
0 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE OVERHEATED ARC 
- A Critical Analysis of the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford-Newbury 

òGrowth Corridoró 

 

Part 1 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A report by Smart Growth UK                                                          

FEBRUARY 2019                                                                 http://www.smartgrowthuk.org  

http://www.smartgrowthuk.org/


1 
 

Contents  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Executive summary                                                                                 3 

1. Introduction                                                                                          7 

2. What they propose                                                                               10 

3. The damage it would do                                                                     16 

4. Transport implications                                                                        23 

5. The evolution of a bad idea                                                                 30 

6. An idea founded on sand                                                                     54 

7. Conclusions                                                                                           63 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



2 
 

 
òThe Brain Beltó                                                                                                   [Stella Stafford] 

 



3 
 

Executive Summary  

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Introduction   The so-called òBrain Beltó has been evolved by a small and unrepresentative 

clique in Whitehall and beyond, virtually without consultation. There has been little or no 

consideration of the huge environmental damage it would do or the loss of food production 

involved. Misleading claims have been made about it having the highest productivity or it being 

the centre of the knowledge economy yet no-one apparently has asked whether, if the Arc 

concept is a sound one, there are other places in the UK it could be applied more productively 

and less damagingly. 

 

What they propose   The Arc has grown since its inception from the òblob on a mapó 

proposed by the National Infrastructure Commission to five whole counties plus Peterborough 

and the ill-defined M4 and M11 corridors. 

 

The NIC grew from a plan to link Oxford and Cambridge by motorway, via the NICõs plans for 

new settlements and a million sprawl homes, to the Governmentõs plan to turn Englandõs bread 

and vegetable basket into òa world-leading economic placeó. 

 

A new motorway from Cambridge to Newbury is at the centre of the plan which also claims the 

long-hoped-for Oxford-Cambridge railway reopening as its own idea. 

 

The NIC recommended increasing the 235,000 homes the Government judged the area should 

accommodate for what it said was the areaõs own needs to one million, part of which would 

house London overspill. It proposed massive expansion of existing settlements, a new city 

between Bletchley and Bicester and four other major new greenfield settlements. All are close to 

radial rail and trunk roads from London, facilitating commuting. The Government is yet to say 

how many homes it wants to impose on the expanded Arc. 

 

There is continuing imprecision about what other infrastructure such major development would 

need. 

 

The damage it would do   Nowhere during the development of the Arc proposals has there 

been any consideration of the farmland to be destroyed, nor the food or ecosystem services it 

provides, and virtually none for the biodiversity under threat. Yet around 270km² would be 

threatened by the original Arc proposals, more by the Expressway and other new roads and 

more by the Arcõs expansion. 

 

A huge majority of the farmland in the Arc is in the most productive Grades 1-3, while 

Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire are dominated by the very scarce and precious Grades 1-2, yet 

the Government continues to ignore the threat to agricultural production. There are many sites 

of biodiversity importance in the Arc yet no strategic environmental assessment has been carried 

out, prompting legal action. 
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Significant areas of the Arc, especially its expanded form, are under moderate or serious water 

stress already, including Cambridgeshire, while the Chilterns are the most water-stressed area in 

England. Significant areas of flood risk also lie within the Arc. 

 

There is yet to be any serious assessment of the cost and challenge involved in providing such 

rapid development of a rural area with water, waste-water, electricity, gas, telecommunications, 

drainage, flood control or broadband, despite which the NIC and Treasury were still prepared to 

endorse the proposals. 

 

Transport implications   Despite the existence of dozens of east-west railway lines, only the 

Oxford-Cambridge route is called òEast-West Railó. Much of it never closed, some reopened 

long ago and much of the rest has been the subject of reopening proposals which long predate 

the Arc. Only revival of stalled plans to rebuild Bedford-Cambridge is new. 

 

The Bedford-Cambridge reopening would demonstrate that rebuilding long-closed rail links, 

even when theyõve been built over, is perfectly possible. Yet there are well over a dozen closed 

rail alignments within the Arc which could beneficially be reopened if the rhetoric about low-

carbon development were genuine. But only a couple of short lengths are currently under 

consideration. 

