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TRANSPORT FOR GROWTH:

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

UNLOCKING THE POTENTIAL 
IN CITY REGIONS

ICE believes that the governance and resources for sub-national transport have held back the potential of our city regions. 
To resolve this, we call on policymakers from all political parties to embrace three overarching recommendations for the next 
Parliament:

Institutional and funding changes should be underpinned through implementation of four specific transport  policy  
recommendations:  

1.  Government to set an overarching national transport strategy to provide guidance to city regions and ensure national priorities are 
delivered

2.  Comprehensive city region transport strategies, covering all aspects of public and private transport and linked to wider policy priorities

3. Reform of bus funding and legislation to enable city regions to secure the services they require

4. Much greater city region influence over national road and rail networks, as well as moving more control over local roads from small 
borough to the city region level

Policymakers of all parties are seeking ways to improve economic, social and environmental outcomes for public money. Transport policy is in the  
vanguard of this debate and ICE believes that now is the time to look seriously at moving more power away from the centre as we approach next year’s 
General Election. 

1.    An accelerated process of power transfer away from central Government to city regions, guided by the needs, ambition and capacity 
of each area

2. Creation of fully-integrated transport authorities with much greater responsibility for road infrastructure, all local public transport 
and active travel. This goes beyond Greater Manchester’s recent landmark agreement

3.   Make central funding more predictable but flexible, with fewer competitions, longer funding horizons and enable city regions to 
generate an increasing share of their budgets locally

Reform must be a two-way process, however. While Greater Manchester is blazing a trail, followed by Leeds and Sheffield city regions, others are 
currently less prepared to assume substantially greater powers. Thus agreements need to be bespoke, phased and a partnership process between central 
Government and city regions. It is vital that the latter demonstrate the leadership, collective vision, and delivery capacity required to make the most of the 
devolution opportunity.
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EMBARKATION POINT 

Transport is important for what it enables: the 
efficient operation of markets for labour, goods 
and services, as well as a multitude of social, 
educational, medical and other important 
interactions. Better networks and services allow 
these to happen more productively – inadequate 
systems hamper the economy and quality of life. 

Congestion adds to pollution and business costs, 
inadequate services and high fares limit access to 
jobs and services, and lack of investment in  
new infrastructure limits the potential for 
regeneration and growth.

Private cars and freight vehicles dominate today’s 
travel. Buses (though still the most often used 
public transport), walking and cycling have all 
seen long-term declines. However, rail travel 
doubled in the past two decades and growth 
in car use has levelled-off in the past ten years, 
particularly in urban areas. It is unclear to what 
extent it might resume with economic recovery, 
although London has seen considerable economic 
growth alongside reduced private motoring and 
modal shift to public transport (notably buses) 
and cycling.

ICE has long championed the transfer of 
transport powers from central to more 
local government. Our 2008 State of 
the Nation: Transport report called for 
integrated transport authorities for urban 
areas, drawing on the experience of 
Transport for London. Our State of the 
Nation: Transport 2013 made such bodies 
one of its three main recommendations. 
In particular, we called for them to have:

n 		Greater responsibility for roads in 
their areas, including – in the long 
run – how they are charged for and 
invested in

n 		More effective powers over bus 
networks, service frequencies, real-
time information, ticketing and fares

n 		Greater influence on local rail services

n 		Enhanced powers and resources to 
invest in new light rail or other major 
improvements

n 		Democratic oversight via Combined 
Authorities (CAs) or similar 
arrangements

We reiterated these calls in our 
wide-ranging State of the Nation: 
Infrastructure 2014, in parallel with 
initiating the process of research and 
engagement which helped develop  
this report. 

www.ice.org.uk/State-of-the-Nation
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ALL ABOARD! SELLING THE 
DECENTRALISATION TICKET 
CITY REGION TRANSPORT TODAY

Many of the most-admired metro transport systems in conurbations comparable with the UK’s larger city 
regions - such as Stockholm, Vienna, Munich and Copenhagen, as well as world cities like Hong Kong 
and Paris - use a model similar to London’s. Well-resourced, dedicated transport bodies at whole-city or 
city region level, supported by consistent policy and funding, and delivered through integrated planning 
and ticketing are common features.

The difference between the best international examples and most UK city regions is often starkly visible 
in our typically fragmented system of local governance, with policies, powers and resources organised in 
bureaucratic central silos, often with little regard for how they can be joined-up on the ground.

