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1 Introduction

In this paper the respatialization of local protest is critically investigated. The key aim of the paper is to demonstrate how research on respatialization can generate analytically novel understandings of protest strategy formation for research on the geographies of social action. This is achieved by investigating how protest is reframed according to a particular spatiality – thus, ‘respatialized’. To adequately study the interfaces between social geography and political contention, it is pivotal to understand how locally situated protest is structured in and through spatiality. The need for doing so is inspired, in part,  by the continuing prominence given to the ‘not-in-my-backyard’ (NIMBY) concept in the social geography literature (e.g. DeVerteuil, 2013; Hubbard, 2006; Mcclymont and O'hare, 2008; Wolsink, 2006). Utilization of NIMBY is considered cumbersome where the role of ‘place’ in local protest environments should instead be understood as relational to – and therefore informed by – place attachments of other actors groupings as well as variegated types of political conduct (Massey, 2005; Pierce et al., 2011).
How and why do local actors adopt a particular conception of spatiality in their protest strategy? This first and central research question inquires into the roles of spatialities in protest formation. It builds, in part, on studies which frame spaces as sites of political struggle (e.g. Dikeç, 2012; Leitner et al., 2008; MacKinnon, 2011; Martin, 2013; Martin and Miller, 2003). A second research question elaborates upon these findings by looking at what implications protest respatialization holds for debate on controversial developments, as conveyed, for instance, through major frames of contestation (e.g. social, economic, ecological) commonly adopted by protest movements (Bailey et al., 2010; Hess, 2007; Holifield, 2009). The third research question therefore focuses on the organization of protest experienced both locally and elsewhere.        
The paper contributes to the existing literature by formulating a novel perspective that centres on the (re)spatialization of political contestation. This perspective emphasizes the ways in which spatialities are purposely reconfigured in order to respond to existing ‘scales of regulation’ in the relevant public policy domains (Kurtz, 2003). Whilst actors’ ability to spatialize protest has received relatively little scholarly interest (but see Kurtz, 2003; Bailey et al., 2010), it is crucial to understand which spatialities are adopted to engage with developments in a particular way. Yet where controversial developments are contested, it is also crucial to understand how diverse actors of plural spatial designation invoke debate and organize protest. The course and direction of protest that result from such plurality gives way to modified understandings of protest strategy formation.          

The core idea of this paper is that protest respatialization is a consequence of, but also leads to, new modes of debate and protest through interaction with social movements and assemblages. To this end, theories on social movements and translocal assemblages are synthesized to set the conceptual background against which respatialization can be understood in terms of protest strategy formation (Anderson and McFarlane, 2011; Marston et al., 2005; McFarlane, 2009). It, therefore, aids understanding of the spatialization of social movements in situations of political contention (Martin, 2013). Particular emphasis is placed on protest in science-intensive decision contexts, not least because of the ability of both incumbent (i.e. expert) and counter-knowledges to co-construct protest (Chilvers and Evans, 2009; Hess, 2011; Irwin and Michael, 2003).                      


Mirroring earlier work (cf. Davies, 2013; Hess, 2011; Holifield, 2009; McFarlane, 2009), a case study is included to provide insights into the geographies of social action. The case study concerns a ‘megaproject’ proposal for developing a high-speed rail network in the United Kingdom (UK), called High-Speed Rail 2 (HS2). Fieldwork was conducted in the Chilterns, an area likely to be adversely impacted if HS2 goes ahead. The Chilterns is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), meaning it is a nationally ‘sensitive area’ from the perspectives of landscape conservation and scenic beauty (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2011; cf. Rozema, 2014). Face-to-face interviews and document analysis have revealed that local protest actors engaged with HS2 as an issue of national rather than local interest, and in so doing changed the spatialities of debate. The issue of journey time savings in the HS2 business case, which became a primary issue on which debate focused, has been unpacked to illustrate how this came about.   

The case study investigates how place-based actors in the Chilterns constructed HS2 as a national issue. It focuses on actors’ interaction with the national campaign against HS2 and with the translocal protest assemblage. The implications respatialization had for debate on HS2 will be mapped, as well as how respatialization impacted on organized protest. The case study (section 4) is preceded by a literature review of counter-scientific social movements and assemblages in section 2; and in section 3, by a justification for focusing on infrastructure ‘megaproject’ development, an introduction to HS2 as a development controversy and a description of the methods. Section 5 returns to the research questions posed in this introduction. In this final section it is recommended that further research on the geographies of social action take forward spatialization as a powerful concept for investigating the dynamics of protest strategy formation.
2 Social movements and assemblages of protest

Definitions of social movements abound. Della Porta and Diani (1999: 16) define social movements as “informal networks based on shared beliefs and solidarity which mobilize around conflictual issues and deploy frequent and varying forms of protest”. This definition emphasizes that political contention is fundamental to the emergence and growth of social movements, thus suggesting that contention builds civil collective action (cf. Leitner et al., 2008). When it comes to contention over the utilization of science, especially where characterized by uncertainty, social movements play an important role in the production of alternative knowledges (Jamison, 2010). These so-called counter-knowledges are invariably subordinate to the established knowledge centres, but obtain legitimacy from a public mandate to frame problems in a particular way. Social movements may use counter-knowledges for constructing alternative scientific understandings or, conversely, to ‘un-do’ the scientific basis of particular controversies (Hess, 2011).           
In the political sciences, social movements are often associated with the political opportunity structures of states or other rule-competent bodies (e.g. Snow et al., 2008). An investigation of political opportunity structures may identify existing institutional points of access for social movements. It can also explain variance in the institutionalization and professionalization of social movements (Van der Heijden, 1997). Although this structural approach reveals interesting differences between social movements across polities, it does present a number of problems. The approach stipulates that movements want to become politically active within the formal structures of the polity, without giving due consideration to informal structures – cultural norms, ideas, and so on. Consequently, the approach assumes social movement growth to be largely determined by the availability of institutional access points. Yet most problematic is the absence of a spatial perspective in understanding social action. That is, social action is decoupled from its spatial underpinnings with social movements and the polity being presented as fixed entities. 


