service from two trains per hour to one throughout most of the day.

London Euston to/from Liverpool Lime Street
2.2.8

2.2.9

2.2.10

2.2.11

2.2.12

2.2.13

Although Stafford is served by two express trains travelling between Manchester and London,
its main service to the capital is provided by the Liverpool train.
The first Liverpool train to depart London Euston each day leaves at 05:27 and arrives in
Stafford at 07:08 with the last train leaving at 20:07 and arriving at 21:27.
Throughout most of the day the Liverpool express leaves London Euston at seven minutes
past each hour with 16 trains stopping at Stafford.
The first train from Liverpool to stop at Stafford each weekday arrives at 06:20 and reaches
London at 07:50 after stopping at Milton Keynes Central. Thereafter, there is an hourly service
to London until 18:47, with most trains not stopping between Stafford and London Euston
therefore completing the journey in 1 hour and 19 minutes.
The last train departs Stafford at 21:48 and in total this service provides Stafford with 15
connections to London Euston each day.
There has been no significant change to the London to Liverpool service in the post-Covid-19
timetable with only the 18:33 train removed from the schedules. Fifteen express trains per day
therefore still serve this route in each direction according to the timetable effective from 13th
December 2020.

London Euston to the North West via Stafford
2.2.14

In the pre Covid-19 timetable, Avanti also ran a number of other weekday express trains on
the WCML from London Euston, which stopped at Stafford in the evening. These included a
total of six trains as follows:
•

Two services to Blackpool North (taking between 1h 25m and 1h 38m)

•

Two services to Preston (taking between 1h 27m and 1h 30m)

•

Two services to Crewe via the West Midlands (taking between 2h 8m and 2h 12m).

Frequency and speed of existing services
2.2.15

2.2.16

It is clear from the evidence outlined above that Staffordshire is currently very well-served by
express train services to/from London with at least three trains per hour provided throughout
most of the day.
The journey times are also impressive by virtue of the fact that most of the trains are direct or
stop only once between Staffordshire and London. Trains travelling from London can reach
Stafford in just 1 hour and 17 minutes and Stoke-on-Trent in 1 hour and 25 minutes.
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2.3
2.3.1

2.3.2

2.3.3

2.3.4

2.4
2.4.1

2.4.2

2.4.3

2.4.4

Cross Country services between Manchester and Birmingham
Stoke-on-Trent and Stafford are also served by Cross Country services between Manchester
and Birmingham.
Southbound services are routed along the Manchester line as far as Stone, before utilising
the Norton to Stone Railway to the connect to the core WCML north of Stafford. These trains
then stop at Stafford and Wolverhampton before reaching Birmingham New Street.
These trains then continue to the South-West via Bristol or to the South coast (Bournemouth)
via Oxford and Reading.
Prior to Covid-19, two trains per hour operated the route between Manchester and
Birmingham in each direction throughout the day. However, this has now been reduced to
one-train in the new timetable that came into operation on 13th December 2020.

London Northwestern Trent Valley services
Prior to Covid-19, London Northwestern also provided a direct service between London and
Crewe via Stoke-on-Trent and Stafford. This service also used the Norton Bridge to Stone
Railway at a frequency of one train per hour in each direction.
The London Northwestern service also stopped at the Staffordshire towns of Rugeley,
Lichfield and Tamworth in the Trent Valley.
At approximately 2 hours travel time between Stafford and London Euston, this service is
slower than the Avanti West Coast service and has no catering facilities.
When operated by the previous franchisee (London Midland) this service also included stops
at Stone.

3.

High-Speed 2 proposals

3.1

Route alignment

Introduction
3.1.1

3.1.2

Figure 3 shows the entire route of High-Speed 2 (HS2) serving the West Midlands and the
North-West of England, together with the East Midlands and Yorkshire. It comprises:
•

Phase One: London to West Midlands

•

Phase 2a: West Midlands to Crewe

•

Phase 2b (West): Crewe to Manchester.