 

The Expressway aims to provide a motorway-standard route between Newbury and Cambridge, 

enabling car-dependent sprawl across a wide area. But it is clear it is also intended as the first 

stage of an òOuter M25ó long sought by the Roads Lobby. It would disgorge huge volumes of 

traffic at either end, necessitating the next stages of what could link in both directions to the new 

Lower Thames Crossing - to create a new London orbital motorway. 

 

Like all new roads, it would generate vast amounts of traffic, necessitating the building of other 

local roads.  

 

The evolution of a bad id ea   The origins of the Arc lie in the late Sir Peter Hallõs plan for a 

òGolden Doughnutó of major development outside Londonõs green belt and since then 

ambitious quangos and local authorities have homed in on the area to push an environmentally 

destructive agenda. But it was a chance conversation between Lord Wolfson and David 

Cameron that set the Arc ball rolling. 

 

HM Treasury quickly took over and told the NIC to make recommendations to secure òa single, 

knowledge intensive cluster that competes on the global stageó out of this agricultural area, even 

though the only thing linking Cambridge and Oxford was that both had ancient universities. The 

Treasury has continued to use its influence to enforce the idea and approved the NIC 

recommendations, with additions, in the 2018 Budget. 

 

The Department for Transport and Highways England have also been central to the push for the 

new Expressway which fulfils its desire to expand the highway network, whatever the damage to 

environmental sustainability. It has continued to develop the scheme without any reference to 

local needs or wishes 
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The rest of Whitehall has also fallen in with the Treasuryõs instructions for the Arc. The Ministry 

of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG), the Department for Business, 

Energy & Industrial Strategy (DBEIS), LEPs and city and growth deals have all been enlisted to 

support the proposal. Within Whitehall, the Cities and Local Growth Unit has been prominent 

in pushing the plan. A lack of openness or consultation have been features throughout. 

 

The National Infrastructure Commission was another public body instructed to come up with a 

scheme for the Arc and which duly complied. It rehashed the familiar arguments in an Interim 

Report and in Partnering for Prosperity which advocated the Expressway and a million new homes. 

Despite its supposed òindependenceó, it recommended exactly what the Treasury had ordered. 

 

Many of the local authorities in the Arc have also signed up to support it, aware that involvement 

in such central government projects is the only way to secure more than the starvation level 

funding Whitehall normally makes available to councils. 

 

More unexpected was the role of the universities in the Arc which employ world experts on 

sustainable development. Despite this, the NIC attempted to involve most of them but quickly 

limited its efforts to the ancient universities of Cambridge and Oxford. These, and several of 

their colleges, quickly became closely involved, plainly thanks in no small part to the potential 

increase in value of their extensive land holdings in the Arc. Eventually the other universities 

began to come back on board. 

 

Although there are nine universities in the Arc, it was plainly Oxford and Cambridge which 

earned the Arc the title of òBrain Beltó, applied by those who had graduated from the two. 

Throughout the process, their alumni in Government, in quangos and in the Civil Service have 

been absolutely central to the decision making and enthusiasm for the Arc. Although Cambridge 

and Oxford have little in common apart from having ancient universities, the Arc has attempted 

to make an artificial construct of development between the two for reasons best understood by 

their graduates. 

 

An idea founded on sand   The NIC was given a narrow remit by the Treasury to develop òa 

single knowledge-intensive cluster that competes on the global stageó. As a result, or perhaps 

because no-one thought of it, there was never any consideration of whether the idea was a sound 

one or whether there were other parts of the country that could better meet the Governmentõs 

objectives. 

 

The Government claimed the Arc is at òthe heart of the UKõs knowledge economyó, but while 

there are important research facilities and business clusters in small parts of it, the NICõs own 

advisers showed that the strongest concentrations of the various elements of knowledge-

intensive sectors are elsewhere. But ministers have joined in this chorus of praise for the 

supposed intellectual superiority of the Arc, despite the significant disparagement of the 

importance of those sectors located elsewhere. 