In the face of political contention, not least science-intensive decision contexts, analyses of social movements require an understanding of spatial and temporal complexities (Leitner et al., 2008; cf. De Landa, 2006). These complexities present opportunities to better investigate manifestations and the profiling of social movements in the science-policy interface. In particular, they provide scope to understand social movements as a subset of their respective social, political and cultural environments. Hess (2007) draws attention to the roles of meaning (i.e. discourses) and what he frames as ‘cultural repertoires’ (e.g. themes of contestation) to navigate how social movements make sense of and act upon what happens around them. Meanings and cultural repertoires help understand the emergence, growth and sometimes also the disappearance of particular social movements across space and time.     

Social movements are active in a number of science-intensive policy domains, including policy controversies relating to genetic modification, biotechnology, nuclear energy, and climate change (e.g. Irwin and Michael, 2003). One way of looking at this is to consider their manifestation a function of the political system, for example as is done in the case of the anti-nuclear movement (Kitschelt, 1986). However, in recent years more social movement analysis has focused on the sites where (counter) knowledges are accumulated. This literature has assigned value to the interfaces where ‘lay’ and ‘expert’ members of a policy domain congregate or conflict (Irwin and Michael, 2003; Hess, 2011). In the HS2 case study, lay-expert analytics have proved particularly useful for understanding how the scientific justification for megaproject development divided the polity into clear proponent and opponent camps.     

In science-intensive decision contexts, social movements are best regarded as scientific counter-publics that emanate from subordinate positions and advocate alternative policy trajectories (Hess, 2011). Counter-publics mobilize public opinion which not only differ from, but also contest the ‘incumbent’ policy discourse of those in positions of authority. As observed by Hess (2011), the significance of scientific counter-publics lies within their struggle with elite actors over the valid utilization of science, whether the science itself is correct and, consequently, the impact science has on resolving public good disputes. This indicates that counter-publics mirror elites by using scientific language and criteria to build credibility. The scientific claims these counter-publics engender are aimed at confronting the traditional centres of knowledge production.

Scientific counter-publics can utilize knowledge to oppose a policy proposal likely to affect the local environment. Where this happens, insider and outsider groups in counter-publics are created according to the degree of place attachment. Holifield (2009) argues that ‘insiders’ within the movement function as advocates of place-based interests. The second group, the ‘outsiders’, bring in scientific expertise to counter the legitimacy of the proposed policy action. Outsiders are detached from place and, therefore, do not demonstrate place-based affinity. Holifield (2009) labels this functional division ‘differential positioning’, hereby separating apparently emotive from objective protest claims. Whilst investigating a case of protest against a development proposal for a hazardous waste site, Holifield (2009: 365) has noted that “[differential] positioning strengthens these claims by conferring them with the appropriate mix of impartiality (from outsiders) and partiality (from insiders)”. In an abstract sense, insider and outsider groups co-create “nested territorial formations composed of a discernible inside and outside” (Amin, 2004: 33).

The majority of social movement scholars cited in this paper dispense with the idea that social movements are uniform and static entities (e.g. Hess, 2007; Jamison, 2010; McFarlane, 2009). This idea can be further developed by bringing in theory on assemblages, the combination of which may help interrogate how contentious politics thrive in the science-policy interface (Chilvers and Evans, 2009). The assemblage concept is useful for investigating ‘the social’ by putting centre-stage the connections, vectors, antagonisms and reciprocities between the elements that construct social action (Latour, 2005). It sheds light on the roles of science and knowledge in social movements, for “the connections drawing together different actors into an assemblage are grounded not only in technical knowledge per se, but also in aesthetics, ethics, politics and culture” (Irwin and Michael, 2003: 124).

According to McFarlane (2009: 561), an assemblage “reflects the more general redefinition of ‘the social’ as materially heterogeneous, practice-based, emergent and processual”. Translocal assemblages surpass many dualisms that are often taken for granted within conceptions of spatiality, for instance those relating to: the social and the material; human and non-human; the near and far (local and global); micro and macro; physical and political; or natural and cultural (Amin, 2004; Anderson and McFarlane, 2011; Marston et al., 2005; McFarlane, 2009). Assemblage theory relaxes the view that these dualisms are composed of extremes that cannot exist simultaneously. It thereby perceives space as sites where “different groupings of actors, objects and discourses can cohere together” (Davies, 2013: 26).
The concept of assemblage is usually deployed to introduce four processes (Anderson and McFarlane, 2011). Firstly, assemblage enmeshes space and time through the ongoing process of reconfiguring the relations between its various components. This suggests that the life cycle of assemblages is contingent upon spatial developments occurring over time. Secondly, whilst assemblages mould individual actors or groups into larger collectives, they accommodate disparity and unevenness between the leadership and the rank and file. In this process, spatiality is a prime driver of the disparity associated with power, resources and entitlements. Thirdly, assemblage is focused on its emergence rather than the stages that follow, such as formation, consolidation or stabilization. Of central importance is how power mediates processes of emergence, which is to show how and in what way the assemblage is shaped according to the underpinning spatiality. Fourthly, assemblages are fragile, vulnerable and therefore also provisional, particularly as a result of ongoing reconfiguration (thus 'reassembling'; see Latour, 2005).      
Assemblage theorists have aimed to open up a territorial interpretation of space to a more complex social geography of knowledges, discourses, material practices and ideas (De Landa, 2006; Escobar, 2008; Marston et al., 2005; McFarlane, 2009). Exchanges between these assemblage components travel across several scales of analysis, which consequently express a particular territorial quality given the interpretation of scale in which the problem framing is set. Indeed, assemblage theory benefits significantly from recent scholarly contributions to the literature on the social construction – and politics – of scale (Bulkeley, 2005; Kurtz, 2003; MacKinnon, 2011). Kurtz (2003) understands political contention to be played out amongst framings of scale as an entity of regulation, cultural legitimacy and analytical category. These scale frames invoke a relational view towards the spatiality of local protest (Massey, 2005), and invariably change the nature of how place-based concerns are vented in the public domain. After analyzing protest against controversial project development in rural Louisiana, USA, Kurtz (2003: 911-912) concluded that local protesters “leveraged multiple understandings of scale to move beyond an NIMBY stance and frame their grievance as part of a broader pattern of untenable permitting practices in Louisiana”. 


