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On 18 June 2026 Andy Burnham won a resounding victory for the
Labour Party at the Makerfield (near Manchester) by-election.
Especially in the context of the rapidly declining popularity of the
Labour Party — it made a very poor showing in local elections in
May 2026 — Makerfield was considered to be such an outstanding
result that within a very few weeks the existing leader of the
Labour Party, Sir Keir Starmer, had resigned. Andy Burnham, the
sole candidate, was elected as the new leader on 17 July, and on
20 July 2026 he became Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.

Until the Makerfield by-election, when he resigned, Andy
Burnham was mayor of Manchester, a city I’d happened to visit
for the first time in my life in April this year, and was very
favourably impressed by the overall atmosphere. Hence, it is
understandable that large swathes of British society see Andy
Burnham as the saviour of the country, able to mend the
numerous ills from which it is purportedly suffering.

Regional Inequality

A key pillar of Andy Burnham’s policy is to remove regional
inequalities. London especially, and the entire surrounding region
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generally known as “the south east”, is far more prosperous and
better connected than everywhere else in the country. If one looks
at the current railway map of England, one immediately notices
two things: firstly, vast areas of the country, formerly well-
connected, are now devoid of railways. A policy of closing so-
called “unremunerative branch lines” was introduced soon after
nationalisation in 1948, but the dismantling of the railway
network on a truly significant scale was encapsulated in the
Beeching plan, implemented in the 1960s. Under that plan, not
only branch lines but also many major trunk routes and thousands
of stations were closed. One can immediately reject the argument
that it is easy to criticise in hindsight and that at the time the
action seemed reasonable. At the time countless voices were
raised in protest, and irrefutable arguments against closing down
about one third of the system were cogently formulated. They
were overridden by the extraordinary circumstance of the family
of the Minister of Transport owning a very large motorway
construction company.

Richard Beeching, the author of “The Reshaping of British
Railways” report (1963, followed by “The Development of the
Major Railway Trunk Routes” in 1965), came to the job with the
reputation of someone who could apply clear, objective thinking
to the matter (he had originally studied physics as an
undergraduate at Imperial College). Unfortunately, this thinking,
while it may have been clear and objective, was deplorably
simplistic. Essentially, it consisted in totting up the revenues from
each station and comparing it with the running costs. Beeching
completely failed to differentiate between short, trivial journeys
(which made up the overwhelming proportion of road mileage),
and “journeys that matter”. Furthermore, Beeching apparently
failed to appreciate the nature of railways as a system. The
concept of universal service is accepted for the post and
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telephones; it was illogical to reject it for the railways. Another
defect was the almost obsessive elimination of apparent
redundancy (i.e., alternative routes). Post-Beeching, their loss has
been regretted time and time again whenever there is disruption,
whether planned or not, to the sole surviving route.

Compounding the enormity of the mass closures was the
unseemly haste with which the now redundant land formerly
occupied by great city termini was disposed of. It is
incomprehensible why the railways were not allowed to retain
their vast real estate holdings, revenues from which could have
been used to offset operating losses of “unremunerative branch
lines” (cf. China Motor Bus in Hong Kong). Even the track beds
of closed lines were sold off wherever possible, rather than
mothballed for possible future reopening, as seems to have been
originally mooted, and vital bridges, viaducts and so forth were
often deliberately dismantled.

