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The Oxford Metro:
Learning from Europe

The news that the government is 
backing the next stage of planning 
the CambridgeMKOxford Arc of 

development, along with the pioneering 
Oxfordshire Housing and Growth Deal raises 
the difficult issues of where precisely all the 
housing is to go and how new transport links 
in the South East are to be funded.1 (Exhibit 1) 
Historic cities such as Oxford and Cambridge 
face major challenges in simultaneously 
providing affordable homes, protecting their 
valued countryside, and maintaining economic 
growth in an increasingly competitive world 
economy. Congestion and pollution are 
also major concerns, while arguments over 
transport options now need to take account of 
the likely impact of Autonomous Vehicles and 
other new forms of technology. Consequently 
while Oxford is exceptionally complex the route 
growth eventually takes could provide a model 
for other pressured parts of the UK. 

After many years of research, which included 
winning the 2014 Wolfson Economics Prize 
for showing how to build new garden cities 
that are visionary, viable and popular, this 
paper suggests a practical way forward – one 
I call Smarter Urbanisation. It is based on 
three simple and fundamental principles that 
should have broad appeal: making the most 

1 Partnering for Prosperity: a new deal for the Cam  
 bridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford Arc, National Infrastructure  
 Commission, December 2017

of existing assets (or efficiency); benefiting all 
the community (or equity): and enhancing the 
natural and built environment. It is based on 
the idea of urban intensification or compact 
cities that support efficient integrated public 
transit systems rather than on urban sprawl 
that can only add to dependence on the private 
car (whatever the form) and to deficits in public 
finance.

This paper is in seven sections: why 
Oxfordshire needs concentrated growth: 
what an Oxford Metro would offer Central 
Oxfordshire; where Oxford (and other historic 
cities) can best learn from; and how the 
investment in local infrastructure could be 
financed in stages from the uplift in land 
values as the city grows over the next fifteen 
to thirty years. The final part suggests how 
development and transport investment can 
be joined up in order to plough some of the 
uplift in land values back in improved local 
infrastructure and exhibits provide supporting 
evidence. The conclusion suggests the kinds 
of work that needs to be done to resolve the 
main uncertainties and reduce the risks for 
investment both private and public. A separate 
paper will set out preliminary cost estimates for 
the light rail options, and what could be raised 
through land value uplift. 
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1. The Arc of Opportunity stretches South to London 
(Top: URBED. Bottom: 5th Studio)
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1. How should Oxford grow?

W ith such strong demand the 
question is no longer why but how 
Central Oxfordshire should grow. 

In March 2014, the Oxford Civic Society 
published a report based on extensive 
consultations under the title Oxford Futures: 
achieving smarter growth in Oxfordshire.1 
The Society’s then Chairman in his Foreword 
said: ‘We need a common vision supported 
by all as the basis for planning policy. We 
need effective mechanisms for delivery. 
We need leadership.’  Unfortunately the 
conflicting positions of the different local 
authorities and other stakeholders at the 
time have held back progress until recently, 
when the decision was taken to produce a 
coordinated spatial strategy. On February 1st 
the Oxfordshire Growth Board, made up of the 
six local authorities and the Local Enterprise 
Partnership, recommended that its members 
accept the ‘deal’ offered by the government of 
£215 million over a five year period (of which 
£160 million is for infrastructure), in return for 
building 100,000 new homes between 2011 
and 2031. A further £34 million has been 
allocated for five infrastructure projects from 
the Marginal Viability Fund. 

As local authorities have had their funding cut 
so drastically, it is unsurprising if they welcome 
whatever is on offer. But the government’s 
offer is a small fraction of what needs to be 
invested. The figures in the business case 
for building a sustainable urban extension 
in our proposals for Uxcester Garden City 

1 Ed Nicholas Falk, Oxford Futures: achieving smarter  
 growth in Central Oxfordshire, March 2014, www.oxford 
 futures.org

added up to nearly £1.4 billion, of which a 
12km tram accounted for half the £410 million 
transport budget.2  This should be set against 
our proposals for building 23,000 homes 
over 15 years, which would have allowed the 
population of a city like Oxford to grow by 50%, 
and a total investment of around £2 billion. The 
transport costs are formidable looking forward, 
but are small in relation to the total investment 
but can be exceeded by the uplift in land 
values resulting from development.3 
With so many competing interests and 
complexities, development in the UK often 
ends up where it most profitable for the 
landowners in the short term rather than 
where it most needed over the longer term. 
However building far away from where the 
jobs are located is not very smart as it adds 
to congestion and pollution. It will do little to 
narrow the inequalities behind our housing 
crisis.  Nor would it help safeguard the City’s 
position as a leading World university and 
research centre. A better model for land 
assembly and development is needed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 This figure comes from The Business Case for Uxcester  
 Garden City, which was prepared by Pete Redman of  
 Housing Futures Ltd. The full report can be downloaded  
 from www.urbed.coop