In a way, protest respatialization seems to closely resemble the strategy of local actors to ‘jump’ – or ‘shift’ – scales (Cowell, 2003; Rootes, 2013). Jumping scales is initiated when actors identify new opportunities for successful engagement in the relevant policy domain. Yet, by inserting assemblage theory into an analysis of the role of spatiality, respatialization presents an altogether more holistic interpretation of protest strategy formation than does jumping (geographic) scales. Essentially, this has to do with the analytics involved in thinking about spatiality. The analysis offered in this paper mutually engages scales and non-scalar assemblage components, thereby sharing the ambition to “move beyond the polarised debate between scalar and non-scalar perspectives” (Bulkeley, 2005: 877). This is also what the relational view towards spatiality and scalar politics intends to express (MacKinnon, 2011; Massey, 2005; Pierce et al., 2011)     

 
Assemblage theory offers interesting opportunities to better situate science within the contexts of cultural politics and the public sphere. In real-world cases of political contention, ensuing from science-intensive decision contexts, it disaggregates counter-publics by focusing on the mobilizing components within assemblages (Chilvers and Evans, 2009). This comes to the fore especially in cases where debate on scientific validity is prevalent (Hess, 2011). In order to strengthen their advocacy, a social movement may benefit by disengaging from an overly rigid spatial connotation. More abstract constructs of spatiality or ‘place-basedness’ may be reinforced in consequence, however (Dikeç, 2012; Leitner et al., 2008). Indeed, constructs such as the ‘nation’ or ‘regional development’ within protest assemblages are variegated and serve particular ends given the scale at which they are utilized. In planning this is manifested in controversies over the public utility, necessity and perhaps assumed inevitability of development. 

3 Case selection, case study and methods

Theory on social movements and assemblages has illuminated the multiple ways in which spatialities are constructed. In science-intensive decision contexts this is manifested through the extent to which place attachment is practiced in real-world protest. Yet to understand how social movements and assemblages structure the rationales for local actors to engage with spatialities, case studies of proposed developments should be able to expose the spatial tensions inherent in them. The concept of megaproject is particularly valuable in this endeavour. Megaprojects are large-scale and often very expensive (starting from one billion US dollars and going upwards), and they typically involve major infrastructure development (e.g. Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Priemus et al., 2008), although site-specific developments (e.g. nuclear waste facilities) are also classified as megaprojects.   

Flyvbjerg et al. (2003: 3) have argued that “megaprojects are central to the new politics of distance”. If distance is to be framed as a constraint to people’s freedom of mobility, then infrastructure megaprojects will make a firm commitment to bringing places closer together. Their public utility may be manifested through various articulations of spatiality, such as size, magnitude, reach or connectivity. Yet megaprojects are also ‘political animals’ (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003). In investigating debate on one such megaproject, Novy and Peters (2012: 140) have argued that protagonists for development “remain overwhelmingly driven by local agendas for urban growth and competitiveness”. Potent issues of public controversy linger as a result; for instance, whether the proposed development can achieve these objectives, at what cost, and who will benefit.

The selected case study, a proposed high speed rail project in England (HS2), will show in more detail that megaprojects are large ‘for-profit investments’ (Altshuler and Luberoff, 2003). One powerful indicator of whether megaprojects present value for money is the cost-benefit ratio (Priemus et al., 2008), where it is imperative that benefits exceed costs. The economic justification for rail infrastructure developments is largely based on the benefits accrued from user demand forecasts and by assigning a monetary value to journey time savings. The focus on economic justification is spatial in that the decision to approve a development is premised on whether it serves the common public interest. As DeVerteuil (2000) shows, megaproject development is public policy for it is concerned with trading off equity and efficiency considerations. In this sense, local opposition against facilities is balanced against estimates of the development’s economic benefits (DeVerteuill, 2000).   
HS2 is a government-supported proposal for the construction of a Y-shaped national high-speed rail system (see e.g. HS2 Ltd, 2012c), linking London to Birmingham (Phase 1) and subsequently branches off to the Northeast (Leeds) and Northwest (Manchester) (Phase 2). The proposed scheme is said to be the first major infrastructure expansion in the UK since the development of the motorway system initiated during the Second World War (Department for Transport, 2010). It can be classified as a megaproject as originally over thirty billion pounds were reserved for investment (HS2 Ltd, 2012b). The immediate aim of HS2 is to increase rail passenger capacity between the north and south of the UK (Department for Transport, 2010), thereby anticipating a forecasted rise in passenger demand. Branded “the fast track to prosperity” (HS2 Ltd and Department for Transport, 2011: 27), the underlying aim is to accommodate and boost economic growth through mobility investment.