The second striking feature of the present railway map is its
strongly radial character, with most lines leading from provincial
centres to London. This feature alone, alongside the fact that
nowadays the south east has the densest railway network of the
remaining system, accounts for the regional disparities.
Presumably at the time of “The Reshaping of British Railways”
and “The Development of the Major Railway Trunk Routes”, the
argument was something along the lines of “these regions are
depressed, there is comparatively little rail traffic, hence it is
better to close the lines”, rather than the inverse concept of “these
regions seem to be depressed, let us therefore use the railways as
instruments for their regeneration and development”. Instead, we
had an appalling, overweening spate of road construction,
resulting in most cities becoming alienating to pedestrians and
civic conviviality.
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Extremely belatedly, the errors of the Beeching plan were
officially recognised in the shape of the desire to build a new
high-speed railway, HS2 (HS1 is the link from London to the
Channel Tunnel but this is a separate matter not really connected
to the development of the British economy as a whole) from
London to Birmingham and possibly to cities further north
including Manchester and Leeds. Even on the scale of other
grandiose government failures, it would be hard to find a more
extreme example than HS2. What now remains of the original
plan (i.e., just London to Birmingham) will merely duplicate the
existing line from Euston, but will not have a single intermediate
station. The environmental cost of constructing HS2, especially in
Buckinghamshire, has been colossal. Is there such great demand
for non-stop, slightly faster travel from London to Birmingham? I,
for one, would far rather be able to travel by the comfortable and
long defunct Birmingham Pullman from Paddington than in a
cramped high-speed carriage with the possible “saving” of a few
minutes.

The rationale for HS2 seems to hark back to the 1983
Serpell report “Railway Finances”, which asserted that “travel
itself is a disbenefit”. The mentality is bizarre. It is surely better to
spend an extra half hour in comfort —time that can be used
productively for reading, writing, or reviewing — than to race, as if
unconscious, to one’s destination. The four-hour high-speed
service between Tbilisi and Batumi, proposed by Georgian
Railways in August 2026, closely resembles the reality of rail
travel in the UK. The 30-minute saving on the Tbilisi-Batumi
route has come at the expense of shorter station stops. Passengers
must sprint from the carriages to avoid being trapped on board.
Time-conscious conductors warn them 15 minutes before each
stop to have their luggage ready at the doors. Standing up,
stretching one’s legs, or lingering on the platform for a minute or
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two while the train stops at Kutaisi, Ureki or Kobuleti is no longer
permitted: those who linger would delay passengers disembarking
at earlier stops, who are already rushing to manoeuvre their
suitcases through the narrow carriage aisles, climb or descend the
steps, and cross the gap at the doorway in time. Georgian
Railways’ policy, however, takes no account of the considerable
physical strain caused by sitting still for four hours.

If imbalance of rail connectivity is the key to understanding
regional imbalance in prosperity (in turn due to imbalance in
productivity and so forth), can it be rebalanced by rebuilding the
railways? This was my suggestion in 2018 in a contribution to the
Great British Transport Competition to find alternative
infrastructure projects to HS2 (see Appendix). It will, of course,
be a selective rebuilding, taking advantage of the laborious
surveying and land acquisition of the past wherever possible,
although, as mentioned above, widespread dismantling and
disposal of closed lines raises obstacles.

Andy Burnham asks for 10 years to rebalance the regions. If
progress with East West Rail is anything to go by,' it will take a
great deal longer. Nevertheless, work in planning and construction
— and, dare one state, in building the rolling stock in Britain rather
than importing it as has been the norm for the past few decades —
would in itself provide a great deal of economic stimulus even
before the railways were opened to actual traffic.

Adult Social Care

People are alarmed at the rapid increase in the prevalence of
dementia.>* If one plots it on a logarithmic scale for the past few
decades, the increase looks to be exponential, implying that if the
rate coefficient remains unchanged, then by 2120 we shall have
about six and a half million cases in England, or roughly 10% of
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the population. People with dementia almost certainly require
adult social care. It is estimated that in 2026 almost 1 million
people in England are suffering from dementia; about half that
number have been diagnosed with it. This raises an important
point regarding the difference between prevalence and a formal
diagnosis; reliable diagnosis is relatively recent.® Hence, the time
window over which the number of diagnoses (or prevalence) can
be compared is rather short, and we cannot be sure whether the
increase is exponential. Furthermore there is no reason to expect it
to be exponential, given that exponential growth is associated
with phenomena in which an increase in the number of something
depends on the number already present. This is manifestly not the
case with dementia. Why, then, is it increasing?

