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Find out here about how HS2 (London to West Midlands) would release 
capacity on the existing rail network, including: 

•	 what we mean by “railway capacity”; 
•	 how the opening of HS2 (London to West Midlands) would affect the West 

Coast Main Line and the Rugby to Birmingham line; and 
•	 how capacity released by opening of HS2 might be used. 

What we mean by “Railway 
Capacity” 

When we describe the “capacity” of a railway 
we mean the number of trains that can be 
reliably run in a given time over a route – often 
measured as “trains per hour” in each direction. 
As well as physical considerations such as the 
spacing of signals, this depends on factors 
such as: 

•	 The mix of types of trains – express, 
commuter, freight – each with different top 
speeds, acceleration and braking 

•	 The mixture of stopping patterns (a train 
stopping at one station will be caught up by 
non-stopping ones) 

An example of a very high capacity railway is an 
underground metro where all the trains are the 
same, all going to the same destination and all 
stopping at the same places in sequence. A 
railway used by a mix of trains has a lower 
capacity as the interval between trains has to 
be longer and the timetable has to be a trade-
off between the competing needs. 

How would the opening of HS2 
affect the West Coast Main Line 
and Rugby to Birmingham Line? 

The existing London to Lichfield West Coast 
Main Line (WCML) is a mixed use railway with 
long distance non-stopping trains and 
commuter trains which stop at a variety of main 
centres and smaller stations. It is also the main 
freight trunk route from London to the North. 
The Rugby – Coventry – Birmingham line is also 
used by a mix of long distance, stopping 
commuter and freight trains. 

With the opening of High Speed Two (HS2) 
from London to the West Midlands, most of the 
long distance non-stop services would be 
transferred to the new, quicker, route. This 
would free the space in the timetable vacated 
by the long distance trains. Because the mix of 
trains would be reduced, more commuter and 
freight trains could be run than the longer 
distance trains they were replacing. 
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Additional capacity on the West Coast 
Main Line would enable improved services 
to stations such as Milton Keynes 

Source: HS2 Ltd 

There would be a similar effect on the Rugby 
– Coventry – Birmingham line. The current 
ability to operate a regular fast frequent 
commuter service between the cities and 
intermediate stations to meet the demand for 
travel is limited by the space in the timetable 
taken by the long distance trains. 

How might this released capacity 
be used? 

We have made some assumptions in order to 
assess the likely demand and benefits from use 
of the capacity on the existing railway for new 
services. These are not intended to imply a 
specific timetable or service frequency, both of 
which would be decided nearer the time HS2 
opened and the WCML long distance services 
were replaced. 

On the WCML there would be the opportunity 
to provide a fast, more frequent and regular set 
of services not only to and from London but 
also between the growing population centres 
along the route. 

We have assumed: 

•	 a number of long distance services between 
London and the North West, North Wales 
and Scotland would continue on the WCML 
but more would stop at key intermediate 
stations such as Milton Keynes 

•	 frequent all day fast services connecting 
London, Watford and Milton Keynes to 
Northampton and Rugby before serving 
either the route to Birmingham or Trent 
Valley stations such as Lichfield 

•	 more frequent services from London to 
Milton Keynes and Northampton calling at 
principal stations as well as a more frequent 
stopping service south of Milton Keynes 

Additional capacity would be available for 
freight services, particularly fast container trains 
from the South and East Coast ports to the 
Midlands and North, thereby helping to reduce 
the number of lorries on the motorway network. 

On the route between Birmingham and 
Coventry, we have assumed that the 
opportunity would be taken to provide a high 
frequency regular interval local service in 
addition to fast trains to Rugby and London. 

A number of organisations have been looking at 
possible use of the WCML after long distance 
travellers to London transfer to HS2. Centro, for 
instance, have been looking at a wide range of 
possibilities for reorganising rail services in the 
Birmingham and Coventry areas and the 
transport group Greengauge21 has suggested 
it would be possible to increase the frequency 
of fast trains from London to principal stations 
such as Stoke-on-Trent and Coventry. 



 

If you would like more detail on 
this topic 

The HS2 Technical Appendix shows the 
specific services, frequencies and stopping 
patterns we used to develop the HS2 business 
case. 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. 

http://highspeedrail.dft.gov.uk/
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