The London-Birmingham rail link will cross the Chilterns AONB, which is some fifty kilometres northwest of London. AONBs may only be adversely impacted in cases of an overriding national interest. Whilst the national interest of HS2 is heavily disputed by some (e.g. HS2 Action Alliance, 2013), the current scheme proposes to cross the Chilterns AONB at its widest point (see Map 1). HS2 has thus been met with fierce local opposition. Most actors are against the development, although others have joined forces with regional and local government actors, business consortia and national advocacy organizations to minimize impacts ‘if it comes to the worst’ (Buckinghamshire County Council et al., 2013). 
>>> INSERT MAP 1 HERE <<<

Logic suggests that protest actors in the Chilterns focus on the adverse impacts of the HS2 scheme that are expected locally, as AONBs enjoy a level of statutory protection. However, the case study has revealed that a significant part of the local anti-HS2 campaign revolved around economic justification. More specifically, HS2’s cost-benefit ratio became the dominant theme of contestation, principally because it was used by the project developer to evidence that HS2 provides value for money (e.g. HS2 Ltd, 2012a, b). Saved journey time alone accounts for approximately 55% of the calculated total benefits (HS2 Ltd, 2012a) and hence became a theme of contestation.

The HS2 case can be described as an ‘exemplar’ (using the definition of Flyvbjerg, 2006) in that its findings can be generalized and used to predict what will happen in similar cases. It is exemplary because of the interaction of social movements and assemblages, bedded in a translocal perspective (McFarlane, 2009). The social movement connected local nodes of ‘inside’ protest with experts on the ‘outside’, effectively constituting a counter-public (Holifiel, 2009; Hess, 2011). These actor coalitions were amalgamated into an assemblage where science induced engagement with spatiality. The assemblage connected issues of public interest, rationales for development, costs and benefits, and forecasting technologies, amongst others. The case of HS2 provides insight into this interaction by focusing on actor coalitions within science-intensive decision contexts. The debate on journey time savings shows in more detail how outsider and insider actors have opposed HS2 by drawing upon knowledge resources from the assemblage.

Based on Holifield’s (2009) notion of ‘differential positioning’, the case study will show that local protest exemplifies strategic spatial conduct. Actors in the Chilterns coalesced with the national campaign against HS2, notwithstanding their attachment to place. This respatialization of local protest has been instrumental in challenging the project’s economic justification because the ‘new’ spatality reciprocated the incumbent framing of HS2 as an issue of national economic interest. The case study shows how efforts to respatialize were imbued with this consideration. Indeed, in a flyer that was distributed in the Chilterns in the autumn of 2012, local campaigners were advised to contact national politicians “only with brutal rebuttals of HS2’s pathetic business case. No NIMBY stuff” (on NIMBYism in environmental justice activism, see Kurtz, 2003). It was strongly urged that any connotation with ‘the Chilterns’ or ‘AONB’ be omitted.

Fieldwork was conducted to navigate this process of protest respatialization. Face-to-face interviews and document analysis were carried out to collect relevant data. Interviews with 18 local actors were conducted and subsequently transcribed. The interviewees were selected on the basis of their affiliation with the affected areas, formally or otherwise. They comprised local action groups that were founded in the short aftermath of the HS2 development proposal (e.g. Amersham Action Group); organizations having a statutory affiliation with the area (e.g. Chiltern Countryside Group); societies representing the interests of specific areas in the Chilterns (e.g. Wendover Society); and political representatives (e.g. Chesham Town Councillor). Table 1 provides an overview of the actors that were interviewed
. 

>>> INSERT TABLE 1 HERE <<<

The document analysis drew upon official project documentation published by the Department for Transport (DfT) and HS2 Ltd, in their respective capacities as the competent authority and the project developer; additional documents from incumbent actors that shed light on the role of the cost-benefit ratio in HS2 and of the role of journey time savings herein; and documents that were used in the national campaign against HS2, such as those published by the HS2 Action Alliance (2013) or those in which ‘place disengaged’ actors provided counter-evidence (e.g. Mott MacDonald Ltd., 2009). The main reason for examining these documents was to analyze whether and how various project components assembled around certain themes of contestation.
As with all research involving locally situated actors, impartiality needs to be a guiding principle. Hess (2011: 631) warns that “attempts by social sci​entists to study a controversy, even in a symmetrical way, are often viewed as siding with the subordinate party”. Therefore, to allow the actors to speak should not be seen as an expression of sympathy with their cause. At the same time, disaggregate analysis should be freed from the value judgement that local actors are always led by ‘petty’ NIMBY motivations. While actors’ mobilization in certain place-based issues can be attributed to the expected adverse impacts in their ‘backyard’, this does not pre-empt translocal affinity with issues framed in the interest of all, nor with the ability to respond to them intelligibly.      
4 Protest respatialization in the debate on journey time savings 
Map 2 shows the forecasted journey time savings of HS2 (adapted from Department for Transport, 2010: 67). It indicates that HS2 is expected to reduce journey times quite considerably: for example, journeys from London to Birmingham and Leeds will be shortened by 35 minutes and an hour, respectively. In the 2007 White Paper Delivering a Sustainable Railway (Department for Transport, 2007: 62), the DfT argued that “[t]he debate [on high-speed rail] tends to conflate two very different issues – the need for additional capacity to accommodate demand growth, and the case for shorter journey times”. Yet whilst the immediate aim of HS2 is to increase capacity (Department for Transport, 2010), the benefits ascribed to journey time savings are prominent in the business case (HS2 Ltd, 2012a, b). 

