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Executive summary  

 

The Oxford – Milton Keynes – Cambridge ‘growth corridor’ forms a recognisable economic area 

incorporating world leading research centres, technology firms and universities.   

However, in the context of planning around transport and wider infrastructure networks there should 

be greater recognition of the wider economic area of activity within which the corridor is located. 

The geography covered by England’s Economic Heartland (EEH) partnership provides a more strategic 

basis for linking infrastructure services, recognising the need to improve transport links between the 

corridor and neighbouring areas. 

ICE believes that sustainable economic growth and higher productivity across EEH can be achieved by: 

 Developing the EEH Strategic Transport and Infrastructure Proposition into a regional 
infrastructure strategy that identifies the area’s network requirements and plans for their 
delivery  
 

 Producing a regional infrastructure pipeline to act as guide for potential investors and to 
provide foresight on future skills needs 
 

 Enabling  combined authorities within the area to take more flexible (but prudential) 
approaches to financing infrastructure  
 

It is also important that this approach recognises that alongside the goal of sustainable economic 

growth infrastructure networks should enhance quality of life for local people and the environments in 

which they live.  

Productivity levels along the Oxford – Milton Keynes – Cambridge ‘growth corridor’ are some of the 

highest in the UK. However, there are steps that could be taken to raise them further, including: 

 Taking forward East West Rail, supporting the outcomes of work to examine the feasibility of 

an Oxford to Cambridge expressway and drawing out lessons from the Lutz Pathfinder 

autonomous vehicles project 
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1. Many places across the Cambridge – Milton Keynes – Oxford corridor have very successful local 

economies and are perceived as highly desirable places to live. 

 

1.1  What have been the key drivers of that success? 

1.1.1 Cambridge, Oxford and Milton Keynes are among the fastest growing cities in the UK1. Local 

government vision and willingness to promote economic growth have been key drivers.   

 

1.1.2 The local economies along the corridor are knowledge intensive, innovative and high-value. 

There are a number of cutting-edge scientific research parks2 and of course the world leading 

Universities of Oxford and Cambridge. Registration numbers of multi-national businesses are 

also particularly high; over 25 of the world’s largest corporations have operations close to 

Cambridge city centre3.  

 

1.1.3 Levels of employment are high and growing, as are wages, whilst there are low levels of 

welfare across the corridor4. A combination of these factors, plus other softer drivers such as 

good leisure facilities, schools and access to green spaces, mean that there are many attractive 

places to live along the corridor. 

 

1.1.4 Oxford, Cambridge and Milton Keynes all have excellent transport links to London, which 

enhances the desirability of the corridor to both companies and individuals. The importance of 

the corridor’s links with London are evident in the so-called ‘golden triangle’; the grouping of 

elite universities and biotech clustering in Oxford, Cambridge and London. 

 

1.1.5 What is holding back further growth and greater productivity? 

 

1.1.6 There are current or impending transport constraints at various points along the corridor. 

Historically, the stretch of the A14 between Cambridge and Huntington has suffered from 

                                                

1
 Centre for Cities (2016) Fast Growth Cities 

2
 UKSPA (2016) Members 

3
 Cambridge Ahead (2015) The Case for Cambridge 

4
 Centre for Cities (2016) Fast Growth Cities 

http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Fast-Growth-Cities.pdf
http://www.ukspa.org.uk/members/our-members
http://www.cambridgeahead.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/CfC-Prospectus-printable-pdf.pdf
http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Fast-Growth-Cities.pdf
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major congestion, whilst there have been similar challenges between Oxford and Witney on 

the A40.  

 

1.1.7 But a more strategic approach to transport planning is also holding back further economic 

growth.  This includes a lack of joined-up thinking between places along and close to the 

corridor around the benefits of such, including: network planning, route mapping, service 

frequency and operations management. The Strategic Transport and Infrastructure 

Proposition5 developed by England’s Economic Heartland (EEH)6 is a positive development 

within this context. 

 

1.1.8 A recent Centre for Cities survey concluded that Oxford is the most unaffordable place to live 

in the UK, with Cambridge ranked third just behind London7. Undersupply of affordable 

housing and poor transport connectivity creates barriers for lower paid workers to take up jobs 

in these cities. This will have ramifications for businesses that rely on these workers. Coupled 

with this are shortages in key trade and vocational skills throughout the corridor8, which are 

also likely to hinder economic growth in the longer term. 