•

Phase 2b (East) West Midlands to Leeds

Figure 3 also provides details of the connections to the existing rail network, where HS2
classic compatible trains will operate, together with links to the existing rail networks in the
Midlands Engine and Northern Powerhouse areas.
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Figure 3: HS2 lines, stations and services on the existing network

Phase One
3.1.3

3.1.4

3.1.5

3.1.6

Phase One runs from London Euston to a new station at Birmingham Curzon Street. New
stations are also proposed at Old Oak Common on the north-western outskirts of London and
at the Birmingham Interchange on the eastern approach to Birmingham.
Phase One terminates at Fradley near Lichfield, where a connection (known as the Handsacre
link) will be made to the WCML near Rugeley in Staffordshire.
A spur connection to the eastern route of HS2 (known as Phase 2b (East) will also be
constructed at the Delta Junction near Coleshill on the northeast side of Birmingham.
Phase One received Royal Assent in February 2017 with the main civil engineering works
commencing in summer 2020.

Phase 2a
3.1.7

3.1.8

3.1.9

Phase 2a runs for approximately 58km between Fradley and Basford on the southern side of
Crewe in Cheshire. Approximately 90% of the route is situated in Staffordshire.
Phase 2a also includes the Blakenhall Spurs that will connect Phase 2a to the WCML south
of Crewe, to facilitate future HS2 classic compatible train services to Liverpool, the NorthWest towns and Scotland.
The hybrid bill for Phase 2a was lodged on 17th July 2017 and received its Third Reading in
the House of Lords on 14th December 2020. Royal Assent is anticipated to occur in January
2021 and will be followed a period of detailed design and early works, with main civil
engineering works expected to commence in late 2023 or early 2024.

Phase 2b (West)
3.1.10

3.1.11

Although details relating to Phase 2b (West) remain to be finalised, it will run from the stub
end of Phase 2a at Crewe to Manchester Piccadilly. At the southern end, the mainline will be
constructed under Crewe in a tunnel to provide future direct services to Manchester.
Phase 2b works will also include a WCML connection to the north of Crewe and new junctions
at High Legh north of Knutsford to facilitate a further northern connection to the WCML at
Golborne near Wigan and potentially a western connection towards Liverpool.
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3.2

Interaction with the existing rail network in Staffordshire

Handsacre link
3.2.1

3.2.2

3.2.3

HS2 in Staffordshire is connected to the core WCML via the Handsacre link near Rugeley and
this will enable HS2 classic compatible trains to connect to the existing network at the northern
end of Phase One in the West Midlands.
Initially this link will be used to enable HS2 trains to provide services to Manchester and
Liverpool, together with other destinations currently served by West Coast services.
Once Phase 2a is completed, HS2 classic compatible services will be able to connect to the
WCML south of Crewe and, subject to the availability of sufficient HS2 train paths, the
Handsacre link could be used to provide HS2 services to Stafford and Stoke-on-Trent.

Manchester line
3.2.4

Phase 2a will cross the electrified two-track Manchester line just north of Great Haywood to
the east of Stafford. This will be achieved by the construction of a 790m long viaduct which
will also span the Trent & Mersey Canal and River Trent.

Norton Bridge to Stone Railway
3.2.5
3.2.6

Phase 2a will cross the electrified two-track Norton Bridge to Stone Railway near Yarnfield.
A connection onto the line will also be made to facilitate the use of the Stone Railhead/IMB-R
(see section 4.2).

Main WCML at Madeley Chord Junction
3.2.7

3.2.8

3.3

Phase 2a will cross the electrified four-track WCML and the former Newcastle (Stoke) to
Market Drayton Railway at Madeley Chord Junction via the River Lea Viaduct.
The former Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway is still officially operational along
part of its route between the WCML and the Staffordshire village of Silverdale, where it served
the former colliery that closed in 1998.

Proposed HS2 services to the North West

Overview
3.3.1

3.3.2

3.3.3

3.3.4

The left arm of HS2’s Y-shaped railway north of Birmingham on Figure 3 shows the locations
in the North West that are proposed to receive HS2 services.
The direct HS2 routes and stations are shown in dark blue, with the classic compatible routes
and stations that will utilise the existing rail network for the last section of the journey, are
shown in light blue.
The only stations in the North West to be located on HS2 lines are at Manchester Airport and
Manchester Piccadilly.
The remainder are located on the existing rail network, although the strategically important
hub at Crewe will be subject to a station upgrade as part of Phase 2b to accommodate classic
compatible services connecting to the WCML and its terminus destinations of Liverpool Lime
Street, Glasgow Central and Edinburgh Waverley.