>>> INSERT MAP 2 HERE <<<
The national scope of journey time savings is clearly portrayed by Map 2. Conversely, adverse impacts on landscape, ecology and sustainability are experienced locally. However, throughout the three sub-sections that will follow it is made clear that actors in the Chilterns engaged with the national interest of HS2 in lieu of local interest advocacy. The sub-sections take the shape of questions, as they are linked to the central research questions posited in the introduction. They are followed up by a discussion where the research findings are linked to the conceptual approaches of interest to respatialization. 
Sub-section 4.1 demonstrates that protest respatialization was consciously undertaken by the actors to reciprocate the dominant framing of the political elite. Respatialization is invariably a consequence of, but also leads to the development of a particular argumentative style in the debate on journey time savings. As sub-section 4.2 will demonstrate, the arguments deployed necessitated engagement with various assemblage components involved in the debate on journey time savings. Sophisticated understandings of monetary valuation, connectivity, productivity as well as future mobility needs have been developed in conjunction with the national campaign against HS2, bringing together a coalition of affected communities and experts from the outside. Sub-section 4.3 focuses on the anti-HS2 campaign as an expression of organized national protest.        
4.1 How did actors engage with the national interest?

Protest respatialization was most clearly expressed in local engagement with the proclaimed national interest of HS2. Virtually all actors in the Chilterns rebutted the claim that HS2 is of overriding national importance, despite its proclaimed economic logic (HS2 Ltd, 2012a; 2012b). In cases where engagement with the national interest did not fall under the statutory remit of an actor, it was considered “good logic to divide between fighters and mitigators” [17]. Local engagement with the national interest mirrored the project’s ambition to ‘connect’ the whole country, as manifested in the ample use of adjectives such as ‘British’ or ‘national’ by key political figures (see e.g. Hammond, 2011). One consequence was that actors in the Chilterns – spurred on by ‘detached’ policy appraisals conducted on the outside – adopted the frame of HS2 primarily as a flawed expression of national public utility. This is reflected, in part, in comments that the rationale to save journey time did not match broader connectivity goals due to the absence of a national transport strategy [e.g. 3; 4; 12; 15].   

Actors felt they had to specifically address the tension between the local and the national interest. This became important because of HS2’s objective to tackle the North/South economic divide by making northern cities better connected to London and therefore more accessible (Department for Transport, 2010). Newspaper headlines such as ‘Their Lawn or Our Jobs?’ (Thornhill, 20 June 2011) inferred that local protest against HS2 was driven by self-interest, at the expense of support for national government policies to boost economic growth in more deprived areas. For fear of being put aside as NIMBYs, actors were reticent to mention such issues as local landscape, scenic beauty, ecology and other sustainability considerations, thus contributing to the exclusion of these elements from the emerging protest assemblage. Crucially, it was a strategic choice to suppress local interest advocacy, as failure to do so was viewed as potentially damaging to their credibility. In referring to the local interest dimension, the Amersham & District Residents Association [2] argued that:  

“You do not lead with that one, because that is when the NIMBYism just leaps to the fore. That is when people say: ‘do not listen to those people, all they care about is their own property and they do not give a stuff about the economic benefits for the country (...)’. So the decision was made to attempt to undermine the flawed justification and the flawed business case”.

However, most of the actors argued that they opposed HS2 irrespective of the likelihood of adverse local impacts, principally because of the belief that the project “so glaringly is not from what it says on the tin” [11]. This belief essentially framed HS2 as a science-intensive policy controversy, where formal expert knowledges produced through technical appraisals became important intermediaries in forming connections between local and translocal actors enrolled in the emerging protest assemblage. National campaign actors encouraged local actors to become enrolled in debate by adopting the framing of HS2 as an economic issue, which could then be renegotiated using a specific counter-methodology. Actors in the Chilterns therefore drew upon key knowledges, informational resources and economic narratives from the national campaign centre (e.g. HS2 Action Alliance, 2010) to back up their claim that HS2 is severely flawed. Among other things, actors did not consider HS2 a green mode of transport; HS2 will not improve the economy of the North or relieve crowded trains; and, crucially, HS2 is not necessary for reducing journey time. 

Actors viewed journey time savings as a highly controversial benefits category (see also sub-section 4.2). Yet they also questioned the way the role of journey time savings was used by HS2 advocates as a measure of improved inter-city connectivity. This spatial rationale extended towards the public utility of journey time savings for the UK as a whole. A number of actors countered journey time savings by drawing attention to the relatively small distances between those cities designated to become HS2 stops, for instance when compared to the inter-city distances in France [e.g. 9; 12; 18]. The Wendover Parish Councillor [18] argued that in Britain “the journey time between the five major largest conurbations is shorter than anywhere else in the world”. Factual knowledge of relative distance paralleled a core conclusion of the government-sanctioned Eddington Transport Study (2006: 22), which considered it unnecessary “to put in place very high-speed networks to bring distant cities and regions closer together”. The HS2 Action Alliance used this as evidence to counter suggestions that Britain is lagging behind other European countries. 
The utilization of ‘outsider’ evidence – popularized by key campaign actors and resonating amongst both place-based and detached action environments – proved an important mechanism for adding an expert-scientific dimension to actors’ suspicions, anecdotes or gut feelings. This was true for all the themes of debate on journey time savings, where it was necessary to accumulate counter-expertise on the monetary value of time, distances, technologies, connectivity and productivity, amongst other things. Actors believed facts to be essential to successful opposition of HS2. Scientific evidence became the Leitmotif, for instance conveyed in the statement that, “okay, I’m an activist and I’m trying to stop this thing. But I’m stopping it on the basis of actual solid evidence-based analysis” [10]. Yet actors also considered it vital to use evidence to rebut prevailing assumptions on the need and functionality of the proposed development.