Let us hypothesise that it affects a fixed proportion of the
population. The population is growing, but not as fast as the
growth of dementia; hence population growth alone cannot
explain the increase. It is, however, well established that the
prevalence of dementia increases with age; life expectancy is
increasing, hence at first sight this alone would “explain” the
growth of dementia. On the other hand, dementia is a leading
cause of death; hence increasing life expectancy implies
diminished prevalence of dementia.

To resolve this paradox, we should note that the increase in
life expectancy is an empirical observation well associated with
increasing gross domestic product (GDP) (the Preston and Bristol
curves).” It is linked to all kinds of advances in knowledge that
lead to practical improvements, such as in sanitation. The overall
figure of life expectancy is an average, hence reduction in child
mortality has a big effect. A very significant advance in
understanding its causes was made by Semmelweis.’ It is
fascinating to speculate how his solid observations and reasoning
depended on having achieved a certain level of civilisation (of
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which GDP is a very rough indicator). In the epilogue of his book
Mathematical Logic," Steen asks “Why weren’t the main features
of modern symbolic logic invented thousands of years ago?”,
especially since their discovery does not require any kind of
advanced technology. This rather belies Rutherford’s belief that
scientific progress has a kind of inevitability, depending on the
“combined wisdom of thousands of men”.!" On the contrary,
insight such as that of Semmelweis appears as an isolated flash
(and in his case was vigorously opposed by his contemporaries for
many years thereafter).

The relationship between life expectancy and dementia,
apparently both cause and effect, needs further attention beyond
the scope of this essay. Here, let us merely note that increasing
life expectancy has been associated with an expansion of
morbidity,'? of which dementia is a part.

Many factors could be responsible for this expansion. A
major one is phylogenetic maladaptation.'®> A subtle manifestation
of this is scientific advances (the discovery of a drug) leading to
the elimination of a particular mortality-causing disease. Life is
thereby prolonged, but the survivors then become susceptible to
another disease simply by virtue of living longer, which then
becomes a leading cause of mortality.

When it comes to specific causes of dementia, it is almost
certainly associated with protein aggregation in the brain, which
begs the question: what causes the aggregation? One candidate is
the prevalence of aluminium in our environment; Exley calls our
era “the age of aluminium”.'

The purpose of this rather lengthy preamble was to point
out that accepting the rise of dementia as an immutable feature
and concentrating upon improving the administrative and fiscal
arrangements for dealing with it barely addresses the problem. In
order to really tackle it, one needs to discover its underlying
features along the lines adumbrated above.
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Shortage of Housing

It is said that the UK is in the grip of a housing crisis. What does
this actually mean? Let H be the number of houses, and N the
population. Does it simply mean H < N? There was no housing
shortage in the world of The Machine Stops;'® every inhabitant
had his or her own little cell; the population was stable. In
contemporary reality, houses can accommodate multiple
individuals; if we say m per house, which might simply be the
number of rooms, are we really saying that mH < N? These
quantities are of course composite: we have houses with m =1, 2,
3,... and they can accommodate a total of XmH,,, with H,, being
the number of houses with m rooms. It is far from clear whether
YmH, < N; hence the crisis may be illusory. Nevertheless, there
may be no technical problem and, in any case, a technical solution
has been proposed — building more houses.

In a perspicacious essay, Hardin defines a technical solution
as “one that requires a change only in the techniques of the natural
sciences, demanding little or nothing in the way of change in
human values or ideas of morality”.!® In fact, even existing
measures to solve the housing “crisis” have involved coercion,
such as obligations imposed on local planning authorities to
permit large numbers of houses to be built on agricultural land,
despite strong, sometimes unanimous, opposition from the
residents represented by those authorities.

One perceives a great muddle of thinking. N should be
replaced by a composite N,, with n = 1, 2, 3,..., where n is the
number of members of the household in which an individual
desires to live. XmH, may already equal XnN,, but that is
considered insufficient — one desires to match each H, with N,,
setting m equal to n. Traditionally, market forces have been
allowed to achieve a rough kind of equality, but their apparent
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failure is manifested by the existence of many people housed
unsatisfactorily, hence the current frenzy of new house building.
One should, however, be clear that any solution involves some
kind of coercion and it may be worse to coerce people to accept
new houses on agricultural land than to coerce a redistribution of
occupancy such that z is better matched to m. Questions involving
human values and ideas of morality need thoroughgoing public
debate. We have not even mentioned that N is actually increasing
in the UK, largely due to immigration (and the perceived shortfall
in annual housebuilding is about the same as annual net
immigration). Immigration is already a contentious issue in the
UK, and its consideration must be included in the debate about
house building.