HS2 Classic compatible services to Staffordshire and beyond
3.3.5

Figure 4 shows HS2 Ltd’s latest formal proposals for classic compatible services to
Staffordshire and beyond, which were confirmed at the Crewe Consultation on 9th March
2018.
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Figure 4: Hourly HS2 Classic Compatible services to Staffordshire and beyond

Note: The dotted lines indicate alternating hourly services
3.3.6

3.3.7

3.3.8

Figure 4 shows that the HS2 hub at Crewe will be served by five HS2 trains per hour (tph),
although only two will originate from London Euston. These 400m long trains will split into two
sections at Crewe with one part serving Runcorn/Liverpool at a frequency of two tph and the
other alternating between a final destination of Preston and Lancaster.
The other London train is an hourly classic compatible service that will call at Stafford and
Stoke-on-Trent before terminating at Macclesfield. This train will utilise the Handsacre link to
connect to the main WCML to call at Stafford, before transferring onto the Norton Bridge to
Stone and Manchester line to reach Stoke and Macclesfield.
The timetable shown in Figure 4 relates to the situation once both Phase 2a and Phase 2b
have become operational and is based on the assumption that 18tph will be travelling from
and into London Euston Station to Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, as well as the
destinations serviced by classic compatible trains, throughout the day.
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3.3.9

3.3.10

3.3.11

3.3.12

Since the anticipated Crewe timetabling was published in 2018, HS2 Ltd has acknowledged
that problems with signalling will mean that the maximum number of trains leaving and
entering London Euston will be capped at 14tph.
With a reduction of 4tph (22%) in HS2 services to/from London Euston, some planned HS2
services will need to be removed from the schedule. Where the cuts from the timetable will be
made is currently unclear, but a classic compatible service, which serves Stafford, Stoke-onTrent and terminates at Macclesfield, is very likely to be vulnerable.
There will also be two classic compatible trains per hour travelling between Birmingham
Curzon Street and Manchester Piccadilly that will stop at Crewe and Manchester Airport.
The remaining classic compatible trains (shown as dotted lines) to stop at Crewe are alternate
hourly services to either Glasgow Central of Edinburgh Waverley. Both of these trains will stop
at Wigan, Preston and Lancaster.

Interim schedule of HS2 services to Staffordshire.
3.3.13

3.3.14

3.3.15

3.3.16

3.3.17

3.3.18

3.3.19

3.3.20

As discussed above, the timetable shown in Figure 4 represents the situation once all of the
western arm of HS2 is opened between London and Manchester. However, since the HS2
mainline will be opened in phases, it is inevitable that interim train schedules will operate.
Unfortunately, despite its start of construction in 2020, HS2 Ltd is being very vague about the
timescales for completion of Phase One and is currently indicating on its website that it will
open sometime between 2029 and 2033.
The main reason for the uncertainty is the complex and uncertain situation at London Euston
Station, which will mean initially that Phase One will operate for 3-4 years with Old Oak
Common as its southern terminus.
To complicate the situation further, as a terminus, Old Oak Common will only be able to
operate on the basis of trains arriving and departing at a maximum rate of 10tph.
In a presentation given by HS2 Ltd to Staffordshire’s parish councils on 26 November 2020,
the company presented a slide with a delivery schedule for Phase 2a that indicated that it
would not be opened until 2031. It therefore seems likely that HS2 will operate train services
to the North West via Phase One and the Handsacre link for a period of approximately two
years.
Ironically, in terms of an HS2 operating timetable, this period is likely to represent the
best-case scenario for Staffordshire, since Liverpool, Preston and Scotland bound HS2
classic compatible trains will have to pass through Stafford on the WCML. It is also likely that
Manchester bound HS2 trains will continue to use the Manchester line from Colwich.
However, once Phase 2a opens, these services will leave HS2 and connect with the WCML
just south of Crewe; thereby bypassing Stafford and Stoke-on-Trent. This will mean that only
the vulnerable classic compatible service that terminates in Macclesfield will remain.
With Phase 2b (West) predicted in the Chairman’s Stocktake of August 2019 to be completed
sometime between 2035 and 2038, this situation could continue for up to 5 years, after which
Manchester Airport and Manchester Piccadilly will start to receive direct HS2 trains from
London for the first time.
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4.