A salient economic imperative of HS2, purportedly in the interest of all, is to boost business passengers’ productivity by reducing time spent travelling. Many actors rejected this imperative by showing that business passengers use travel time productively [e.g. 1; 12; 18]. The Councillor from Chesham Town [5] stated that business passengers “say they welcome long train journeys because they can do work with their laptops and their iPads”. They substantiated their views by hinting at studies conducted in the scholarly community (e.g. Lyons and Urry, 2005) or by research consultancies (e.g. Mott MacDonald Ltd., 2009) that explicitly sought to tease out the productivity of business passengers in the British context. One of these studies concerned the Study of the Productive Use of Rail Travel Time (SPURT), which argued that work is undertaken by “some 80% of rail business travellers in the UK” (Mott MacDonald Ltd., 2009: S-1).
Other actors turned the logic of the cost-savings approach upside down. It was claimed that the ability to work on trains depends on whether a journey is long enough [e.g. 7; 8]. This counter-logic suggests that business passengers are encouraged to work when they are not restrained by time. The SPURT study (Mott MacDonald Ltd., 2009) used a cut-off point of 45 minutes to distinguish between short and middle length train journeys, finding that passengers undertake less work on shorter journeys. In addition, actors presented anecdotal evidence to bolster their claim. The interviewee from the Dunsmore Society [11] mentioned the travel preferences of a relative, who “lives in Birmingham but does not use the West Coast Main Line, because it is too quick to work on”. As the London-Birmingham journey is roughly around the cut-off point, the Chilterns Conservation Board concluded that, “in fact, we may be denying a lot of people what would have been productive time on the train” [9].

4.2 What did this mean for debate?
Contestation over the business case for HS2, and linkages with translocal actors in the wider protest assemblage, culminated in the local deployment of frames to counter the economic rationale for saving journey time. This rationale was countered by specific place-based concerns on only a small number of occasions, such as in relation to the expected adverse noise impacts caused by higher speeds on local surroundings [e.g. 6]. Yet, engagement with the hegemonic economic justification for the HS2 megaproject led actors in the Chilterns to consider the broader aspects of the issue. Consequently, the new mode of debate brought into consideration a heterogeneous array of assemblage components involved with journey time savings – including the monetary valuation of time, mobility, connectivity and productivity, and discourses around the future of long-distance business travel.       
The debate on journey time savings broadly consisted of three themes: 1) whether the correct value of time (VOT) figure is used to monetize savings; 2) whether HS2 is necessary to realise such savings; and 3) whether it is necessary to have journey time savings. On theme one, debate on the VOT figure extends to the monetary value that should be given to journey time savings. The economic case for HS2 currently deploys the ‘cost savings’ approach to determine the VOT (Department for Transport, 2012; Department for Transport Strategy Unit, 2012), which perceives journey time as a cost to employers. The VOT converts this cost into a value which, when saved, can be used elsewhere in the economy. What has sparked debate is the average annual salary figure of business passengers, estimated to account for nearly 80% of the VOT (Department for Transport, 2012). Set around £80,000 based on 2012 price levels, the HS2 Action Alliance (2012, 2013) claimed this salary figure was unrealistically high. It argued that it was derived from the time when travelling by train in working time was done primarily by higher-income business passengers.       
Theme two combines debate on whether HS2 is the only means to save journey time and whether its journey time savings can be considered significant. Whilst it was not disputed that HS2 will save journey time, actors stressed that incremental upgrades of the existing conventional rail infrastructure can produce substantial savings [e.g. 8; 10; 11]. They stressed the potential to increase travel speed on the West Coast Main Line (WCML) – currently the main North/South rail corridor – by installing smart technologies such as in-cab signalling [11]. Public utility was further debated through the claim that HS2 does not actually save time in door-to-door journeys [e.g. 1; 9; 14]. According to the actors, HS2 is fixated on saving time on station-to-station journeys, yet the railway stations will be located outside city centres and business districts. Access to Euston Station furthermore marks a ‘bottleneck’ in the public transport system in London. The South Heath Action Group [14] stated that “the time it took you from leaving home to get to Euston Station (...) and then the time you’ll take at the other end. If you then take the twenty minutes saved, or whatever it is, as a percentage of the overall journey... It’s just so small. It’s just not worth thinking about”.
Theme three revolves around the necessity of having journey time savings to begin with. The cost savings approach deployed in HS2 assumes that journey time is used unproductively by business passengers (Department for Transport Strategy Unit, 2012). The assumption of zero productivity therefore embeds the rationale that business passengers waste less time on travel during working time. The counter-assumption is that passengers use most of the journey time to work (HS2 Action Alliance, 2013; e.g. [12; 13; 18]): “[when] you are on the train, you open your laptop, you’re working. That’s what you’re doing” [2]. This suggests that journey time savings do no produce an economic surplus. In addition, actors disputed the need for long-distance business travel in the future. They reasoned that the business demand for HS2 – estimated to account for around thirty percent of passengers (HS2 Ltd, 2012a) – will drop because of the anticipated advancements in communication technology [e.g. 4; 6; 10]. Amongst the actors interviewed, there are “very strong opinions that broadband is what is needed and what will be used in the future” [6]. 