 

The undoubted excellence of the Universities of Cambridge and Oxford has been central to 

selling the Arc concept, but their excellence is not unique in the UK. While the two appear 

consistently near the top of overall Research Excellence Framework rankings, they are by no 

means consistently always top and, across a range of subjects, they are often outstripped by 
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universities elsewhere, including in the subjects most relevant to the knowledge economy. Again, 

the concentration on Oxford and Cambridge effectively downgrades the excellence of all the 

countryõs other universities. 

 

Productivity in the Arc has been claimed to be the second highest in the UK after London. 

Examination of the statistics disproves this, however. The second highest is probably the 

òGolden Corridoró between London and Swindon, which only just enters the Arc. Parts of the 

Arc, mainly around Cambridge, Milton Keynes and Oxford, have relatively high productivity but, 

taken as a whole, the Arcõs productivity is not that high. 

 

While parts of the Arc do suffer a shortage of both market and social housing, this is scarcely a 

unique problem. On the other hand there are other parts of the UK which could accommodate 

such growth as they do not currently suffer such serious shortages. 

 

The same is true of the Arcõs undoubted staff recruitment problems. Once again there are other 

areas capable of accommodating such growth with better reservoirs of labour. 

 

The arguments about the Arcõs alleged transport needs are some of the weakest. The NIC was 

warned that Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford is not a growth corridor and these, anyway, bring 

unwanted challenges. Nor, it was told, do the three citiesõ economies necessarily complement 

one another. The Arc is a completely synthetic construct with separate labour markets and little 

demand to commute between them. To create artificial links, the Expressway is being promoted 

to facilitate new car-dependent sprawl settlements and long-distance freight haulage. 

 

Published work on the Arc leaves the impression most of it is a vast barren desert of no 

economic importance. Admirers of new settlements hope the Government would introduce land 

value capture to reduce the embarrassingly vast profits land owners would make, but it shows 

little inclination to do so. Most of the land in the Arc is, however, ranked in the highest grades of 

agricultural land and much of that in Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire in the rare and precious 

Grades 1 and 2. It also contains big areas of importance to biodiversity. 

 

Conclusions   The proposals for the Arc and Expressway have been developed by a small clique 

in Whitehall without reference to those most affected. The plans are vague, unsustainable, 

uncosted and hugely damaging to the environment. The area is largely deficient in the 

infrastructure required and the new motorway would strike a huge blow against decarbonisation 

of our transport system. Although there are other parts of the UK in which the Arc concept 

might be beneficially applied without the environmental and social damage, the Government 

continues to ignore these possibilities and pursues its destructive scheme. 
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1. Introduction  

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

If part of the UK were officially dubbed a òBrain Beltó, you might expect it to be aglow with 

wise decision making and sustainable development. Sadly, youõd be mistaken. 

 

The Brain Belt goes under a variety of names. Itõs been the òOxford-Cambridge Growth 

Corridoró, the òGrowth Arcó, the òCambridge-Milton-Keynes-Oxford Beltó, òEnglandõs 

Economic Heartlandó etc.. Officially now itõs the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford Arcó, 

though it extends far beyond them to places like Peterborough, Newbury, Banbury and 

Aylesbury and even to Heathrow and Stansted Airports. Opponents have dubbed it òThe Blobó.  

 

 
òEnglandõs economic heartlandó                                                                          [Stella Stafford] 

  

For the sake of simplicity in this report, weõll call it the Arc, though its shape bears little relation 

to one. 

 

Behind these comforting names, however, lie a dangerous set of threats to a crab-shaped swathe 

of English countryside between the ancient cities of Cambridge and Oxford and far, far beyond 

for, after briefly threatening to bulge its way towards Bristol, the Brain Belt has now oozed its 

way southwards to Didcot and Newbury and extends far to the north and south of what is still 

misleadingly called the òOxford-Cambridge Corridoró. 

 

No-one who understands British public life will need telling that the Brain Belt soubriquet owes 

its origins to the ancient universities in Cambridge and Oxford and, perhaps, to the spread of 

international companies that cluster around the two, hoping some of the sparkle will rub off. 
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Great intellects are actually found beyond the boundaries of Oxford and Cambridge and, 

although the two universities are undoubtedly home to many fine brains, creation of the Brain 

Belt shines an uncomfortable light on the way they use the influence they wield in British public 

life and the vast inheritance of money and land centuries of history have endowed on many of 

their colleges. While many of their first-class academic minds can no doubt tell you what 

environmental sustainability entails, the Universities have become embroiled by central 

government and its quangos in plans for car-dependent sprawl and destruction of the farmland 

that feeds us on a truly massive scale. 