Just as important as the number of houses is their quality.
Julian Huxley has pointed out that “ugly or depressing towns are
immoral”.!” Here we have another sort of crisis,'® but a very
simple technical solution would work wonders — simply planting
more trees along the streets of our towns and cities. Even a street
of architecturally very mediocre houses can be greatly beautified
by making the street into an avenue — which at the same time
gives a great boost to carbon sequestration. Yet, efforts in this
direction are either absent or astonishingly half-hearted. One
occasionally finds that the local authorities have planted trees,
albeit often of unsuitable species, but then they are neglected and
half of them die within a year or two of planting. Here a great deal
can be done at very low cost.

Education

Undoubtedly, Andy Burnham is right when he says that education

needs a complete rethink. We simply need to focus on problem-
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more attention needs to be given to the earliest years.” Yet actual
policy is going in the opposite direction. The current trend is
towards increasing centralisation and standardisation. One
manifestation is the de facto central government coercion for
schools to join multi-trust academies. Another is the rise of
premade educational materials, such as those offered online by
“Twinkl]”. It became big during COVID-19, when schools were
closed and had to offer online lessons, and it pandered to lazy
teachers by offering them ready-made lessons. These materials
are characterised by appalling mediocrity and errors of fact. Yet
such businesses appear to be highly profitable.

The capabilities of artificial general intelligence may soon
surpass those of an average university graduate.”! This suggests
that education at all levels needs to be reconsidered. In particular,
it raises the question of whether smaller provincial universities
should continue to offer niche courses when high-quality material
is widely available through massive open online courses
(MOOCs) from institutions such as MIT or Stanford.

Also in the mix of factors is the increasing availability of
adult leisure due to the increasing productivity of work.?? This
leisure should be channelled into educating children rather than
squandered in the artificial entertainment industry, such as the
planned Universal United Kingdom Resort near Bedford, which
aims to become Europe’s largest. One might again quote Huxley:
“true understanding and enjoyment are ends in themselves, as
well as tools for or relaxations from a job, and therefore we must
explore and make fully available the techniques of education and

self-education”.!”
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Conclusions

One could continue with other themes, such as the health service,
but the lines are clear. One needs to get to the fundamentals of the
problem. One needs to decide which, if any, of them are
immutable. A technical solution may be obvious but
impracticable because of obstacles related to human values or
ideas of morality; we need just as much clear thinking for the
latter as for the technical solutions.
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Appendix

This is an abridged version of the author’s submission (October
2018) to the Great British Transport Competition organised by the
TaxPayers’ Alliance (London).
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Railway Renaissance

Abstract

This project seeks to reverse the chronic undercapacity and
general inadequacy of Britain’s present-day rail network by using
the entire HS2 budget to reopen as many former lines as makes
sense, according to objective criteria, the development of which is
part of the project. Part I is the gathering of up-to-date
information about settlement patterns, to show where there is
reasonable demand for transport links, and about the status of
closed routes. The output is a ranked list of routes to reopen. Part
IT is the development of a concept for low-cost rural light
railways, possibly running autonomously on demand. Part III is a
model for station-based entrepreneurship: apart from the very
largest big-city stations, all stations on the new and existing
network should be operated independently under franchise, with
the owner fully responsible for developing traffic (passenger and
freight). Part IV is implementation — working down the list
produced in Part I until the budget is exhausted.