HS2 Railheads and Infrastructure Maintenance Bases

4.1

Purpose

Railhead
4.1.1

4.1.2

4.1.3

A railhead is a temporary industrial facility that requires connection to both the existing rail
network and the HS2 mainline.
A railhead’s primary purpose is to lay track and erect overhead and other power system
infrastructure that will need to be delivered by rail rather than road. It will then be used for rail
systems testing and commissioning, prior to the HS2 line opening.
Since an HS2 railhead takes years to construct, it is unavailable to be used to deliver the
materials required to construct the civil engineering infrastructure (e.g. embankments,
cuttings, viaducts, underbridges or tunnels) for the HS2 main line; instead all deliveries will
use the road network.

Infrastructure Maintenance Bases - Rail
4.1.4

4.2

The purpose of an Infrastructure Maintenance Base – Rail (IMB-R) is to maintain a section of
the HS2 mainline with materials that will be delivered by rail throughout its lifetime.

Stone Railhead/IMB-R

Background
4.2.1
4.2.2

4.2.3

4.2.4

4.2.5

4.2.6

4.2.7

The Stone Railhead/IMB-R combines both the functions outlined in Section 4.1.
According to HS2 Ltd’s latest indicative programme information released in February 20191,
the Stone Railhead will take four years to build. It will then be used for a total of three years
to install, test and commission the rail systems.
Thereafter, the Stone Railhead will be converted to an IMB-R and be used in perpetuity to
maintain a section of the western route of HS2.
At the time of the submission of the Phase 2a hybrid bill and throughout the Select Committee
process in the House of Commons, it was HS2 Ltd’s intention that the Stone IMB-R would
maintain all of Phase 2a and Phase 2b (West).
Proposals for the Stone Railhead/IMB-R were announced as part of a Design Refinement
Consultation process in September 2016 following HS2 Ltd’s failure to acquire the land it
required for the facility as Basford Sidings, near Crewe, at the northern end of Phase 2a.
An options appraisal prepared by HS2 Ltd to explain the reasons for the selection of the Stone
site for the Railhead/IMB-R has been withheld from public scrutiny, despite a Freedom of
Information (FoI) request submitted in late 2016. Despite this, it is clear that its selection was
mainly influenced by the potential to make a connection to the existing rail network via the
Norton Bridge to Stone Railway and supply the site with materials for its construction from the
M6 motorway.
Figure 5 shows the location and a simplified layout of the Stone Railhead/IMB-R, which was
issued as part of the Design Refinement Consultation exercise in September 20162.

1

The indicative programme for Phase 2a was published in the Environmental Statement dated July 2017 and
was updated as part of Additional Provision 1 (AP1) in March 2018 and AP2 in February 2019.
2
More detailed plans are available, but do not so clearly illustrate the location of the site.
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Figure 5: Location of the Stone Railhead/IMB-R

4.2.8

4.2.9

Figure 5 shows that the Stone Railhead/IMB-R is an elongated facility that will occupy a
narrow corridor between the HS2 mainline and the M6 motorway. It is also aligned at
right-angles to, and bisects, two important local roads and the Norton Bridge to Stone Railway,
which significantly complicates its design and constructability.
SRCG considers that this factor, combined with HS2 Ltd’s proposals to build the facility on an
11m high earth structure in a floodplain, where very poor ground conditions and a high water
table prevail, make the proposals unfeasible and that an alternative location for the facility will
be required (see section 4.3) in due course.

Impact on Norton Bridge to Stone Railway
4.2.10

4.2.11

4.2.12

As discussed in Section 3, the Norton Bridge to Stone Railway is currently used by three
passenger services in each direction per hour throughout the day.
The HS2 classic compatible service to Stoke-on-Trent and Macclesfield will add a fourth train
in each direction with the result that the Norton Bridge to Stone Railway will acquire the
dubious honour of becoming the only railway in England to have its traffic increased by the
HS2 project and its capacity to receive new train services reduced.
Furthermore, as supply trains to the Stone IMB-R will require at least 10 minutes to enter or
exit the proposed new sidings adjacent to the railway, this has the potential to worsen the
capacity of the line to receive new services. Consequently, there will be insufficient train paths
available to supply the facility during the day and therefore supply trains will have to visit the
maintenance facility during the six-hour long overnight maintenance window.