 

There are three fundamental problems with the Arc project:- 

¶ It has been developed, approved and imposed by a small and unrepresentative clique in 

Whitehall while local wishes have counted for little or nothing. 

¶ It would be extremely destructive in environmental terms. 

¶ There are far better locations around the United Kingdom within which to achieve its 

economic objectives, without all the damage. 

 

Even by British standards, the development of the Arc idea has been spectacular by its lack of 

public engagement. Apart from a restricted consultation by the National Infrastructure 

Commission in early 2016 before the full destructive ambition of the Arc proposals was generally 

known, there has been little in the way of consultation apart from stakeholder groups and secret 

contacts with local authorities and local enterprise partnerships. There hasnõt even been a 

strategic environmental assessment, as required by law, and this has been the subject of 

attempted litigation. The Campaign to Protect Rural England is also calling1 for proper public 

and Parliamentary debate about whether this level of spending ð currently estimated at over 

£5bn ð is justified in an area already attractive to employers with a buoyant housing market. 

 

The Government has continued to eschew the possibility of serious public consultation despite 

the hugely damaging effect the plans would have on the many thousands of people who live 

between Cambridge and Newbury and their environment. The ministries and quangos involved 

have been keen to develop a scheme with a minimum of public input, apart from the 

dissemination of limited information to carefully chosen òstakeholder groupsó and discussions, 

mostly in private, with supportive local authorities and the unelected local enterprise 

partnerships. 

 

As a result, millions of pounds have already been wasted on the usual slew of consultants to 

develop a destructive scheme in an entirely unsuitable place. The Government describes the 

farmland which characterises the vast majority of the Arc as òEnglandõs economic heartlandó2, 

yet it still plans to destroy swathes of it. 

 

Ever since the prime minister and chancellor first decreed it should happen, no-one at all in 

central Government, it appears, has ever stopped to ask if the Arc is actually a good idea. And 

no-one has asked the other vital question: if the concept has merit, are there more suitable places 

where it could be implemented beneficially without all the damage? 

 

For the nationõs actual economic heartlands lie elsewhere. Many of them are both crying out for 

the public investment proposed and actually able to deliver the economic benefits claimed, yet 
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they struggle with a tiny fraction of the public investment. In the second part of this report ð to 

follow - we will identify a number of them that fully meet the selective criteria which led to the 

Arc project, but which also meet four important sustainability criteria: plenty of brownfield land, 

no acute housing shortage, good public transport and a genuine need for economic regeneration. 

Indeed, if some of the Arcõs narrow criteria were set aside, quite a large number of alternative 

arcs could be identified. Meanwhile billions of pounds of public investment which are 

desperately needed elsewhere are earmarked for the Arc. 

 

We believe, however, there is a better way to develop the homes and the transport systems the 

country needs. The Arc proposals are at odds with the Smart Growth approach and seriously 

unsustainable:- 

¶ The Arc proposal is based around a new three billion pound, 150km motorway which 

would generate huge volumes of car and goods vehicle traffic, rather than the public 

transport (rail-based where possible), walking and cycling that should underpin any 

sustainable major development. 

¶ There is little brownfield land within the Arc so most of the development would have to 

take place on highly productive farmland and/or land important for natural capital. 

¶ Most of the Arc lacks sufficient housing and infrastructure even to support current 

populations, let alone existing growth plans, so it would be one of the most costly and 

destructive places in the country for major development. 

¶ The economy in major parts of the Arc is already seriously overheated and it lacks either 

the need or the capacity for major economic development. 

¶ Many other parts of the UK are crying out for such major investment and development 

and have advanced knowledge economies, housing, infrastructure, brownfield land and 

public transport to accommodate it. 

