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take so long in Sweden?

What can we learn from the world?
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Introduction
High-speed rail (HSR) has gathered growing 
interest worldwide. It is known to be an 
important factor in facilitating sustainable 
transportation and promoting urban and 
regional economic development. Research 
suggests it takes a long time to implement 
infrastructure projects in Sweden. Why is that?

The development of a high-speed rail network, 
linking three major Swedish cities, Stockholm, 
Gothenburg and Malmö, has been in discussion 
since 1993. The current target of completing 
the development of a high-speed railway 
by 2035, however, seems challenging. 

Given the success of HSR around the world, 
this paper (through academic research and 
subject matter expertise) tries to identify the 
overall best practices and the lessons learnt. 
To do so, an overview research is conducted 
on HSR stories from Japan, Spain and the 
US to analyze how the process for building 
high-speed rail infrastructure - from idea 
to formal project decision and construction. 
This would essentially help to understand 
if Sweden stands out in an international 
context and to find possible solutions to 
speeding up the process in Sweden.

HIGH-SPEED RAIL 
Interesting Key Facts

1964 The first HSR started in 
1964 in Japan –  known as 
the Tōkaidō  Shinkansen

1981
In 1981, France completed 
its HSR - Train à Grande 
Vitesse line (TGV) from 
Paris to Lyon

1991
Germany followed with 
Intercity Express (ICE) in 
1991

1992
In 1992, Spain came out 
with Alta Velocidad 
Española (AVE)

2004
Korea came out with Train 
Express in South Korea in 
2004
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Japan Spain
Japan continues to make record-breaking developments in 
the field. The latest bullet train launched in October 2020, 
which can run up to 360 kilometres per hour, is now the 
fastest in commercial operation in the world. Since the first 
HSR project, Japan has made huge investments to push the 
plans forward.

Project impediments:

 - Failed attempts to incorporate wide-gauge: In the 
initial decades, railroad authorities made multiple 
unsuccessful attempts to shift to a 1,435 mm wide-
gauge format before eventually moving ahead with 
narrow gauge.

 - Pacific War halted the construction

 - Environmental concerns: The latest Maglev Chuo 
Shinkansen is facing environmental concerns. Water 
seeping into the construction of one of the proposed 
tunnels might cause groundwater feeding the river to 
seep into the tunnel, reducing the river flow. Without 
resolution, the issue could delay the construction 
timeline and increase the cost of construction.

Tōkaidō Shinkansen 
(First HSR Project) 

Timespan
1900: Initial discussions about 
developing an HSR system

1958: Construction approved by the 
Ministry of Transport in consultation 
with its research committee

1964: Line is operational

Project administrator
Japanese National Railways 

Project Funding
Some support from World Bank by way 
of a loan. All the new lines received 35% 
funding from central government, 50% by JR 
companies and 15% by local governments

Madrid and Seville 
(First HSR Project) 

Timespan
1986: Spain’s government decided to build 
NAFA (New Rail Access to Andalusia)

1987: The Council of Ministers 
decided using high-speed parameters 
for the new infrastructure

1989: Construction was initiated

1992: Line is operational

Project administrator
 - Renfe – national rail passenger 

operator and a state-owned company 
controlled by the ministry

 - Ministry of Public Works and Transport

 

Project Funding
 - European Commission

 - European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) 

 - European Investment Bank (EIB)

 - National & regional governments

 - Regional development funds

With a network of 3,567 km, Spain has the longest high-
speed network in Europe and the second-most extensive 
network in the world behind China.

Project impediments:

 - Tight delivery schedule:  There was political pressure 
to make the opening of the line coincide with the 
inauguration of the Universal Exposition of 1992, held 
in Seville.

 - High costing: More than €55.89 bn has been spent on 
developing high-speed lines in Spain over the past 35 
years, of which €14.09 bn (25.2%) is from European 
Union funding.

 - Lack of profits: Trains between Madrid and León 
travel at 39% of the speed they were designed for, 
and at 36% between Figueres and Perpignan. Further, 
a 2015 FEDEA study revealed that four major AVE 
routes – Madrid-Barcelona, Madrid-Levante, Madrid-
Andalusia and Madrid-North – carried about 70% of all 
high-speed rail passengers at the time, indicating the 
remaining network being underutilized.
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United States Sweden
The US have spent almost five decades planning for their 
high-speed rail system and has a vast network of HSR 
planned.

Project impediments:

 - Project cancellation: From the high-speed rail 
network planned by former President Barack Obama 
in 2009, three significant projects (Ohio, Florida, and 
Wisconsin) were cancelled due to lack of support from 
the newly elected governors in these states.