But the political landscape is changing in the face of compelling evidence:

n 		Central control no longer 
assumed to be optimal: 
Scotland and London have 
shown that locating power 
closer to those it affects 
can lead to greater focus, 
investment and better 
decision-making. Greater 
Manchester now has the 
opportunity to do likewise1 

n 		Rebalancing issues: The 
relative under-performance 
of many of our city region 
economies can no longer be 
tolerated in the context of a 
huge public debt and a wide 
disparity in performance 
between London, its 
surroundings and much of 
the rest of the country

n 		Successes elsewhere 
inspiring others: 
Pioneering devolution 
and decentralisation in 
the UK has proven largely 
effective, popular, and 
there is demand for more.  
Greater Manchester’s new 
agreement with central 
Government is inspiring 
others

TRANSPORT TO THE FUTURE

ICE believes there is much to be learned from 
London’s and Manchester’s experience, although 
it recognises several reasons why their model may 
not be easily replicated – not least London’s scale 
and both areas’ history of joined-up governance.

England’s recently-created CAs provide an 
appropriate spatial focus for transport policy and 
link it to planning and development. The question 
for London and the CAs is what further transport 
and financial powers would enable more effective 
transport policy?

Elsewhere, geographic coherence remains an 
issue. Many urban council areas are too small for 
comprehensive travel planning. Local Transport 
Bodies and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), 
often based around “functional economic areas”, 
sometimes offer a sensible spatial scale but often 
lack sufficient remit, organisational capacity and 
democratic accountability.

City Deals, CAs and LEPs suggest that central 
and local government can establish a mature 
partnership. Yet much remains to be done in 
order to accelerate the ambition and extent of 
devolution to city regions, with transport one of 
the most suitable subjects.

THE GREATER MANCHESTER 
AGREEMENT

In November 2014, the Greater 
Manchester CA signed a landmark 
agreement with central Government 
to receive powers over transport 
(including bus regulation), investment, 
housing, skills, planning and policing. 
A metropolitan mayor will provide a 
democratic focus. The changes recognise 
the effective joint working of the ten 
city region authorities over the past two 
decades and their shared vision for  
the future.

1 See HM Treasury (2014) Devolution to the Greater Manchester Combined Authority and transition to a directly elected mayor 
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READY FOR DEPARTURE

City regions are often the appropriate level 
on which to organise transport because they 
encompass important economic agglomerations – 
reflected in travel to work, business and housing 
market patterns. They typically also offer a range 
of competing and complementary travel options, 
which compete for investment and benefit from an 
integrated approach.

Continuing reform of institutional geographies and 
governance arrangements is required to give city 
regions the powers required. Yet many of the UK’s 
city regions are not yet sufficiently equipped to 
assume these critical responsibilities. 

Because of the different capacities and needs 
of diverse places, and because restructuring is 
difficult, disruptive and often fails to deliver its 
promises, we believe three key principles must 
apply:

n 		There is no “one size fits all” model. CAs, 
City Deals and LEPs have shown that 
Government can shake off a desire for process 
standardisation and bureaucratic neatness – 
this is commendable and must be continued 
and extended

n 		The pace of reform can vary. It has been said 
that “devolution is a process, not an event”2, 
and that process should recognise different 
places have varying capacity and ambition to 
adopt new powers successfully

n 		Transformation should be a two-way process, 
whereby city region partners develop their own 
skills and capacity (perhaps through sharing 
specialist services) and make meaningful 
commitments to national objectives in return 
for additional powers and resources

The recently-announced agreement between 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer and Greater 
Manchester offers an example to others, although 
subsequent agreements should be tailored to 
specific circumstances.

SETTING OFF: STRUCTURES FOR SUCCESS

Identifying the right geographical areas and the appropriate powers to be exercised within them is critical 
to achieving the transport outcomes that travellers actually care about – connectivity, convenience, 
reliability and affordability - and which economies need to support sustainable growth.