 

Subjecting the Arc proposals to the powerful light of the Smart Growth criteria clearly reveals 

the shortcomings of the project. On the other hand, however, there are parts of the UK where a 

modified version of it might yield big benefits to the economy, the environment and society by 

choosing places that, as well as the Arcõs alleged advantages, meet certain sustainability criteria as 

well. 

 

The opening chapters of this report examine what is proposed and the damage it would do. The 

second part looks at the tortuous and secretive way the Arc was developed and approved, and 

the actors in that process. It also examines the case put forward for the Arc and finds it is built 

on sand. 

 

In a second part of this report, to be published subsequently, we will look at alternative arcs. 

These have been variously dubbed brownfield arcs, public transport arcs, arcs of sustainability 

etc., the alternative names reflecting how the concept might be usefully applied to secure real 

benefits out of a process which has been misconceived and misapplied from the very start. 
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2. What they propose  

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2.1 The extent of the Arc  
 

Ever since its inception, the Arcõs boundaries have been fluid. In the early days it was just a 

òcorridoró between Oxford and Cambridge, but the development of the Expressway concept 

quickly extended that southwards to just outside Newbury. Then came talk of extending it south-

westwards from Oxford to Swindon and Bristol. 

 

The National Infrastructure Commissionõs main definition3 of the Arc in its Partnering for 

Prosperity report only confirmed the imprecision: òIt stretches around 130 miles from 

Cambridgeshire, via Bedford and the south-east midlands, to Oxfordshire. It forms a broad arc 

around the north and west of Londonõs green belt, encompassing Northampton, Daventry and 

Wellingborough to the north, and Luton and Aylesbury to the south. The Arc links with Norfolk 

and Suffolk in the east and with Swindon to the westó. 

 

This may have come as a surprise to those who live in East Anglia or Wiltshire, although the 

Expressway study did talk of improvements to the A421 from Oxford to Swindon. The massive 

sprawl being sought along the A40 west from Oxford to Witney was also mentioned in 

connection with the Arc, as were extensions east of Cambridge along the òEast-West Railó. The 

maps on page 21 of Partnering for Prosperity showed the full ambition. But like some shape-shifting 

amoeba, the Arc tended to mean whatever a politician wanted it to mean. 

 

Then, on 29 October 2018, the Budget made clear the full intent of HM Treasuryõs ambitions as 

it defined the Arc as a very much larger chunk of England even than the NIC had proposed: 

òThe area between Oxford and Cambridge, incorporating the ceremonial county areas of 

Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire and Cambridgeshire forms a 

core spine that the government recognises as the Oxford-Cambridge Arc,ó it said4. òWhile this is 

the area we define as the Arc, we also recognise important links to the north, south, east and 

west. For example, there are important strategic transport connections to other parts of East 

Anglia, to Stansted and the M11 corridor, and to Heathrow and the M4 corridor.ó 

 

A footnote made clear that it was slightly bigger even than that: òNotwithstanding ongoing 

consideration of potential local government reform, this area is currently defined as Oxfordshire 

County Council and the constituent districts, Buckinghamshire County Council and the 

constituent districts, Northamptonshire County Council and the constituent districts, Bedford 

Borough Council, Central Bedfordshire Council, Luton Borough Council, Milton Keynes 

Council, and Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Combined Authority and the constituent 

councils,ó it said.   

 

2.2 The NIC vision 
 

òThe Commissionõs central finding is that rates of house building will need to double if the arc is 

to achieve its economic potential,ó said the NIC in Partnering for Prosperity5. òéEast West Rail and 
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the Oxford-Cambridge Expressway provide a once-in-a-generation opportunity to unlock land 

for new settlements.ó 

 

In truth, the Arc grew out of an idea to link Oxford with Cambridge by a new motorway which 

was supposed to generate a òSilicon Valleyó, although the prime reason for the Expressway in 

the Commissionõs eyes was more prosaic: òLocal and national government must work together, 

with developers and investors, to align the delivery of infrastructure and major new settlements ð 

including the first new towns to be built in over a generation.ó 

 

2.3 The Governmentõs vision  
 

The Government published6 what it called an òoverarching vision for the Cambridge-Milton 

Keynes-Oxford Corridoró (as usual its southern extension wasnõt mentioned) alongside the 

Autumn Budget in 20177. It welcomed the NIC recommendation that up to a million homes 

could be built in the corridor by 2050, it noted the deal with Oxfordshire to build 100,000 homes 

by 2031 and it promised deals with the central and eastern parts of the Arc. Itõs worth noting 

that building a million new homes would require almost ten new settlements the size of Milton 

Keynes, or their equivalent. 