 - Project delays: Various projects are running behind 
schedule such as Empire Line from Albany to Buffalo in 
New York State, still seems a long way from completion, 
due to a slow-moving environmental impact study.

 - Lack of funding: In 2016, transportation policy expert 
Baruch Feigenbaum, highlighted that a relatively short 
high-speed rail line (402 km) costs at least $20 billion 
to build. This was more than double the total funds 
promised by the government.

In early March 2021, the Swedish Transport Administration 
submitted four proposals to the government with different 
number of stations and their locations for the future HSR 
network. The discussion for the choice of technology and 
how to build the new lines remains a politically debated 
topic now.

Project impediments:

 - Change in technology: The latest report from the 
Swedish Transport Administration, mentions the 
change in selection of technology. Switching from 
Slab track technology (where the tracks are laid on 
ground but casted in concrete) to ballast technology to 
potentially limit the investment.

 - Insufficient of funding: The Swedish government has 
pushed for a budget of SEK 205 billion, but the Swedish 
Transport Administration’s estimate of SEK 295 billion 
is much greater.

 - Extensive planning and construction period: 
The Minister of Infrastructure usually refers to the 
completeion of the project by 2040-45, but with such  
a timeframe the socio-economic calculations are likely 
to become negative.

California high-speed rail 
corridor (First HSR Project) 

Timespan
1965: The US federal government 
passed High Speed Ground 
Transportation (HSGT) Act of 1965.

1992: US Secretary of Transportation 
announced five HSR corridors: Midwest 
(renamed the Chicago Hub), Florida, California, 
Southeast, and the Pacific Northwest.

2015: Construction on the 
California corridor started

Project administrator
California High-Speed Rail Authority (CHSRA) 

Project Funding
 - California senate bill 1029 (Amendment to 

state budget to include items for HSR)

 - ARRA (American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act)

 - State bond funds (1A bond funds)

 - State’s annual cap-and-trade funds

Stockholm – Jönköping - 
Gothenburg/Malmö 
(First* suggested HSR Project) 

Timespan
1993: Former Swedish Rail Administration 
was assigned by the government to create a 
rough outline of future high-speed network.

2016: Swedish Transport Administration began 
planning for the first high-speed rail project

Project administrator
Swedish Transport Administration (Trafikverket)

Current proposed construction timeline 
for portions of the line is as follows:
To be decided: • Ostlänken (East Link)

2025-2027: Gothenburg–Borås

2027-2029: Hässleholm–Lund

Source:  http://trafikverket.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1532017/FULLTEXT01.pdf

*note that in the 1980s an international consortium led 
by Volvo proposed the idea of “The Scandinavian link” to 
speed up surface communications between Scandinavia 
(Denmark, Norway, Sweden) and Europe.

Image: California High-Speed Rail Authority

http://trafikverket.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1532017/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/socal/glendale-news-press/tn-818-0412-bullet-train-planners-reverse-course-revive-anaheim-service-story.html
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Key Takeaways
Based on the observations from the above case 
studies, below are some of the critical areas that 
the Swedish planners can focus on to facilitate 
the development of the Swedish HSR system:

 - Optimal routing – It is essential to assess the 
demand  on respective routes and stations in 
relation to the availability of passengers. In Spain, 
a poorly designed route resulted in insufficient 
passengers which reduced its profitability.

 - Cost-benefit analysis – An economic study to 
assess whether the high-speed trains in Sweden 
can attract enough riders to justify the investment. 
Planners can estimate the desired recovery 
rate to justify the return on investment.  

 - Future proofing – An assessment of the expected  
economic situation is crucial to determine its 
readiness. In the case of Spain, the country began 
investing in high-speed rail when their economy 
was thriving and over time, as the economy 
weakened, maintaining the same level of investment 
became a real concern for the Spanish treasury.

 - Political agreement – Political agreement between 
the main parties in Spain, as well as national and 
regional governments (and funding from the European 
Union), was another strong factor that enabled 
them complete their first project in a record time. 

 - Choice of technology – Choosing the right 
technology is crucial. If the resulting system is not 
sufficiently adapted to support a speed that can 
be used as an alternate to air traffic, this may put 
a question on the socio-economic calculations.

As this paper has shown, proper funding, political 
agreement and optimal routing could be important factors 
contributing to the implementation of an HSR network. 
Another important aspect which sums up all the key 
points is perhaps the impact of a long-term political vision 
for this type of infrastructure projects which will only be 
completed several years after the decision has been taken?  

Lets hope this brief overview can inspire Sweden 
to implement a successful HSR project.
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