Introduction

Immediately prior to nationalisation of Britain’s railways in 1948,
the route mileage was almost 20,000. Especially during the first
25 years of nationalisation, the network was drastically curtailed;
today the route mileage is about 10,000. Meanwhile, there have
been considerable changes in settlement patterns and demands for
transport. Many significant towns are without railways. Some of
the larger ones are (population in parentheses) Gosport (83,000),
Daventry (71,000), Wisbech (32,000), Peterhead (20,000),
Tiverton (20,000) and Brixham (17,000). There are a great many
in the 10,000-20,000 range. Furthermore, many useful, short
connecting routes were closed (e.g., Alton—Winchester, Uckfield—
Lewes, Lowestoft—-Yarmouth). Since privatization following the
1993 Railways Act, decline has been arrested — indeed, passenger

21

BRAMS 2026 Nov ISSN 2667-9299 (print)
Volume 7, Issue 19 ISSN 2960-9348 (online)



numbers have more than doubled — but this has been matched by
only very minor increases in route mileage. Hence, there is a
chronic problem of inadequate capacity. Discussions on reopening
lines proceed with glacial speed.

Part 1. Gathering information

A. Gathering of up-to-date information about settlement and
movement patterns

The purpose of this part is to show where there is reasonable
demand for transport links. The output may also indicate new
routes (i.e., never previously having had a railway).

B. Gathering information about the status of closed lines
Pertinent questions include: Is the infrastructure still owned by
Network Rail? What is the state of the civil engineering works?
Answering them will require fieldwork as well as access to
Network Rail archives.

C. Routes to reopen

A list of such routes will be produced by an algorithm that will
probably be based on some kind of multi-objective optimisation
to produce, from the inputs of A. and B., a ranked list of routes to
reopen — the first position will be both the most useful and the
most feasible route. Sub-parts A, B and C will be worked on in
parallel.

Part II. A concept for low-cost rural light railways

These railways will carry trains, or even single locomotives,
possibly running autonomously on demand, which should enable
a greater mileage than otherwise to be built and operated
profitably, and will enable the budget to be stretched somewhat.
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Part II1. A model for station-based entrepreneurship

This model will apply to all stations apart from the very largest
big-city ones. All stations on the new and existing network should
be operated independently under franchise, with the owner fully
responsible for developing traffic (passenger and freight).

Part IV. Implementation

Implementation will start as soon as Part I is complete. If several
routes or stations are very close in feasibility and usefulness, they
can be worked on in parallel. Essentially, the list produced in Part
I will be worked on in order, until the budget is exhausted.

Key advantages

e Low-cost assessment of whether a route or station is
worth reopening.

o Rapid assessment, instead of many years as at present,
leaving businesses and all others who might ultimately
benefit from reopening in lengthy limbo (a particularly
egregious example of this is the endless story of East West
Rail).

Time span for realisation

Preparatory work can be started immediately, building up the
database and working out the algorithms to rank each
route/station. This should be completed within 6 months —
assuming adequate staff to carry out the footwork.

The first milestone will be the ranked list of routes. At the top will
be the most feasible route (or station) to reopen, which also
maximises benefit.

Work on Part IV should be started immediately thereafter. It is not
anticipated that routes at the top of the list will be relatively
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lightly used rural ones that would benefit from the output of Part
IL.

Part III is independent from the other parts — it could first be
implemented as a pilot scheme with some existing stations.

Total cost to completion

50 GGBP — the entire HS2 budget. If the entire route mileage
closed between 1950 and the present were reopened, this would
provide £5 million per mile, which is reasonable for a brand-new
railway (e.g., the TGV in France, which is built to very
demanding specifications, costs about £7 million per km). In fact,
probably only about 5000 miles are likely to be useful and
feasible to reopen (or build anew where the old infrastructure is
irretrievably lost), making the whole project comfortably within
budget.

Cost-benefit analysis

It should be emphasised that the ultimate aim of this project is to
contribute to a civilised and civilising national infrastructure,
rendering a significantly larger proportion of the country (both
geographically and in population terms) accessible to railways.
The implementation of Part III should also result in presently
unmanned stations becoming once again staffed, but not, as all too
often was the case formerly, in a rather passive sense, but as hubs
of entrepreneurialism playing a proactive part in boosting the
local economy.
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