 

On the infrastructure front, it noted plans for the Expressway, East-West Rail, Cambridge South 

station and other possible investments. The paper contained much rhetoric about the economic 

potential of the Arc, but little or nothing on the basic utility and other public services needed to 

underpin a million new homes and more than two million extra people. The Arc lies in a region 

where water supplies are already under stress and there would need to be extensive new facilities 

to handle their sewage. It has also been suggested that such growth would necessitate provision 

of at least one new large power station, though how this would be fuelled must remain 

speculative. 

 

The Treasuryõs response to the NIC report in the October 

2018 Budget laid out the familiar arguments for the Arc, 

expanded its geographical extent and expressed a most 

unexpected vision for this belt of agricultural southern 

English countryside. òThe Government will build on 

learning from successful regional economies, such as the 

Ruhr Valley and The Massachusetts Brain Train to position 

the Arc as the top innovative economy in the world,ó it 

said. And just to confirm the environmental dangers and 

general unsuitability of building in a rural area it said: 

òThere are also regional economies, such as Silicon Valley, 

where their very success is threatened by environmental 

degradation and unaffordable homesó. 

 

òWith the right interventions and investment, we believe there is a transformational opportunity 

to amplify the Arcõs position as a world-leading economic place and support the Governmentõs 

Industrial Strategy aim to boost the productivity and earning power of people across the UK,ó it 

said but followed that by expressing doubts as to the Arcõs actual economic value: òTo achieve 
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this the Government has designated the Oxford-Cambridge Arc as a key economic priority and 

will consider ways of maximising growth opportunities in the Arc.ó 

 

2.4 Transport 
 

At the heart of the Arc project is the former Silicon Valley motorway between Cambridge and 

Oxford ð and Didcot and Newbury. The Arcõs promoters like to couple the Expressway with 

reopening of the Oxford-Cambridge railway line, parts of which never actually shut. The two 

schemes have nothing in common except proximity, are not dependent on one another and have 

no real relationship to one another apart from the potential threat to rail traffic that road 

competition threatens. The scheme to reopen the railway long predates the Arc and is entirely 

worthwhile, although virtually none of the other many closed rail lines in the Arc is proposed for 

action. The Expressway, however, is far more sinister, having traffic implications far beyond the 

Arc and is set, like any major road scheme, to increase traffic, congestion, emissions and 

accidents. 

 

2.5 Housing and new towns  
 

In Partnering for Prosperity in November 2017, the NIC judged that its plans to accommodate 1.4 

to 1.7 million more people in the Arc would necessitate between 782,000 and 1,020,000 new 

homes by 2050, compared to local authoritiesõ current development plans, which envisage 

235,000.  

 

òThe challenge for government at all levels, will be to determine how this growth can be 

accommodated within the Arc and, crucially, how this growth can be achieved whilst improving 

quality of life, for current and future residents,ó said the report. òTowns and cities across the Arc 

will struggle to succeed amongst their global competitors if they do not support a high quality of 

life.ó 

 

But instead of realising the implications of this, it decided that the level and quality of 

development it aspired to could not be delivered on the fringes of existing towns and cities 

because it would be unpopular, would fail to generate the infrastructure needed and would 

reduce potential for land value capture. Instead it recommended construction of garden 

communities which, in reality, would be still more unpopular, would require even more 

infrastructure and have yet to demonstrate they can secure land value capture. 

 

Having spent half a page explaining why new developments could not be delivered on urban 

fringes, it urged planning for òmajor urban extensions and large new settlementsó. These, it said, 

would include the first new towns for a generation. 

 

Some critics of the Arc say its principal purpose is to provide overspill housing for London 

beyond the Metropolitan Green Belt, a sort of ògrey beltó, despite all the rhetoric about 

economic benefits of linking places which have little in common and little need for connection. 