 

1.1.9 Between 1997 and 2008 productivity in the construction industry grew by just 0.8% compared 

to manufacturing where growth was recorded as 4.2%9. Infrastructure is a key economic 

enabler throughout the UK, including along the Oxford to Cambridge corridor. Whilst low 

levels of productivity, in part, can be attributed to a lack of investment in innovation the 

underlying causes are much more systemic.  

 

                                                

5
 EEH (2016) Strategic Transport and Infrastructure Proposition 

6
 England’s Economic Heartland is an alliance for co-ordinating infrastructure investment and delivery between 

Oxfordshire County Council, Northamptonshire County Council, Buckinghamshire County Council, Milton Keynes 
Council, Bedford Borough Council, Central Bedfordshire Council, Luton Borough Council and Cambridgeshire County 
Council. 
7
 Centre for Cities (2016) Cities Outlook 

8
 Cambridge Ahead (2015) The Case for Cambridge 

9
 ONS (2012) The Productivity Conundrum, Explanations and Preliminary Analysis 

Strategic%20Transport%20and%20Infrastructure
http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Cities-Outlook-2016.pdf
http://www.cambridgeahead.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/CfC-Prospectus-printable-pdf.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http:/www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_283259.pdf
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1.1.10 The infrastructure sector has been reluctant to embrace new technologies and methods of 

working10. Instead there remains a preference for traditional construction and project 

management methods. This cultural failing can be seen through the slow pace that digital 

technologies are being introduced across infrastructure networks.  

 

1.1.11 Technology and data management can allow greater utility to be extracted from existing and 

future infrastructure assets. For the Oxford to Cambridge corridor this could include greater 

use of intelligent mobility systems and managed highways, modern rail upgrading through the 

adoption of digital technologies and the wider use of real time energy management solutions 

across local networks. 

 

1.1.12 In particular, what planned or new infrastructure improvements would best support 

sustainable growth and promote innovation over the long-term? 

 

1.1.13 Taking forward East West Rail would help to support sustainable growth along the corridor. 

Arup’s economic case study11 identified that the western section of the route – incorporating 

Oxford, Milton Keynes and Bedford – would produce economic benefits of up to £72.7m per 

annum. 

 

1.1.14 More widely the study identified that the line would make 41 of the 65 cities in the UK directly 

accessible; creating new business and leisure connections. East West Rail could also create 

12,000 jobs12. 

 

1.1.15 Road improvements could also make a significant contribution to long-term sustainable 

growth. ICE supports the evidenced based approach13 that is currently being undertaken to 

explore the feasibility of an Oxford to Cambridge expressway.  

 

                                                

10
 ICE (2015) Submission to the Business, Innovation and Skills Select Committee: Inquiry on the Government’s 

Productivity Plan 
11

 Arup (2014) East West Rail 
12

 Arup (2014) East West Rail 
13

 Highways England (2015) Study to explore Oxford to Cambridge Expressway 

https://www.ice.org.uk/getattachment/media-and-policy/policy/ice-submission-business-innovation-and-skills-inq/Productivity-Plan-ICE-submission.pdf.aspx
https://www.ice.org.uk/getattachment/media-and-policy/policy/ice-submission-business-innovation-and-skills-inq/Productivity-Plan-ICE-submission.pdf.aspx
http://www.eastwestrail.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/arup_refresh_of_east_west_rail_economic_case_issue_28-05.pdf
http://www.eastwestrail.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/arup_refresh_of_east_west_rail_economic_case_issue_28-05.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/half-million-pound-study-to-explore-oxford-to-cambridge-expressway
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1.1.16 Improving journey times and accessibility, whilst building a network that can accommodate an 

increase in traffic flows that housing growth will create are all critical to the ongoing success of 

the corridor.  

 

1.1.17 Practical lessons from the Lutz Pathfinder14 project in Milton Keynes should be harnessed and 

translated into a wider programme of work to identify the enablers for autonomous travel. 

Through its Infrastructure Transformation programme ICE is contributing to this dialogue and 

exploring key questions around ownership models, public trust and the role of civil engineering 

in reconfiguring networks that can support driverless vehicles. 

 

1.1.18 Does the corridor require better connectivity to other major centres of growth? 

 

1.1.19 Yes. In planning future infrastructure networks there should be greater recognition of the 

wider economic area of activity within in which the corridor is located. The EEH Strategic 

Transport Forum15 membership reflects an appropriate geographic scale for greater 

connectivity between other major centres of growth. It is made up of EEH councils, local 

enterprise partnerships, plus national government and delivery bodies.  