Yarnfield Village Hall, Stone, Staffordshire.ST15 0NJ
Email: info@stonerailhead.org
www.stonerailhead.org

12

4.2.13

4.2.14

4.2.15

4.2.16

4.2.17

4.2.18

4.2.19

4.2.20

SRCG has consulted a signalling expert and calculated that it would take each train
approximately 107 minutes to travel from the sidings at Stafford and negotiate the complex
manoeuvres at the Stone IMB-R to supply the site and return. This means that the
Stone IMB-R can only accommodate a maximum of three supply trains per night; evidence
that was not disputed by HS2 Ltd during the parliamentary sessions.
It is also worth noting that HS2 Ltd has never informed local residents living in the vicinity of
the Stone IMB-R, its railway sidings and reception tracks that overnight supply would be
necessary and such a proposition has never been assessed in the Environmental Statement
that accompanied the Phase 2a hybrid bill submission.
As part of its hybrid bill submission and its case throughout the House of Commons Select
Committee proceedings that started in March 2018, it was HS2 Ltd’s stated intention for the
Stone IMB-R to maintain both Phase 2a, which will be constructed using slab track, and Phase
2b (West), which will be built with ballasted track that has significantly greater maintenance
requirements.
As part of the evidence presented by Stone Town Council and Chebsey Parish Council, it was
pointed out that the highly constrained layout of the Stone IMB-R precluded it from being able
to accommodate the 800m long ballast trains that will be required to efficiently maintain track
ballast on Phase 2b (West). Instead, the facility will only be able to receive 400m ballast supply
trains, so each 800m long ballast train will take up two of the available three overnight supply
trains that the IMB-R can accommodate.
Throughout the House of Commons proceedings HS2 Ltd avoided addressing the concerns
raised by the parish councils regarding the capability of the Stone IMB-R. However, once
these proceedings were completed HS2 Ltd announced in June 2019 that it was planning to
construct an additional railhead and a separate IMB-R on Phase 2b (West) at Ashley in
Cheshire.
SRCG has conservatively estimated that the Ashley facilities will cost the project an additional
£500 million.
In order to establish HS2 Ltd’s assumptions regarding medium to long-term maintenance
requirements for Phase 2a and Phase 2b (West), in January 2020 the company was asked
whether any assessment had been made of how many daily supply trains would be required
after 20, 50 and 100 years of HS2 operation.
On 24th February 2020 HS2 Ltd confirmed that it had no idea and stated in writing that:
“The number of trains required to support detailed maintenance and renewals for
Phase 2a at 20, 50 or 100 years into its operation will be determined at those times.”

4.2.21

4.3

It is unacceptable that HS2 Ltd cannot even estimate its future maintenance requirements
before deciding on the location and capacity of an IMB-R costing hundreds of millions of
pounds; this represents a gross dereliction of its duty to use public money wisely and
efficiently.

Alternative Railhead/IMB-R at Aldersey’s Rough

Location and outline design
4.3.1

4.3.2

To overcome the multiple engineering constraints, road transport logistics problems and
environmental impacts associated with the construction and operation of the Stone
Railhead/IMB-R, SRCG identified an alternative site at Aldersey’s Rough in Staffordshire
where the facility could be more sensibly located.
In January 2017, a report was prepared and submitted to HS2 Ltd containing an outline design
for Aldersey’s Rough, together with a comparative analysis across a wide range of
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engineering and environmental criteria clearly demonstrating that it represented a far superior
site for the facility than Stone.
4.3.3

4.3.4

Figure 6 shows the current outline design for Aldersey’s Rough, which could readily be
accessed from the M6 via Keele Services for construction purposes.
Aldersey’s Rough could also be provided with a much simpler and more efficient rail
connection to the WCML via the construction of a new railway junction at Madeley Chord and
by reopening a short section (approximately 1.5km) of the former Newcastle (Stoke) to Market
Drayton Railway.