The NIC is curiously ambivalent about this, being keen to stress both the self-contained nature 

of the Arc and its contribution to wider housing demand. òEstimates prepared for the 

Commission suggest that meeting the needs of the arcõs future population and workforce could 

require 23,000 ð 30,000 net new homes per year,ó said Partnering for Prosperity. òWhile completion 
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rates at the lower end of this range (around 23,000 net new homes per year) may be sufficient to 

meet the needs of the Arcõs own future workforce, further development may be required to 

mitigate the impact of growth and under-delivery of homes in neighbouring, land-constrained 

markets such as London.ó 

 

 
Harlestone Firs in Northamptonshire is next to a òsustainableó urban extension [Clive 

Hawes] 

 

The Commission recommended 23,000-30,000 net new homes a year in the Arc, with the lower 

figure apparently òsufficient to meet the needs of the Arcõs own future workforceó.  It said that 

as London employment continued to grow and, òas London struggles to meet its housing need, 

there is a risk that relatively highly-paid commuters relocating to the Arc could make it more 

difficult for those who live and work locally to access housing. This would diminish the impact 

that new housing provision could have on local firmsõ access to labour. Addressing this issue 

could require up to a further 7,000 new homes per year (30,000 per year in total).ó 

 

The NIC recommendation of one million new homes is in excess of even 30,000/y, so it must 

be assumed it believes much of  the new house building in the Arc would be intended to meet 

the needs of Londoners prepared to commute longer distances. 

 

In the report, the Commission recommended:- 

¶ further expansion of Milton Keynes to a population of at least 500,000; 

¶ a development between Bicester and Bletchley to grow to òcity-scaleó; 

¶ growth in the Marston Vale; 

¶ major development around Bedford; 

¶ a large town in the Sandy area; 

¶ a garden town west of Cambridge. 

 

It is perhaps significant that the locations mentioned are all close to mainline rail and major trunk 

road links to London. Already developers are homing in on a new ògarden cityó around Calvert, 

where the Bletchley-Bicester railway crosses HS2 and the new line from Bletchley to Aylesbury 

would provide a good rail link to London. Developer Urban & Civic (a developer involved in 
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several major sprawl sites in the Arc) announced it has secured agreements on around 800ha of 

land near Calvert.  

 

 
òCalvert Garden Cityó                                                                                          [Stella Stafford] 

 

All this makes clear that a significant purpose of the Arc is to provide overspill housing for 

London, which is singularly at odds the protestations about creating an internationally significant 

economic growth corridor the propaganda would suggest. 

 

The NIC said central and local government should work together òthrough a robust and 

transparent processó to designate locations for new and expanded settlements by 2020. Housing 

and planning minister Kit Malthouse wrote8 a confidential letter to local authorities in the Arc on 

26 July 2018 (when Parliament was already in recess) inviting them to bring forward òambitious 

proposals for transformational housing growth, including new settlementsó. This was certainly 

robust, though not at all transparent. The minister urged the councils to work with LEPs, 

universities and colleges, land owners, businesses etc. and respond by 14 September. 

 

The Governmentõs 2017 vision document accepted the NIC recommendation that it consider: 

òopportunities for one or more major new settlements in the corridor. It will do so by bringing 

together public and private capital to build new locally-proposed garden towns, using appropriate 

delivery vehicles such as development corporations. The Government will work closely with the 

Homes and Communities Agency and local partners to explore such opportunitiesó. 

 

The Government has yet to say how many homes it wants to impose on the expanded Arc as 

defined in the 2018 Budget. 



15 
 

 

2.6 Infrastructure  
 

The Expressway and East-West Rail apart, there has been a substantial degree of imprecision 

about the infrastructure needs of two million people it is intended to move to the Arc. 

