
5.9.4 HS2 and cascading development 

The process of urbanisation is already understood to be unpredictable (Bolchover et al., 2016). 

This thesis proposes the term cascading development to describe an emergent process of 

exponential development of land in a local area where a landscape intervention, such as HS2, 

makes a change so disruptive to the direction of evolution of the place that a phase transition, 

and consequent cascading effect, is produced.  

Such examples were common in Victorian England. In 1876, for example, a new railway station 

opened on a green field site outside Birmingham, to service a small village called Stirchley. This 

was to be the start of the Bournville development, which began just three years later when the 

Cadbury family built their chocolate factory there, next to the station (British History Online, 

1964). On the 1880’s map the green field context can clearly be seen, and just fourteen semi-

detached houses for employees have been built (Figure 1). By 1900 “the estate had grown to 330 

acres containing 313 houses…[and] by 1939 stretched to over 1,000 acres… The result of building 

in Selly Oak and Bournville can be seen in the increase of the population of the whole parish 

from nearly 10,000 in 1891 to over 31,000 in 1911.” (British History Online, 1964). As Figure 2 

indicates, this development was largely housing, with enlarged ‘works’ and diversifying industry, 

as at the nearby ammunition works, for example. Figure 3 shows the wider landscape context 

and the significant band of rural land between Bournville station (marked in red) and the urban 

edge of Birmingham (in blue) in the 1890s, before development had begun to cascade. Figure 4 

shows the same area four decades later, and Bournville is fully part of the city.  

 

 



 

Figure 1. Bournville in the 1880s, still a green field site, showing the large factory building next to the station, 

marked in red (author’s image using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ancient Roam Service, 

<http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: December 2017, not to scale) 

 

 

Figure 2. Bournville in the first years of the twentieth century, showing vastly extended factory, and 

development of workers' housing, around the station (marked in red). The ammunition works lies just 

southeast of the station, and it was here that my great-grandfather and his father were killed in an explosion in 

1916. (author’s image using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ancient Roam Service, 

<http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: December 2017, not to scale) 

 



 

Figure 3. Map showing position of Bournville relative to the urban edge of Birmingham in the 1890s. (author’s 

image using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ancient Roam Service, <http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: 

December 2017, not to scale) 

 

Figure 4. Exactly the same area of land as shown in Figure 3, but in the 1930s; Bournville is now part of 

Birmingham (author’s image using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ancient Roam Service, 

<http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: December 2017, not to scale) 

 



From my own past experience as an inhabitant, I know that residents of Bournville are educated 

through the schools, their families and wider culture, about the creation of Bournville around 

the Cadbury factory, where many are still employees. It is generally thought that the high quality 

of Bournville housing and the pleasant environment, with large gardens, is due to the 

philanthropic nature of the Quaker family who built it not for profit, but in order to improve 

the living standards of the workers who were moving out of the city centre slums. It is not widely 

acknowledged, however, that it was the presence of the railway station that catalysed the 

development of this place.  

Crucially, it is not just the construction of the infrastructure that could contribute to such a 

phase transition, but a number of other, earlier, related events, for example the first 

announcement of the alignment of the route, or a visit by HS2 officials to the local area. Even a 

ten-minute talk given by an academic researcher one evening at St Elizabeth’s Church, or an 

hour’s walk through the countryside for research purposes, could tip the balance of the system 

in to a new phase, as in the butterfly effect described by Lewin (Lewin, 1993). This is because 

such events influence our mental constructs of the landscape, which may become perceived as 

blighted, or a potential source of profit. 

Figure 5 and Figure 6 indicate two possible alternative scenarios for cascading development due 

to HS2 and other factors, in Ashley and its immediate surroundings. There is no way of knowing 

for certain what the post-HS2 outcomes for the landscape will be, and there will also be no way 

of identifying with any certainty what will have triggered any phase transition that does occur. 

The ongoing economic growth of Greater Manchester, for example, could trigger a phase 

transition in adjacent landscapes, but it would probably not be possible to separate the effects 

of this growth from the effects of the commencement of operation of HS2 services, or from the 

construction of the line itself. These two figures are intended to illustrate what I mean by the 

term ‘cascading development’. They are imagined futures which indicate two alternative 

possibilities over a thirty-year period from 2018, and are not forecasts. 



 

Figure 5. One possible future for Ashley, in which pressure for housing development results in removal of 

Ashley from the green belt. (author’s image using base map from: EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, 

<http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: February 2017, not to scale) 

 

 

Figure 6. A future scenario for Ashley in which pressure for economic growth, stimulated by the airport and 

new HS2 station, causes cascading development of business premises (author’s image using base map from: 

EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey Service, <http://edina.ac.uk/digimap>, created: February 2017, not to scale) 

 



These scenarios illustrate two different possible characters of phase transition. In Figure 5, 

demand for housing through the Local Plan combines with the accumulated erosion of rural 

quality by transport infrastructures. This allows the construction of HS2 to tip the balance and 

cause Ashley to be removed from the green belt. The growth of Manchester and presence of the 

airport HS2 station mean that Ashley is a highly favoured and profitable location for housing 

development. The local landowner is keen to develop and so the village, bounded now on all 

sides by motorway and railway, quickly trebles in size. Farm land severed by HS2, and land 

contaminated by use over four years as a construction compound, become available for 

development. Eventually, the island of farm land now trapped between Ashley village and 

Greater Manchester, succumbs to continued demand for new homes and opportunities for huge 

profits for developers and landowners.  