Figure 6: Outline design of the alternative Railhead/IMB-R at Aldersey’s Rough

4.3.5

4.3.6

3

The greater land availability at Aldersey’s Rough would also enable HS2 Ltd to create the
ideal Railhead/IMB-R layout. Its location exactly half-way between the Delta Junction on
Phase One and Manchester Piccadilly and Golborne Junction, near Wigan, on Phase 2b
(West) (see Figure 7) means that it is perfectly located to service the entire western arm of
HS2.
Evidence has also been given to the House of Lords Select Committee on behalf of the parish
councils3 by rail cost expert Michael Byng that a Railhead/IMB-R at Aldersey’s Rough would
cost £92.9 million (at 2020 prices) less to construct than the facility proposed by HS2 Ltd at
Stone. He also estimates that construction could be completed in just two years which, unlike

Yarnfield & Cold Meece Parish Council, together with Stone Town Council and Chebsey Parish Council
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Stone, would enable the Aldersey’s Rough Railhead to be used to deliver materials for the
main civil engineering works on this part of Phase 2a by rail instead of by road.
4.3.7

This factor and the ease of road access to Aldersey’s Rough from the M6, mean that the
adoption of the site as a construction Railhead would dramatically reduce HS2 HGV
movements through the Hanchurch interchange at Junction 15 of the M6, through the villages
of Whitmore and Baldwins Gate on the A53 and the parish of Woore on the A51.

Figure 7: Relative location of Maintenance Bases on western arm of HS2

Note: The numbers shown in brackets are distances measured in kilometres (km) from London Euston.
4.3.8

4.3.9

4.3.10

At a distance of 234km from London Euston, Aldersey’s Rough is exactly 71km from both the
Delta Junction (northeast of Birmingham) at 163km, where Phase 2b (East) connects to
Phase One, and Manchester Piccadilly at 305km.
Furthermore, choosing Aldersey’s Rough as the location for a high capacity IMB-R will negate
the need for HS2 Ltd to construct a separate IMB-R and potentially a railhead at Ashley
(285km), which would save the UK taxpayer another £500 million.
A railhead and IMB-R at Aldersey’s Rough, together with all of the works required to access
it and build a transfer node and construction compounds, can be implemented by the
Secretary of State for Transport via an order made under the Transport and Works Act 1992.
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5.

Opportunities created by HS2 and the re-opening of the
Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway

5.1

Problems with the existing rail network

5.1.1

Figure 8 shows a schematic plan of the existing railway network in Staffordshire and
connections beyond.

Figure 8: Schematic drawing of existing railway network in Staffordshire

5.1.2

5.1.3

5.1.4

Although Stafford and Stoke-on-Trent have good links to London and currently to Manchester
Piccadilly as well as Liverpool Lime Street from Stafford, Figure 8 illustrates the much greater
importance of Crewe, with its far superior connections, especially to the north.
Furthermore, Crewe already has direct rail access to three international airports and is a major
freight interchange with numerous resident rail engineering and supply companies.
In contrast, Staffordshire is the poor relation, especially in terms of local services and is the
only county in the entire country with fewer stations since privatisation of the railways than
beforehand. In addition, the limitations of Staffordshire’s rail services mean that:
•

The Manchester to Stafford local service is truncated at Stoke, due to capacity issues
south of Stoke station, leaving both Wedgwood and Barlaston stations with only a
rail-replacement bus service.

•

There are no active freight only lines in Staffordshire, although the reopening of Leek
and Cheadle lines would reduce quarry related traffic on local roads.
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5.1.5

•

The service from Stoke to Crewe has been reduced to a single-track branch that
terminates in a dead end. Nothing can be done to resolve this situation, especially
once HS2 classic compatible services arrive in Crewe.

•

None of the many local train services radiating north from Crewe penetrate
southwards into Staffordshire.

•

Worst of all, there is not one single station in Staffordshire that has a direct train
service to Manchester Airport.

Figure 9 shows the existing track layout at Crewe, together with the proposed route of HS2
classic compatible trains through the station. It also shows how the existing layout of the tracks
causes a problem known as ‘conflicting moves’, whereby the main WCML, which will become
the future HS2 classic compatible line, constrains other train movements across these lines
from east to west or vice versa.

Figure 9: Track layout at and near Crewe Station

5.1.6

In summary the existing and future layout at Crewe results in the following:
•

The line from Stoke-on-Trent (shown in red), which is just single track from
Barthomley, currently terminates at a dead end on the east side of the WCML fast
lines (shown in light blue) that will used by the HS2 classic compatible trains once
Phase One opens.
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•

5.1.7

5.1.8

The only current exception to the conflicting moves situation is the existing Transport
for Wales hourly service from South Wales to Manchester via Hereford and
Shrewsbury, which currently stops at Crewe before crossing the WCML north of
Crewe Station.