ICE believes there are four broad categories of area:

n   London. The capital is ready to take on new powers, particularly in relation to capturing benefits 
from the unique scale of economic potential released by major transport investment 

n 		A handful of larger city regions, many already CAs with established executive support 
structures and the critical leadership, vision and strategy. Over the course of the next Parliament, 
these locations should be able to achieve the level of integration of transport strategy, modes and 
ticketing that London already enjoys. Greater Manchester is the trailblazer from which others can take 
inspiration – while noting the hard work and track record required

n 	 “Fast-track contenders” – there are city regions not yet CAs and without legacy passenger 
transport executive structures but which have demonstrated maturity and success in their joint 
planning and governance over recent years, including through LEPs. Greater Cambridge is an example 
of a city region to which Government could provide a clear pathway and timescale for transfer of 
further powers. This must be a two-way process, however - not simply a unilateral transfer of power 
and money. Formation of further CAs should be part of this process, while skills and capacity may also 
need development

n 		“Other” city regions. The Cities Growth Commission identified 15 UK “metros” which they felt 
were potentially suited to more powers but also noted not all were ready to assume these. These may 
be where neighbouring authorities were unable to agree priorities or co-operate effectively, and in 
the devolved nations where devolution to the national level has not always been accompanied by a 
similar city region focus

While the current focus is justifiably on city regions, we believe that Government should be open to other 
areas’ proposals for more integrated transport arrangements. As for city regions, geographic coherence, 
institutional readiness and the demonstrable opportunity for better outcomes are critical.

  2  attributed to Ron Davies, former Secretary of State for Wales

JOINING-UP JOURNEYS TO 
BETTER PLACES



The current public funding system for 
local transport is:

n 		Too short-term, with too much annually 
allocated and too many short-lived funding 
streams

n 		Excessively uncertain, with too many 
competitions, often one-offs, created in 
response to particular flavours of the moment. 
Responding to these consumes considerable 
resource that could often be better-used

n 		Too inflexible, with allocations often linked 
rigidly to specific themes driven by Whitehall 
silos, rather than the needs of local areas

n 		Capital tends to be more readily available, 
despite pressing needs for greater revenue 
support

To improve matters, ICE recommends five changes to powers and funding:

Reductions in the level of detail and micro-management from central funding allocations should be 
accompanied by a mechanism for assuring and making accountable the uses to which city regions intend 
to use resources. 

RESOURCES: A FARE DEAL FOR CITY REGIONS  

Source: Department for Transport National  Travel Survey table  NTS9903

*   described by National Statistics as being: Cardiff; Derby; Greater Bristol; Greater Nottingham; London; Mersey Belt; North 
Staffordshire; Portsmouth; South Yorkshire; Southampton; Teeside; Tyneside; West Midlands; West Yorkshire

** bicycle, motorcycle and private hire bus

Taxi/minicab data not included (long distance services also excluded from bus data)

ROAD-BASED TRIPS BY MODE AND 
AREA TYPE, 2012-2013 PER ANNUM
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1.   More central funding by allocations to city region strategies, with less competitive 
bidding (competitions usually only for experimental and piloting purposes)

2. A minimum of three year settlements for revenue funding, and five years for capital 
(more for specific major programmes)

3.  Greater flexibility to move resources between capital and revenue, and between 
modes (including to fund improvement to rail and strategic road networks over 
and above national requirements, e.g. park and ride facilities or trunk road junction 
improvements)

4. Greater devolution of bus-related funding and Highways Agency (HA) resources to 
city regions

5. More powers to increase the share of locally-derived finance through the likes 
of user-charging (including public transport fares), land value uplift capture and 
supplementary business rates
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IMPROVING TRANSPORT POLICIES: 
MAKING CONNECTIONS  
In addition to changes in the geographical, 
administrative and financial arrangements for 
sub-national transport, we believe that specific 
changes in national transport policy are required 
to enable city regions to use their powers 
effectively, and to afford central Government 
assurance that the greater autonomy is being used 
to best effect.

ICE believes four major changes are 
required:

1.  NATIONAL TRANSPORT 
STRATEGY

  A national transport  
strategy should be:

n 		Rooted in national spatial and  
economic priorities

n 		The product of a national conversation 
involving all transport perspectives,  
not least users

n 	Joined-up across modes

n 		Long-term (several decades) in perspective, 
with more detailed nearer-term objectives

n 		Backed by clearly-understood performance 
specifications and robust delivery mechanisms 
(which could often be the city region 
authorities and strategies we propose)

ICE believes that such national direction is 
essential if large elements of transport power are 
to be transferred. Indeed, it becomes desirable as 
city regions will then be charged with providing 
the answers – often in the congested, multi-
modal, economically important areas where the 
challenges are greatest. 