3 The arguments for tapping land value uplift from   
 converting sterile green fields into a living countryside  
 and homes  have been most forcefully put by Paul   
 Cheshire at the Centre for Economic Performance at the  
 LSE
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‘TOWARDS AN OXFORD METRO’:  Swift-Rail and Bus Rapid Transit 
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The original Oxford Futures report came up 
with a vision for developing along the so-called 
‘Science Spine’ running from Bicester down 
to Didcot and Harwell (Exhibit 2). Round-table 
workshops with stakeholders came up with 
four principles for guiding future, or ‘smarter 
growth’: 
 

1. Develop in the right place and reduce 
car use

2. Create balanced and healthier 
communities

3. Build distinctive places

4. Minimise environmental impact. 

Similar principles have been applied in other 
mid-sized university cities such as Cambridge, 
Grenoble and Freiburg, as we discuss later. 
They would almost certainly win popular 
support if they were also applied to the growth 
of Oxford as the extra value would more than 
compensate for the costs in term of: 

 ■ Less stressful travel with shorter 
commuting times

 ■ More affordable housing (and hence 
increased incomes)

 ■ Beautiful and appealing places to live 
and work

 ■ A cleaner and better environment for all.

For example Cambridge, having implemented 
new housing along a guided busway, is now 
actively investigating light rail and other rapid 
transit options to reduce congestion in the 
core of the city. Cambridge has calculated it 
can raise £7-10 million a year by removing 
unnecessary parking spaces from the city 
and applying a Workplace Parking Levy as 
Nottingham has already done to great effect.4  
Medium sized cities in the UK also need better 
public transport, and growth should respond to 
prospective demand, not just land availability. 
Hence sub-regional spatial strategies are 
required in areas that are under pressure from 
rapid growth, and the starting point should 
be to map existing transport capacity against 
traffic movements (Exhibit 3).

 

4 Funding and Financing Inclusive Cities, Centre for Cities,  
 2017

 The original Oxford Futures report 
came up with the vision to produce 
the so-called ‘Science Spine’
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3.	 Top:	Traffic	flows	around	Oxford 
Bottom: Knowledge based employment in Oxfordshire
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uplift from acquiring land at Existing Use 
Value Plus was reckoned to be enough to fund 
building a line from the new neighbourhood 
into the city centre. 

A study of the impact of the first line of the 
Nottingham Tram found that once the increase 
in property values within a kilometre were 
accounted for, the benefits were more than 
double the costs.4 Land value uplift would also 
fund accessible open space in the form of 
country parks designed to reduce the risk of 
flooding. Our Wolfson proposals allowed for 
half the land to be taken over by a not for profit 
community trust or foundation and opened up 
as accessible green and blue space.  

 
 

4 Stuart Northall, Improving the political case for transport  
 investment, Paper for the Transport Planners Society,  
 2014

2. What could a new garden city  
 achieve?

To win the 2014 Wolfson Economics 
Prize our team had to show how 
housing growth could be achieved 

without subsidy. We examined the idea of an 
imaginary historic city called Uxcester doubling 
in size, and when we were shortlisted, tested 
the principles out in Oxford.2 Our research 
showed that some 50,000 new homes could 
be built at Garden City densities close to 
employment while avoiding the flood plains 
and Areas of Natural Beauty surrounding the 
City. We followed Ebenezer Howard’s original 
diagram for the Social City, through a cluster 
of ‘snowflakes’ on the edge of the built-up 
area. (Exhibit 4) While this called for taking a 
substantial ‘bite’ out of the green belt, perhaps 
5%, the results of concentrated development 
would be much better than ‘nibbling at the 
edges’ as they would take pressure off the 
several hundred most beautiful villages in the 
surrounding countryside, cut distances to work, 
and enable a higher quality of development to 
be achieved. 