In order to address the conflicting moves problem for trains travelling from southwest to
northeast, JR Consultancy (JRC), an independent railway consultant, advised Crewe Town
Council and HS2 Ltd to use the currently freight-only twin track ‘Manchester Independent’
lines (shown in green) for passenger services.
The JRC proposal also includes building new platforms on the Manchester independent lines
on the western side of the main station to enable passenger services to take advantage of the
fact that the independent line passes underneath the WCML, and the future HS2 classic
compatible services, in a tunnel just north of Crewe Station (see Figure 10).

Figure 10: Resolution of conflicting moves at Crewe

5.1.9

The independent lines proposal and station upgrade will not only enable future services
approaching Crewe from the southwest or northeast to cross beneath the mainline without
causing conflicting moves but will also enable new local services using the many available
post-HS2 train paths on the adjacent WCML slow lines (shown in orange) to do likewise.
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5.2
5.2.1

5.2.2

5.2.3

Benefitting from the resolution of ‘conflicting moves’ at Crewe
Figure 11 is a post-HS2 version of the schematic plan presented in Figure 8 and shows the
location of the proposed Stone Railhead/IMB-R, together with the alternative at Aldersey’s
Rough relative to the existing railway network and the route of HS2.
Since Aldersey’s Rough would be accessed via the reopening of a short section of Newcastle
(Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway by reconnecting the line to the WCML at Madeley Chord
Junction, it offers the ideal opportunity to extend the reopening of the line further to the east.
The former Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway was last used in 1998 and is still
officially an operational railway as far as the former colliery village of Silverdale, which is
located just 6km from the WCML. To the east of Silverdale, the railway has been closed since
1965 but the corridor of the railway has been preserved and is currently used as a recreational
path route for the 4km between Silverdale and the centre of Newcastle-under-Lyme, where
the former railway station was located.

Figure 11: Schematic layout of existing railway network relative to HS2

5.2.4

Figure 12 shows the route of the former railway superimposed onto an aerial photograph.
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Figure 12: Route of the former Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway

Note: Tunnels are shown as broken or dashed lines.
5.2.5

Figure 13 illustrates in schematic form the possibilities for rail services that could accrue from
reopening the Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway beyond Aldersey’s Rough.

Figure 13: New local/regional rail services to/from Staffordshire with HS2

Yarnfield Village Hall, Stone, Staffordshire.ST15 0NJ
Email: info@stonerailhead.org
www.stonerailhead.org

20

5.2.6

5.2.7

5.2.8

5.2.9

With Madeley Chord Junction located just 9km to the south of Crewe Station on the WCML
and 11km from Newcastle-under-Lyme, it is easy to see how North Staffordshire could gain
from HS2 and the JRC proposal for dealing with conflicting moves at Crewe Station and
overcoming the insurmountable problem of a dead end at Crewe Station faced by the existing
Kidsgrove line from Stoke-on-Trent.
Whilst the benefits of reopening the line could be gained relatively quickly for Newcastleunder-Lyme and the business and education centre of the Keele University and Business and
Innovation Park located close to the route, a further phase of rail investment would enable the
final 2km section between Newcastle-under-Lyme and the still present spur on the northwest
side of Stoke Station.
SRCG has consulted an expert from High-Speed UK (HSUK) regarding the feasibility of
reopening of the Newcastle (Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway and outline route maps have
been prepared along the route to demonstrate how this could be readily achieved. The route
maps between Madeley Chord and Newcastle are provided in Appendix B).
The reopening of the railway would result in the following transformational transportation
benefits to Staffordshire:
•

5.2.10

5.2.11

5.2.12

5.2.13

The creation of new direct local and regional services between Newcastle-underLyme (initially) and Stoke-on-Trent (subsequently) to the main destinations, together
with intervening stations along the following routes:
o

Manchester Airport

o

Liverpool

o

Warrington and Preston

o

Chester and North Wales

o

Northwich

•

Connection to HS2 classic compatible services and other regional services via Crewe.

•

The reopening of local stations at Silverdale and Keele (and potentially at other
locations such as Cross Heath and Knutton) on the Newcastle (Stoke) to Market
Drayton Railway, and at Madeley on the WCML.