4.3 How was protest organized in the national sphere?
Protest respatialization entailed reconfiguring the mode of debate on journey time savings and other aspects of the HS2 business case. One pertinent consequence for actors in the Chilterns pertained to their affiliation with a national campaign against HS2, thus becoming part of a social movement that engaged with HS2 as a national political issue. Affiliation of diverse local action groups with the national campaign proved an important legitimacy base for the campaign to showcase its place detachment (and, therefore, emotional indifference) in the decision context. Local groups, conversely, benefited from the campaign through increased access to new counter-knowledges, as well as through bilateral contact with peer action groups. Inclusion in the campaign therefore affected the shape of local protest, particularly since campaign activities had to bypass the immediate interests of the affected communities. It is useful to keep in mind how the assemblage influenced the campaign, thereby reconfiguring spatial relationships between national and local actors (Andersen and McFarlane, 2011). In the national space, some sort of a ‘protest elite’ was formed and subsequently gained coherence.     

The national campaign against HS2 was set up to enable local protest groups along the proposed HS2 route to share information, exchange contacts and mobilize resources to fund campaign activities. Generally, these groups were spontaneous initiatives of residents to ‘do something’ about the imminent threat that HS2 posed, yet did not initially link their struggle to broader infrastructure development agendas in the UK. In the national campaign, local action groups congregated in national action networks, of which Stop HS2 and the HS2 Action Alliance were most prominent. These networks were active mainly in the national political sphere, ostensibly far removed from the affected areas. They presented evidence to Members of Parliament of what they perceived as the many wrongs of HS2, in the hope that political support would dwindle. At the same time they aimed to nudge in the right places, for instance where financial resources were concentrated. The Chilterns Conservation Board [9] argued that the people from the HS2 Action Alliance “have tremendous influence and access to money. They have got access to rich people. And so they are able to employ professional lobbying companies and so on”. This mobilization of resources was important to the formation of the wider protest assemblage and arguably helped support the political emancipation of the civil case against HS2.  
The HS2 Action Alliance was at the vanguard of producing place-detached, ‘indifferent’ knowledge on the flawed business case for HS2, while also supporting local protest groups through technical project appraisal. Described as the “intellectual side of the campaign” [11], its principal task was to provide counter-evidence on HS2’s business case and in particular on the cost-benefit ratio, for instance related to demand forecasts or value time savings. In addition, it aimed to undermine the rationale for infrastructure development by focusing on whether HS2 could achieve its objectives. The Chiltern Ridges Action Group [7] explained that the position of the HS2 Action Alliance was “not to be a local supporter; their position is to be a national action group. So they are not looking at ‘tunnels or no tunnels’ ... that is not an issue. They are looking at the economic case, the environmental case, is it good for travellers, all that sort of thing. Countrywide”.  

To foster a ‘national’ debate on HS2, it became pertinent for the national campaign to demonstrate why the construction of HS2 is not justified. Debate on journey time savings was therefore a key campaign activity, because of the importance ascribed to this benefits category for the cost-benefit ratio of the project. The organisation and configuration of the Stop HS2 and the HS2 Action Alliance took the form of a federal structure, thus keeping the local designation of its membership intact, while at the same time accommodating the conduct of counter-expertise on the issue of journey time savings. For instance, Wendover HS2 (2010; [16]) – whose only rationale for engagement arguably is to prevent Wendover Parish from being blighted by HS2 – collaborated with the HS2 Action Alliance to conduct a study on what value should be attributed to the VOT. The crucial aspect is that local actors and their interests became entangled within the problematizations of those national actors that disengaged with the specific place-based interests of the locality.       
4.4 Discussion of the research findings

It can be reasoned that respatialization is a logical protest strategy only before a decision is made. Scientific counter-claims derived from the national anti-HS2 movement and a number of unlikely allies (e.g. the Eddington Transport Study or SPURT) have brought outsider expertise into what for local actors ostensibly remains a place-based issue Holifield, 2009()
. Yet, as HS2 seems to receive support from across the political spectrum All-Party Parliamentary Group for High-Speed Rail, 2012(cf. )
, a positive decision seems probable. In consequence, change in the protest assemblage can be expected. Some interview respondents already stated that local interest advocacy would have been more politically effective. One actor noted that “there is a view developing now that, with hindsight, we were perhaps wrong to take that approach [of being ‘anti-HS2’ on principle]” [18]. Straddling the line between (economic) efficiency and equity (DeVerteuil, 2000), extracting concessions from the DfT may have been a more successful protest strategy.          

As is articulated in assemblage theory (Anderson and McFarlane, 2011; Davies, 2013; McFarlane, 2009), the translocal assemblage in the case study is an emergent rather than stabilizing force. Perhaps power has been at play in the nascent stage to redirect local protest towards the national economic domain, which draws attention to how the framing of HS2 as a sound economic investment has been rebutted. The coming years will tell whether local opponents of HS2 either associate or dissociate themselves with this particular issue framing, or whether impact mitigation in the form of a concession will come to prevail (DeVerteuil, 2000). One possibility is that place-based actors lose interest in criticizing the HS2 as a megaproject of national proportion. It could also be that the social movement dissipates, leading protest to retrench in the local sphere (Rootes, 2013). 


