Coming soon: the high-speed
train link to Hong Kong
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The fast track
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he Beijing-Guangzhou high speed rail link is
the longest of its kind, running 2,239
kilometres from the capital in the north to
the provincial capital of Guangdong. The
route is split into several stages, with major
cities along the way acting as transfer nodes. The final
stage of the rail network is currently under construction
and has been for some time: it will link Guangzhou to
Hong Kong via Shenzhen, adding an extra 142 kilometres
to what is already the world’s longest high-speed train line.
The journey from Beijing to Hong Kong will take
roughly 10 hours once the final link is complete, compared
to the three or so hours it takes to fly. So the value of the
train line is clearly in the sum of its parts rather than its
length as a whole. This is particularly pertinent in
Guangdong. In 2015 five of the 10 most frequently used
high-speed lines nationally were in the province as well.
This interconnectivity is integral to Guangzhou’s vision
of its future as a hub for business. By the year 2020
Guangdong intends to implement a comprehensive intercity high-speed train network, with Guangzhou as its
central axis. The network already expands to production

areas like Dongguan, Chaozhou, and Shantou. There will
be new high-speed trains to more remote economies like
Maoming and Yangjiang.

Beyond Guangdong
The Guangzhou-Hong Kong Express Link will be just one of
many high-speed links the city has or is establishing across
China. Like the Hong Kong link, a number of these
connections operate from the Guangzhou South station.
From Guangzhou South there are lines linking the city to
Wuhan, Changsha, Nanchang, Hangzhou, Beijing and
Shanghai. Although flying to the last three destinations is
faster, rail is a better solution for people doing a tour of
several cities en route, such as Wuhan, Changsha or
Nanchang.
However, the Hong Kong line may prove to be the most
influential, especially for international visitors. Owners
and investors in local factories are set to benefit in
particular. For them, travelling to Guangzhou South
Station will be considerably quicker than the current
route; particularly as a lot of Guangzhou’s factories are
near the South station.
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This terminus is also much closer to Foshan, where a lot
of manufacturing is based. The completion of the Express
Link is also likely to coincide with the opening of another
underground line that will link Guangzhou South with
Foshan. There’s also a high-speed link from Guangzhou
South to Zhuhai – a major port in the Pearl River Delta –
which stops at Shunde, home to the tech giant Midea.

Not so fast
In Hong Kong, the Express Link has been planned
primarily with these travelling businesspeople in mind,
focusing on the time the average commuter will save.
Currently the train connection between Hong Kong and
Guangzhou takes roughly two and a half hours; the new
high speed link is advertised as taking only 48 minutes.
MTR Corp, the group managing the line’s construction on
the Hong Kong side, estimates the link will save 42 million
hours of travel time annually, generating “HK$87 billion
in economic benefits” over 50 years, based simply on the
time saved.
However, this rapid journey time is only true of direct
trains; the trains that stop at Shenzhen along the way may
take over an hour. There is also some uncertainty over how
many stops the trains will make on their way to Guangzhou,
but the general consensus appears to be five or six.
What has also proven controversial is the cost of the
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connection. Initially construction was budgeted at HK$65
billion, but in early 2016 that value was raised to HK$84.4
billion – news that sparked a brawl among Hong Kong’s
lawmakers. The increase in the budget has been
accompanied by a delay in completion, with the Hong
Kong-Shenzhen section of rail now due to be finished by
the end of 2018 as opposed to the original 2015 deadline.
The most delicate decision is yet to be taken, and it
involves passport control. To maximise the train’s speed
benefits it makes sense not to stop at the Hong Kong
border for immigration clearance, but rather go straight
through to the new terminus in West Kowloon. The
suggestion is that mainland Chinese customs officers
could be based at that station, alongside those from Hong
Kong. A vocal group of Hong Kong politicians oppose this,
arguing it would violate Hong Kong’s Basic Law and
undermine the principle of One Country, Two Systems, by
giving mainland officials jurisdiction within the territory.
The Hong Kong government says it will go ahead with colocating immigration in West Kowloon, but the measure
will need to be passed by the city's Legislative Council,
either later this year or very early next year.

The idea to connect Hong Kong to the mainland via a
railway was first proposed in 1864 by the British
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engineer Macdonald Stephenson, but was largely
ignored until colonial Britain became more worried
about other European powers exerting a greater
influence in China. In the 1890s a number of concessions
were won by British firms including the right to
construct a line connecting Kowloon and Canton
(modern day Guangzhou).
The Kowloon-side of the venture was completed first,
with the Chinese side of the line opening a year later in
1911. The line ran successfully for a couple of decades
before it was severed by the Japanese in 1938, to prevent
supplies being sent into China from Hong Kong. After the
Communist Party’s victory in the civil war in 1949, the
Guangzhou terminus of the line was destroyed and the
through-train service from Kowloon to the mainland
ceased. It didn’t resume until 1979.
The new line will be transformational, shortening
commuting times to about an hour. This opens up the
prospect of Hong Kong people buying more affordable
flats near Guangzhou South station and commuting to
work in Hong Kong daily – following in the footsteps of
the commuters priced out of the London property market
who also make daily train journeys to work.

99,000

Estimated daily passenger volume for the new
high-speed train

18,600

Daily passengers due to arrive in Guangzhou each
day from Hong Kong on the new train

Frequency of the high-speed trains at peak times
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MTR CORP

3 minutes
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