òInfrastructure will be a necessary part of any investment package ð but it will not be sufficient 

on its own,ó said Partnering for Prosperity. To secure new settlements, the report said upfront 

infrastructure investment would be needed to provide clarity and certainty on transport, utilities 

and digital. It recommended exploring a òfull range of optionsó for funding land assembly and 

upfront infrastructure. It was, however, even less precise about what the infrastructure involved 

would be. 
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3. The damage it would do  

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3.1 The land under threat  

 

Partnering for Prosperity showed virtually no interest in the land to be taken for the Arc. Most is 

likely to be agricultural land, however, an extraordinary proposal given the fact that the Arc is a 

major part of the UK breadbasket and, indeed, its vegetable basket. Its only mentions of 

agriculture were in the context of capturing the uplift in financial value of land secured by 

consent to develop. Its only mention of a farm was of an educational family farm in Letchworth. 

 

In the same way, the research the Commission 

secured on the economic rationale for investment in 

the Arc failed to mention the loss of farm production 

that building a million new homes and a motorway, 

plus supporting development, would cause. Indeed, 

the agricultural economy was barely mentioned in 

what is supposed to be òEnglandõs economic 

heartlandó. But with plans for new development, and 

especially new developments, so nebulous, it is 

impossible to assess precisely how much farmland 

would be destroyed. Despite some rhetoric in 

Partnering for Prosperity about the virtues of higher 

housing densities, it is clear that what is proposed is 

ògarden communitiesó and these are likely to reflect 

the low, or ultra-low, densities the garden city 

movement has relentlessly pursued for more than a 

century. 

 

The Arc plan involves building a million new homes in the next 32 years. Some idea of the space 

they might occupy, together with associated development, could be calculated from the city of 

Milton Keynes. Its population was around 255,000 in 2013 and, given its current growth is now 

around 266,000. Its housing stock in 2016 was 109,547. The total area of Milton Keynes 

borough is about 309km², but not all of it is developed and it is hard to find what proportion of 

that is soil-sealed.  

 

The current Arc proposal envisages around a million new homes, or about nine times the current 

total in Milton Keynes. The ògarden communityó type development envisaged in the Arc is likely 

to mirror the low-density garden city type development employed in most of Milton Keynes. 

Even without detailed proposals, we are clearly looking at development of well over 200km², 

almost all of it greenfield given the nature of the area. The Campaign to Protect Rural England 

estimates a slightly larger area of 270km² of farmland and woodland is threatened by the housing 

proposals. To that would have to be added the area occupied by the Expressway plus the sort of 

development ð service areas and large distribution depots which follow motorway construction, 

plus other infrastructure. 
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Northamptonshire Matters  
 

Charlotte Mackaness of the Northamptonshire Matters group and Daventry District 

Councillor Rupert Frost explain one countyõs experience of òtransformational growthó. 

 

Northamptonshire Matters is a Facebook group set up to make Northamptonshire residents 

aware of development issues in this county and to assist interest and campaign groups in sharing 

information. 

 

Northamptonshire is a county without any green belt situated in the middle of the country with 

excellent rail freight and motorway links. Its location, combined with the well-documented 

financial crisis afflicting Northamptonshire County Council, has made the county vulnerable to 

massive development, much of it speculative. Much of this is unsustainable and offers little 

benefit to the countyõs residents while delivering short term gains to cash-strapped local 

authorities and large profits for private companies.  

 

 
One thousand homes are being built on this farmland                                      [Angela Bartlett] 

 

Another factor that marks out Northamptonshire from other counties is the way in which 

services have been òfederatedó and run by or in partnership with private companies: a system at 

which the blame for much of the County Councilõs financial crisis has been laid. This includes 

KierWSP (a private construction and consultancy firm) running Northamptonshire Highways.  

 

Many residents of the county question whether a company with such a vested interest in new 

development should be empowered with advising planning committees. They also question why 

applications in allocated sites are routinely passed without any real regard to mitigation schemes, 

particularly those intended to ameliorate highways issues. 

 

All too often development comes before infrastructure or the supporting services and the 

infrastructure never materialises. In a ludicrous circular argument, developers and councillors 

often argue that housing is required to pay for services and infrastructure, yet this wouldnõt be 

necessary without the massive development. To most ordinary citizens, the planning system 

appears skewed in favour of large developers. Planning committees referencing their fear of 

losing costly appeals does nothing to assuage this perception. 