In the alternative, Figure 6, housing demands from the Local Plan have largely been met in other 

parts of Cheshire. However, the growth of Manchester airport and airport city are such that, 

when the HS2 station opens at the airport, a phase transition to exponential economic growth 

occurs, and Ashley becomes a hotspot for science parks, distribution centres and service 

industries such as hotels, conference centres and car parking, which service the demands of this 

growth. London is now only a one-hour train journey away, and Birmingham can be reached in 

just over 30 minutes, so commuting long distances is less of a barrier to growth. New housing is 

required locally to accommodate growth in the workforce. Planning permission for this will be 

easier to get as the rural character is lost to light-industrial development. Existing domestic and 

farm buildings in Ashley become divorced from the agricultural functions of the land as farm 

land is developed and remaining land is drawn back under the control of the landowner and 

farmed by contractors rather than tenant farmers. There is already some evidence of this 

phenomenon within the parish, in the conversion of Stock Farm and Birkin Farm, along with 

Arden Lodge, (all owned by the Tatton Estate) to use as ‘Airbnb’ properties. 

In March 2018, plans were announced for a significant commercial enterprise in green belt land 

just over the parish boundary, to the west (see Figure 7). This land, previously Yarwood Heath 

Farm, is to be developed jointly by Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU) and the Tatton 

Estate, who own it (The Business Desk.com, 2018). It will be a “£6m facility…to supplement 

MMU’s existing central Manchester PrintCity facilities, …manufacturing and logistics space” 

(North West Place, 2018). Henry Brooks, landowner, is quoted as saying; 

 



 “It will help contribute to the global imperative for the UK and the North West to 

increase manufacturing, to create wealth, jobs and social cohesion…It will also 

become an integral part of Cheshire’s international corridor of science” 

(North West Place, 2018) 

 

Figure 7. Land allocated for commercial development at the north-western tip of Ashley's parish boundary (image, North 
West Place, 2018). Ryecroft Farm, Ashley, is the building at the bottom right hand corner of this image. 

 

Use of the word ‘corridor’ here perhaps implies the prospect of adjacent similar development, 

as hypothesised in my cascading development scenarios. This proposal ‘bookends’ Ashley 

between two hotspots for commercial growth, the other being Airport City to the east. Growth, 

meaning profit, is the supporting ideology for this use of land; it is unclear how the development 

might contribute to social cohesion. 

These scenarios may sound extreme, but illustrate exactly the kind of growth desired by the UK 

government when they published Rebalancing Britain, from HS2 Towards a National Transport 

Strategy (HS2 Ltd, 2014). This document suggests that the very first priority for the government 

is to reduce the pressure on Londoners of the capital city’s high house prices, a congested public 

transport system and high costs of office space (£110 per square foot at the time of the 

publication). By contrast, it points out that “commercial property prices in the North are nearer 

£28 per square foot. And yet businesses are more reluctant to move there” (HS2 Ltd, 2014: 12). 

HS2’s promised short journey times, then, are presented as an opportunity to shift the pressure 

for development to the North and Midlands: 



“In London it will ease the pressure on commuters by adding 18 new train paths per hour 

into the capital. In the Midlands and the North it will make cities more competitive by 

connecting them better to the global market ...Put simply, cutting the journey time ... 

makes it more likely that more businesses will base themselves in the North and that 

existing firms will prosper...The effect should be transformational.”  

(HS2 Ltd, 2014: 13) 

It seems reasonable to conclude, therefore, that phase transitions to cascading development of 

housing and business premises in the North and Midlands, far from being the unintended 

consequences of HS2, represent the aspirations that have driven the project from its early stages. 

Furthermore, rural locations such as Ashley, with existing transport infrastructure and in close 

proximity to both a growing city and a high-speed station, will be the landscapes most likely to 

experience such transitions.  

Lewin expresses the opinion that “You can only understand complex systems using computers, 

because they are highly nonlinear, and are beyond standard mathematical analysis” (Lewin, 

1993: 11). This thesis proposes that on the contrary computers can be of only limited use in 

mapping the innumerable interactions of the complex landscape, as the interfaces between all 

the open systems of the place are qualitatively infinite and constantly changing. As Lewin 

himself says, when discussing computer models of connectedness in ecosystems: “With high 

connectedness, any single change is likely to propagate hectically throughout the system, with 

many large avalanches. This is the chaotic state.” (Lewin, 1993: 62). Thus, even within the digital 

realm of the computer, possibilities become unpredictable. The analogue real-world landscape, 

unconstrained by the limits of representation in the silicon chip, is far more complex, such that, 

even were it possible to capture all relevant data, outcomes (hills, valleys, towns, roads) would 

not be predictable. 

Therefore, rather than turning to quantitative approaches in the form of digital modelling, the 

operations of an emergent landscape can be in some part understood through qualitative 

research and thinking. This may allow us, not to predict the future, but to improve our 

understanding of the problems of the present landscape, explore the difficulties and possibilities 

of engagement with it, and look ahead to possible risks and benefits. Given that neighbourhood 

planning is the existing, official route for such engagement, it is relevant to assess whether this 

structure might be fit for the purpose of engaging people in the direction of development of 

their places. 

 