Many elements of national transport strategy 
already exist: the task for Government is to direct 
and enable city regions to join these up, fill the 
gaps between them and reconcile the conflicting 
elements in ways that best suit their areas. Cities 
such as Nottingham, Manchester and Edinburgh 
have already broached thorny issues such as 
demand management for private cars that are 
difficult for central Government to tackle. As 
such, we think that an outcome-focused national 
strategy represents an opportunity. 

We were also encouraged by Sir David Higgins’ 
recent attempts to recast the HS2 project around 
associated improvements in his recent report4.

1.  A clear and comprehensive 
national transport strategy for 
England, complementing updated 
documents for the devolved 
nations.

2. Clear and comprehensive city 
region transport strategies, 
responding to national strategy 
with bespoke solutions.

3.  Revision of bus Quality Contract 
(QC)  legislation to make these a 
less onerous option (particularly 
the “five tests”) where voluntary 
and partnership options prove 
insufficient3

4. Powers over national road 
and rail networks according to 
specific area circumstances

3   The five public interest tests concern patronage, user benefits, contribution to policy objectives, cost-effectiveness and 
impact on existing operators

4 Higgins, D. (October 2014) Rebalancing Britain: From HS2 towards a national transport strategy



2.  CITY REGION TRANSPORT 
STRATEGIES

City region strategies, responding to national 
strategy with comprehensive, joined-up city region 
solutions should demonstrate the contribution 
to wider objectives and provide the basis for 
agreement and accountability between tiers of 
governance.

Overarching strategic objectives should link 
transport to economic, social and environmental 
policy. In addition to modally-focused policies, city 
region strategies should address specific cross-
cutting issues around:

n 	Integration and ticketing

n 		Demand management for public and private 
modes

n 		Greenhouse gas emissions and local pollutants 
(esp. particulate matter and nitrous oxides 
(NOx)

n 		Affordability and inclusion (including 
concessionary fares) and physical accessibility

n 		Walking and cycling, which offer a variety of 
benefits in congested urban areas, such as 
improving the quality of local places, and for 
public health

n 	Technological foresight and development. 

City region authorities and their strategies should 
encompass greater control and policy over both 
strategic and local roads, as well as rail and bus 
networks in their areas. 

The HA-managed strategic road network in 
England serves inter-regional as well as intra-
regional and local purposes, and the nature of the 
network varies by area. For example, London and 
Manchester are both surrounded by a motorway 
ring which diverts through-traffic away from 
the centre. As such, there is a case for Greater 
Manchester taking control over the strategic 
routes inside the ring – going beyond what is 
outlined in its recent agreement and achieving a 
similar situation as in London.

On local roads, maintenance funding cuts have 
encouraged some local highways authorities 
to come together in sub-regional groupings for 
efficiency. We believe that this can be extended 
to the broader policy and management regimes 
for many metropolitan boroughs, including in 
London and Greater Manchester where 33 and 10 
authorities’ boundaries bear little relevance to the 
nature of much travel.

The selection of projects and programmes in each 
city region’s portfolio should be informed more by 
their contribution to the strategy’s wider economic, 
social and environmental objectives than simply 
traditional transport cost-benefit analyses. London 
and Greater Manchester are, again, showing how 
this can be done.
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4.  POWERS OVER NATIONAL 
NETWORKS

We noted potential for some larger city regions 
to assume powers over the strategic road 
network in their area – depending on specific 
circumstances. The same can apply on rail, as it 
does on Merseyside (Merseyrail), increasingly in 
London and previously in Strathclyde. These areas 
have city region-focused sub-networks focused 
on relatively short trips and largely separate from 
national and regional operations. There is scope to 
integrate these further through micro-franchising 
and integrated ticketing, as is the case with the 
expanding London Overground network. 

Where city region integration is not appropriate, 
perhaps because most routes principally serve 
longer distance markets, mechanisms for early 
and effective consultation and meaningful 
agreement with city regions should be integrated 
into direction for Network Rail and the HA, as 
advocated by the recent One North proposition 
and programme5.

