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What is the fares structure today?

The structure of fares for long distance rail 
travel dates from the time of British Rail, before 
the railways were privatised in the 1990s. It 
involves a set of fares and ticket restrictions, 
generally based on the time of day that people 
want to travel, such as peak and off-peak. 

This approach is intended to make the best use 
of limited capacity, in terms of number of trains 
and number of seats, and limit taxpayer subsidy 
through increasing revenue. Train operating 
companies do this by varying ticket prices in 
response to demand for their train services. The 
variations include higher prices targeted at 
business travel and lower prices targeted at 
leisure travel. This is done by defining peak and 
off-peak periods of the day and by managing 
the number and price of cheaper Advance 
tickets (which are valid only on specified trains). 
This helps ensure that capacity is available at 
busy times for passengers prepared to pay 
higher prices. Currently prices for tickets 
between London and Birmingham may vary 
between £7 and £70 for a standard class ticket, 
and the average fare is estimated to be just 
under £40.

Some rail tickets have prices regulated by the 
Government. In these cases increases in fares 
are restricted by reference to the rate of 
inflation. In the case of the intercity long 
distance market this has applied to the price of 
standard class off-peak tickets. 

Assumptions on Fares on HS2 
London to West Midlands

We have assumed that the level of fares on 
HS2 would be the same on average as on 
other trains and that there would be a similar 
fares structure. On this basis our assessment 
has shown that HS2 (London to West Midlands) 
would deliver benefits of £2 for every £1 spent. 
The business case for HS2 therefore does not 
depend on charging higher fares.

The effects of changes to fares structures are 
potentially complex. Reducing fares would 
reduce the price paid by each individual 
passenger, but would be likely to increase the 
number of passengers travelling, so the overall 
impact on revenues could be positive or 
negative. The same would apply in respect of 
fares increases, which would raise per 
passenger revenue but would be likely to 
reduce demand.

We expect that the majority of passengers on 
HS2 (70%) would be leisure passengers, and 
there is less scope for premium fares in this 
market.
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Further work and next steps

The exact level and structure of fares on HS2 
(London to West Midlands) would be 
determined closer to the time of opening of the 
scheme and would depend on a wide range of 
factors. The structure of regulation in the rail 
industry, the structure of franchises and the 
impact of competition from other rail operators 
(and indeed from air operators) could all affect 
the fares structures that might eventually be put 
in place on high speed trains. In the event that 
it is decided to take HS2 to the next stage, 
these issues would be investigated further as a 
critical consideration in the overall approach to 
funding and financing the scheme. 

If you would like more detail on 
this topic

Please visit our website –  
http://highspeedrail.dft.gov.uk/ – where you will 
see the “High Speed Rail: Investing in Britain’s 
Future – Consultation” and all the 
documentation published alongside it, as well 
as detailed maps of the proposed route 
between London and the West Midlands and 
images and visualisations.
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