Such reflections highlight the value of the relational approach adopted in this paper (e.g. Irwin and Michael, 2003; Holifield, 2009; McFarlane, 2009; Pierce et al., 2011; Davies, 2013). Whilst acknowledging differences and variabilities in local and beyond-local qualities of actors that make up the protest assemblage – be they human actors, organizations, knowledges, or discourses – the approach is not only limited to reading their dynamic interactions in terms of pre-given ‘local’ and ‘national’ scales (cf. Bulkeley, 2005). In the approach, actors from so-called national and local scales form part of a topological space that is at once locally rooted, translocally connected, and nationally relevant in its thematic affinities, enrolments, dynamics, and productive effects. To say that local protest groups have ‘jumped’ scales (cf. Cowell, 2003), as was discussed earlier, would be to underdetermine the role of local actors, situated knowledges and concerns along the HS2 route in giving the claims of the assemblage significance, legitimacy and meaning. Furthermore, in taking emergence seriously (McFarlane, 2009), the future possibilities and trajectories of the protest assemblage (as actively voiced by respondents throughout the case study) become important considerations. Whilst the political process around HS2 moves from a focus on strategic national policy decisions to implementation, this again highlights the value of a more hybrid perspective in understanding how shifts towards more place-based knowledge claims will depend on the constant interweaving of localized elements and ‘external’ national actors.
A further implication of the approach adopted is the way it reveals how respatialization may limit local protest to a particular interpretation of space. Whilst place-based interest advocacy advances impact mitigation as a specific concern, respatialization in the case study has delimited protest to a narrow set of macro-economic arguments within a science-intensive decision context. Thus, besides a reframing of what should be the leading protest narrative (i.e. anti-HS2 in the case study), respatialization is also representative of the technicalization and the scientization of society (cf. Weingart, 1999). Particular forms of scientific or technical knowledges are appropriated by the social movement to access the science-policy interface. They are used as a vehicle for instilling legitimacy and generating support across its membership (Holifield, 2009; McFarlane, 2009).
From the case study it can be concluded that a process of closing down local, and thus potentially diverse, problem framings into an all-encompassing macro-economic dictum has occurred. Crucially, this restriction is just as much a potential feature of social action as it is in technical institutionally-mediated appraisals, although it may be indicative of the power of the latter to condition social action. Nevertheless, it is incorrect to assume a priori that citizen-led initiatives are somehow more open to representing whichever concerns are experienced locally. These are equally subject to exclusion, power and normative positioning. This is especially true where some components of a protest movement assume a flagship position (i.e. the HS2 Action Alliance in the case study).  

One powerful narrative for explaining the manifestation of HS2 mainly as a science-intensive policy controversy is to look at evidence-based policy as a form of public reasoning. By rendering decisions technical (cf. Li, 2007), or eligible for science mediation, local actors in the Chilterns have seemingly converged upon established policy cultures and hegemonic ways of knowing. Jasanoff (2005) uses the concept of ‘civic epistemology’ to bring this element to the fore, with the incumbent epistemology in the UK being one of public faith in technocratic procedures. That is to say, the local protest strategy has moved from place-based concerns to the national domain precisely because respatialization ushers protest to become embedded into accepted standards of conduct. Tacitly, protest groups in the Chilterns became an instrument for reinforcing technocratic conduct.

5 Conclusions and recommendations for further research   

The research conducted in this paper has been motivated by the view that, to understand local protest strategy formation, it is critically important to comprehend conceptions of spatiality. Three central questions led the research, building upon earlier work that focused on the politicization and social construction of space (e.g. Dikeç, 2012; Kurtz, 2003; Leitner et al., 2008; MacKinnon, 2011; Martin, 2013; Martin and Miller, 2003).

The research findings illustrate that actors in the Chilterns engaged with the national interest dimension of high-speed rail infrastructure, as it was believed that to engage in a discussion about the expected adverse impacts at the local level would not be considered germane (and hence politically effective) within the context of a megaproject based upon an economic rationale and national economic interests. Local protest therefore purposefully shifted to the national domain, with the issue of journey time savings being placed in the limelight because of its importance in justifying the project to the nation as a whole. Outsiders’ expertise was brought into the Chilterns to reframe the issue essentially as a science-intensive decision context. Social contestation was respatialized to encompass assemblage components such as the VOT, connectivity and productivity measures, and projections of future mobility needs. As a consequence of the indifference of these components to ‘place’, the local protest strategy became incommensurate with place-based concerns specific to the Chilterns. Respatialization in this sense has been proportionate to technicalization and scientization, at least in the pre-decision stage of HS2.


This paper has demonstrated how social movements and assemblages mutually shape spatialities in the context of science-intensive decision-making (Chilvers and Evans, 2009; Marston et al., 2005; McFarlane, 2009). Future research on the geography of social action, such as on local protest strategy formation, will benefit substantively from these insights into the formation of space. The case study has illuminated how the anti-HS2 campaign helped reframe local concern over adverse development essentially into debate on an economic issue of national proportions. Whilst it can be discussed whether the respatialized protest focus is in their interest, actors in the Chilterns were conscious about the local/national dissonance. Thus, despite expectations for NIMBY behaviour associated with developments concerning place-based interests, respatialization is apt to reframe local protest in the face of the national interest. 
The broader implications of the lessons learnt in this paper are that respatialization affects the sovereignty of the local protest movement in forming its own identity, and hence of supposedly autonomous citizens. To be seen as a protester making legitimate counter claims, it has proved pivotal to use the accepted terms of reference of the powerful – in this case terms associated with the scientific justification of journey time savings as an expression of public utility. From the case study, and as alluded to in previous research (e.g. Hess, 2011; Irwin and Michael, 2003), it seems that the ‘anti’ social movement can be the exact mirror image of the ‘pro’ development movement in terms of problem framing. This implies that in practice social opposition could conceivably be as much about maintaining the privileged beliefs of powerful actors as it is about counter-conduct.

From this perspective social opposition could be interpreted not only as the outcome of concerted action but rather as a disciplinary mechanism that conditions society to think and act in particular ways. This perspective focuses attention on dependency relationships between the local and the national (Rootes, 2013), and the implications this has for the controversy-driven debate in the democratic polity. This is especially true for national developments that have adverse situated impacts. Local place-based action campaigns may only survive when critical translocal links are forged within the attendant social movement and protest assemblage.        
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