Larger area arrangements, incorporating groups 
of city regions may be appropriate in some cases. 
In rail, over thirty local authorities have come 
together as Rail North, to seek greater influence 
over the next Northern Rail franchise, including 
a Long Term Rail Strategy to feed into Network 
Rail’s forward planning process. On strategic roads, 
the HA’s Route-Based Strategies should be an all-
network process, with greater flexibility to support 
improvements of any kind (e.g. on rail or local 
roads where these provide a solution to problems 
identified on the strategic road network).

3. BETTER BUSES 

Bus regulation is contentious. Many point to the 
success of London’s regulated network – the 
investment in quality and capacity, the integrated 
ticketing and the rise in patronage. Others point 
to London’s unique characteristics and the cost of 
its network – although Transport for London has 
substantially reduced subsidy levels in recent years.

London’s unique blend of scale, growth and low 
car ownership and use may means that only a few 
other city regions can aspire to a similar path in 
the near future. For them, ICE believes the routes 
to better bus networks must be simpler and more 
certain.

Revision of the legislation around bus QCs should 
make these a less onerous option (particularly the 
“five tests”), where voluntary and partnership 
routes are insufficient. Government should also 
act to prevent operators threatening to remove 
services where a QC process is announced.

While control of routes, services and the farebox 
are powerful tools, we do not believe that 
QCs need be a first resort, nor that they would 
inevitably lead to greatly enhanced services or 
patronage. In all cases, however, city regions 
should involve bus operators in the development 
of their strategies, challenging them to respond to 
its economic, social and environmental goals, e.g. 
enhancing economic mobility for disadvantaged 
groups, reducing pollution, etc. 

Existing bus powers should be devolved in whole 
or part to city regions, including the Bus Services 
Operators Grant (BSOG) and greater flexibility over 
the national concessionary fares scheme. 

Finally, bus operators, under whatever regime 
must reach a satisfactory settlement on multi-
operator smart-ticketing. This means it must be 
the most convenient and cost-effective default for 
travellers. There should also be free availability of 
real-time running data accessible via the likes of 
smartphone apps.

5   One North (July 2014) One North: A Proposition for an Interconnected North (a follow-up document, developing 
the original proposals, is expected soon)

THE IMPORTANCE OF BUSES – TRAVEL TO CORE CITIES* WORKPLACES

Source Census of Population 2011 (table WD703EW)

*  Core Cities, excluding Glasgow. Core Cities include Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, 
Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham, and Sheffield.

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f w
or

ke
rs

 tr
av

el
lin

g 
by

 b
us

Grea
ter

 Lo
nd

on
 13

%

Core
 Citie

s*
15

%

Re
st 

of 
En

gla
nd

 & W
ale

s 6
%

10%

15%

5%

20%

0



We are at an exciting point in the process of deciding how best 
to manage city region transport. Political consensus is becoming 
action, and the question has moved from “whether” to “where”, 
“when” and “how”.

ICE welcomes the direction of travel but believes the process of change should be a two-way 
street, along which diverse city regions will have different journeys. For the more advanced 
city regions, the challenge will be the detail and delivery - for others it may well be defining a 
devolutionary process that best fits their needs and capacity.

In both cases, however, it is vital that the momentum for devolution continues. ICE is keen 
to support the policy development process, while many among our membership will play an 
important part in making sure that the right skills and capacity are in place to deliver successful 
devolution. Both elements are fundamental to unlocking the potential in our city regions and ICE- 
as an independent, professional body of highly-qualified individuals - is well-placed to assist.

WHAT NEXT?
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HOW WE DEVELOPED THIS 
REPORT

Following publication of our State of the 
Nation: Transport 2013, ICE formulated 
a programme of more detailed follow-on 
work in pursuit of devolution objectives. 
We have reviewed a wide range of 
relevant published material, engaged 
with important stakeholders including 
the Department for Transport, transport 
operators, city regions and a range of 
transport policy professionals. We hosted 
a workshop in September 2014 at 
which a wide variety of experts debated 
the critical issues we identified in our 
prospectus.
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ABOUT ICE 
Established in 1818 and with over 85,000 members worldwide, ICE is a leading 
source of expertise in infrastructure and engineering policy and is widely seen as 
the independent voice of infrastructure. ICE provides advice to all political parties 
and works with industry to ensure that construction and civil engineering remain 
major contributors to the UK economy.

On transport, in addition to their expertise in planning, construction and 
maintenance of infrastructure, our members have expertise in managing of 
networks and services and in maximising transport’s contribution to broader 
economic, social and environmental objectives.