 

2. Does the Cambridge - Milton Keynes – Oxford area, including Northampton, form a recognizable 

economic corridor? 

 

2.1  What factors unite the area? 

2.1.1 There are a number of factors that unite the area. Businesses along the corridor tend be 

located within highly skilled industries, including: engineering, distribution and logistics, 

biotechnology, pharmaceuticals, motor sports and technology. 

 

                                                

14
 Transport Systems Catapult (2016) Driverless Pods 

15
 EEH (2016) Strategic Transport Forum 

https://ts.catapult.org.uk/current-projects/self-driving-pods/
http://www.englandseconomicheartland.com/Pages/strategic-transport-forum.aspx
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2.1.2 Research parks linked to the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge specialise in a wide variety 

of entrepreneurial, R&D and innovation activities related to these industries. These include the 

Cambridge Science Park, the Oxford Centre for Innovation and the Oxford Science Park. 

 

2.1.3 The universities also have strong research profiles and links with the construction industry and 

the wider infrastructure sector. For example, the Laing O’Rourke Centre for Construction and 

Engineering Technology located at the University of Cambridge.  

 

2.1.4 There are also parallels between industry, research and training activities in more specific 

infrastructure sectors. Milton Keynes is now the location of Network Rail’s head office, whilst 

the National Training Academy for Rail was recently opened in Northampton.  

 

2.1.5 Would greater emphasis on corridor-wide planning and decision making benefit local 

communities and local economies? 

 

2.1.6 Yes. In infrastructure there are basic linkages between housing demand, energy and water 

consumption through to waste management and transport provision that stretch throughout 

the corridor. Understanding the needs and services of users provides the framework for a 

strategic approach to managing the interconnections between infrastructure assets and 

networks. In turn this can help to outline where infrastructure is most needed, how it can be 

best delivered and the ongoing capabilities of local economies to manage it.  

 

2.1.7 Systems thinking can also help to ensure that infrastructure networks running throughout the 

corridor are resilient and less susceptible to cascade failure following major events like 

extremes of weather and flooding. Too often we see transport and disruption to energy 

supplies brought about by incidents such as these16. 

 

2.1.8 This type of integrated and strategic planning would be most effective if it covered the wider 

geographic area of EEH. As detailed in sections 2.4 and 3 of this response ICE believes that as a 

                                                

16
 ICE (2015) Submission to the 2015 Spending Review 

https://www.ice.org.uk/getattachment/media-and-policy/policy/ice-submission-to-2015-spending-review/ICE-Spending-Review-Submission-(September-2015)-FINAL.pdf.aspx
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specific economic area, EEH would benefit from the development of a dedicated regional 

infrastructure strategy.   

 

2.1.9 Would that same emphasis on coordinated planning and decision making provide wider 

benefits for the UK economy? 

 

2.1.10 Yes and this should cover the wider EEH economic region as whole. The EEH is worth £87m, its 

home to 173,000 businesses, whilst investments in the area generate 40% more than 

anywhere else outside of London17. Moreover, the region contributes approximately £48bn in 

tax receipts to HM Treasury per annum18. An integrated and co-ordinated strategy that 

recognises the interdependency of infrastructure networks throughout the region and their 

role as a key enabler for wider economic growth is essential.  

 

2.1.11 Should adjacent towns and cities be incorporated into the corridor in terms of growth and 

infrastructure planning? 

 

2.1.12 ICE believes that the development of regional strategies is necessary in order to identify the 

unique infrastructure requirements of different parts of the UK alongside the associated 

challenges, economic, environmental and social benefits19. 

 

2.1.13 New economic areas emerging in other parts of England like the Northern Powerhouse and 

Midlands Engine are primarily being driven by strategic transport plans, which should be used 

to provide the building blocks for wider thinking around infrastructure requirements for these 

regions.  

 

2.1.14 The wider EEH economic area is also suitable for this type of approach having already 

established a Strategic Transport forum. Through a collaborative approach the resources and 

expertise of the service delivery bodies in the region, businesses, the research community and 

                                                

17
 EEH (2016) Why England’s Economic Heartland? 

18
 EEH (2016) Why England’s Economic Heartland? 

19
 ICE  (2016) State of the Nation 2016: Devolution 

http://www.englandseconomicheartland.com/pages/home.aspx
http://www.englandseconomicheartland.com/pages/home.aspx
https://www.ice.org.uk/getattachment/media-and-policy/policy/state-of-the-nation-2016-devolution/state-of-the-nation-2016-devolution.pdf.aspx
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local government should be drawn upon to plan and deliver infrastructure that contributes to 

sustainable economic growth.  