In addition, consideration could be given to creating a new parkway station at Whitmore or
taking advantage of the freeing up of the fast lines on the WCML south of Crewe, following
the opening of Phase 2a, by creating a new direct service to Stafford and potentially beyond.
Once the connection is made to Stoke Station, this would create further opportunities for
city-wide transportation to the eastern suburbs of Stoke-on-Trent and East Staffordshire and
give fresh impetus to the proposal to reopen the Leek line.
The proposal would also minimise the risk of business drift from North Staffordshire into
Crewe and South Cheshire.
The new train services would also make a significant contribution to Newcastle Borough
Council’s ‘Growth Deal’ although, given the experience of elsewhere in the UK when former
railway lines and stations have reopened, the biggest beneficial impacts arise from the
following factors:
•

The railway naturally brings a degree of direct employment, but there is also
subsidiary employment around railway stations.
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5.3

•

The improved connectivity allows skills to be transferred between towns and cities,
so inward and outward travel for employment rises.

•

There is a huge increase in journey opportunities, i.e. additional destinations for local
to travel to for work, education or leisure, which raises aspirations.

•

Footfall will increase in Newcastle town centre, thereby potentially creating a virtuous
circle of more shops, more investment and even higher footfall.

•

Newcastle Borough and Stoke-on-Trent would become attractive to investors;
thereby driving up employment opportunities.

•

Visitors from outside the area are attracted, whether for shopping, tourism or other
purposes.

•

Land values along the rail corridor increase significantly, with some areas reporting
up to 70% increase in property price.

Phasing of opening and indicative costs

Stage 1: Madeley Chord to Aldersey’s Rough
5.3.1

5.3.2

Stage 1 of the project involving the reopening of approximately 1.5km of the Newcastle
(Stoke) to Market Drayton Railway and the construction of new north and south chords at
Madeley Chord Junction would be constructed as part of HS2 Phase 2a and could potentially
be completed in just two years.
Since Stage 1 forms part of HS2 Phase 2a it would be self-financing as a result of building
the Railhead/IMB-R at Aldersey’s Rough, rather than at Stone.

Stage 2: Aldersey’s Rough to Newcastle
5.3.3

5.3.4

5.3.5

5.3.6

It is proposed that Stage 2 covering approximately 8km between Aldersey’s Rough and
Newcastle town centre could be implemented following the completion and opening of
Phase 2a
Although the western part of this section of railway has not been used since 1998 and is
currently laid with a single track, and the eastern section not since 1965, the rail corridor was
originally constructed with two tracks along the entire route. The existing tunnels at Keele and
Silverdale (see Figure 12) were also constructed for two tracks and remain in good condition.
This section of the railway corridor is therefore capable of being upgraded with minimal civil
engineering work between Madeley Chord and Newcastle town centre, with the main costs
due to the need to replace the track bed and rails, together with the provision of overhead
power and new signalling.
It has been estimated that the upgrade could be achieved within a budget of £150 million.
Most of these costs could therefore be met by the £92.9 million saving in construction costs
that will accrue from moving the proposed Phase 2a Railhead from Stone to Aldersey’s
Rough, on the assumption that savings made in respect of HS2 could be re-allocated to ther
railway projects.

Stage 3: Newcastle to Stoke Station
5.3.7

5.3.8

The remaining 2km section of line between Newcastle and the stub end of the former branch
line to the northwest of Stoke Station is potentially the most complex and expensive to
implement. This is because it will require the reopening of the former Hartshill Tunnel, which
has been infilled, or the construction of a new tunnel of 1.5km length.
Since the main benefits to North Staffordshire would accrue from Stages 1 and 2,
consideration can be given to completing the connection with Stage 3 at a later date, when
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sufficient funds are made available. However, if the £500 million saving in HS2 construction
costs could be re-allocated from the wasteful and unnecessary proposals for an IMB-R and
separate railhead at Ashley on Phase 2b, Stage 3 could be brought forward at an earlier stage.

Stone Railhead Crisis Group
January 2021
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Appendix A: Extract from Marshalled list of
Amendments of 25th November 2020 with text
of Amendment 4
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Appendix B: HSUK maps of Newcastle (Stoke)
to Market Drayton Railway

Yarnfield Village Hall, Stone, Staffordshire.ST15 0NJ
Email: info@stonerailhead.org
www.stonerailhead.org

4

Yarnfield Village Hall, Stone, Staffordshire.ST15 0NJ
Email: info@stonerailhead.org
www.stonerailhead.org