 

3. Describe your vision to maximise growth, maintain a high quality environment, and deliver more 

jobs and homes across the corridor over the next 30 years 

3.1  ICE’s State of the Nation report on Devolution20 sets out a series of recommendations for local 

government, combined authorities and English regions on how economic growth, quality of life 

and greater environmental sustainability can be achieved through an infrastructure led 

approach. These are applicable here. 

3.2  For the EEH economic region - including the corridor - this should entail the development of a 

regional infrastructure strategy to identify, through a needs based approach, the services and 

networks that are required. Part of this work should include the creation of an infrastructure 

pipeline to provide foresight on skills provision and to help guide investment and procurement.  

3.3 New combined authorities in the region should be able to take more flexible approaches to 

financing infrastructure. For example, this could mean allowing the constituent councils of 

combined authorities to pool business rates in order to borrow against future receipts or from 

the Public Works Loan Board to invest in infrastructure development.  

3.4  Future devolution agreements across the region should also include funding provision for 

digital infrastructure. The deployment of smart technologies in energy and waste management 

can benefit the environment and save end-users money. 

4. Are there lessons to be learnt from previous initiatives to maximise the potential of the corridor? 

4.1  Yes. The Wing Strategic main was a major reinforcement scheme that involved the 

construction of a new strategic main from Rutland Water to Milton Keynes, providing water 

supply for future growth across the sub-regional catchment, where previously this was a major 

constraint to new development. 

                                                

20
 ICE  (2016) State of the Nation 2016: Devolution 

https://www.ice.org.uk/getattachment/media-and-policy/policy/state-of-the-nation-2016-devolution/state-of-the-nation-2016-devolution.pdf.aspx
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4.2 At the time there was no Community Infrastructure Levy or other mechanism for delivery and 

Anglian Water forward funded the scheme. They achieved this by collecting receipts from all 

new development that came online, working out a basic charge per unit based on l/s 

consumption.  

4.3. There are also other opportunities for lessons to be learnt, including: multiple improvements 

to rail services in and around Milton Keynes during 2006-2008, the ongoing and proposed 

enhancements to the A421 and A45 respectively, plus the work that has been undertaken thus 

far by East West Rail.  

5. Are you aware of any examples of UK or international good practice, for example in respect of 

new technology, local frameworks or the built environment that are relevant to this review? 

 

5.1  Yes. In Germany public transport is delivered through a series of associations known as 

‘Verkehrsverbunds’. Their remit is to plan and co-ordinate all aspects of transport within a 

given region, including: multi-modal service operations, timetabling, fare structures and 

ticketing.  

 

5.2 The Verkehrsverbund Rhein-Ruhr21 is one of Europe’s largest regional transport networks, 

stretching from the Lower Rhine to the eastern Ruhr Area. Covering a complex and varied 

geography, the association is responsible for the management of a fully integrated inter-city 

and suburban transport operation. 

 

5.3 As thinking around transport and wider infrastructure strategy develops across the EEH area 

there are a number of lessons that can be taken from the Rhein-Ruhr operational model. 

5.4 In London, Transport for London have created an integrated transport system across tube, bus 

and rail, this provides a sense of a  single joined up economic area and ease of travelling across 

the area. 

                                                

21
 Verkehrsverbund Rhein-Ruhr (2016) Welcome to the VRR 

 

http://www.vrr.de/en/
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5.5 Also in London, the Greater London Authority’s London Infrastructure Plan 2050 sets out the 

city’s long term strategic infrastructure requirements along with how they will be delivered 

and paid for. This enables London’s population to understand the investment needed in their 

city, provides confidence to businesses locating in London, allows the construction industry to 

plan and train workers with confidence and highlights investments opportunities. 

5.6  Other examples in the UK include: the HS2 Growth Partnership for taking whole-place 

approaches to station development along the HS2 route, Bristol’s Smart Energy City 

Collaboration and Glasgow Future City, which is geared at using technology to make the city 

safer, smarter and more sustainable. Further details of these initiatives can be found in ICE’s 

State of the Nation report on Devolution22.  

 

                                                

22
 ICE  (2016) State of the Nation 2016: Devolution 

https://www.ice.org.uk/getattachment/media-and-policy/policy/state-of-the-nation-2016-devolution/state-of-the-nation-2016-devolution.pdf.aspx