Howard’s main idea was ploughing the 
‘unearned increment’ from development into 
infrastructure. The economic analysis that 
underpinned our proposals showed a surplus 
from sharing in land value uplift of over £3 
billion for infrastructure, nearly one billion for 
transport alone.3  (Exhibit 5) Of course this 
required a longer-term perspective than most 
housebuilders are able to take.  But the likely 

2 David Rudlin and Nicholas Falk, Uxcester Garden City,  
 2014, www.urbed.coop 

3 Pete Redman from Trade Risks plc provided the    
 financial analysis in the Uxcester Garden City report  
 and for subsequent events eg  Oxford Futures: Transport  
 options, report of a workshop in Keble College November  
 2014, www.oxfordfutures.org
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4. Central 
Oxfordshire 
could grow as 
‘snowflakes’	
around the 
core city

5. The Uxcester 
Garden City 
economic analysis 
showed land 
value uplifts of 
over £3 billion for 
onfrastructure, and 
nearly one billion 
for transport alone



9

3. What might an Oxford Metro  
 comprise?

A fter winning the Prize, we started to 
examine the transport options in more 
depth with assistance from transport 

experts Peter Headicar and Reg Harman.5 I 
use the term Metro to refer to an integrated 
high quality public transport system that can 
be accessed with a single card, like London’s 
Oyster or the planned South Wales Metro. The 
visitor to Oxford is struck by how the historic 
centre is overloaded with traffic, compared with 
university cities in Continental Europe or the 
USA, and the bus system, while extensive, is 
quite confusing.6 There is also congestion on 
the ring road, especially the A34 which runs 
from the Midlands through to Southampton, 
which has been called the ‘longest car park 
in Europe’. The location of jobs adds to 
congestion round an arc to the East of the City 
with a number of roundabouts where queues 
build up. 

As URBED’s contribution to the County’s 
emerging transport strategy, we proposed 
an integrated and multi-modal transport 
system we call the Oxford Metro that could 
be implemented incrementally, rather like the 
Docklands Light Rail system which was one of 
our models (Exhibit 6). Recognising the level 
of scepticism at the time, as the County said it 
lacked even funds to fix potholes, we proposed 
four main elements that could be undertaken 
sequentially:
 

5 Nicholas Falk and Reg Harman, Swift Rail: Funding  
 Local Rail Transit through Smarter Growth, Public Money  
 and  Management, September 2016

6 Wulf Daseking, former director of development in   
 Freiburg, was appalled by traffic in the centre of Oxford

1. The SpineLine (the Blue line) – The 
first idea is to run frequent suburban 
services in what the French would call 
a Metropole along existing and in part 
on under-used railway lines. Local 
transport planner Peter Headicar had 
already proposed a system for linking 
up development areas with different 
forms of bus. We took the idea further 
and with Reg Harman I developed the 
concept of ‘SwiftRail’ based on the 
German and Swiss Schnellbahnen 
systems.7 
 
The most logical route for this was 
from a new station at Kidlington to 
the North to another new station at 
Milton Park, the big business park 
near Harwell and Didcot to the South 
(Exhibit 7). The most crucial element 
of all is to reopen the line to Cowley, 
which is currently only used by BMW 
to serve their Mini production line, with 
several new stations, including one to 
serve a long proposed urban extension 
South of Grenoble Road, and others 
at a Park and Ride site and the Oxford 
Science Park, which is currently cut off 
from the city. This would boost what is 
currently the most deprived part of the 
city, and enable residents to access 
the jobs and services at the new 
Westgate Centre via Oxford Station. 
Options exist for different concepts, 
including tram-trains, which could be 
evaluated as part of the retendering 

7 Reg Harman and Nicholas Falk, Swift Rail and Growing  
 Cities, Tramways and Urban Transit, January 2016
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6. The Oxford Metro integrates different forms of transport

Exhibit 6?

7. The SpineLine (Blue LIne) would boost what is currently the most 
disadvantaged part of Oxford to the south
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of the Great Western and Chiltern 
Railways franchises. 

2. Bus Rapid Transit (the Yellow Line) 
– The second proposal, which the 
County already favoured in its draft 
Transport Strategy, is to connect up 
Witney to the West with Abingdon 
to the South with a bus service that 
would have preference over cars. 
This would link up new Park and Ride 
sites further out, thus reducing the 
pressures on the central area. Though 
some have pressed for rebuilding the 
old railway line that once connected 
through to Fairford, flood plains 
inhibit the development of enough 
housing to make rail links to be viable. 
Furthermore Witney has already grown 
massively and other developments, 
such as at Eynsham, will help meet 
demand from the Western direction. 
Though the road system (A40) 
needs to be improved in places and 
land acquired for car parks, this is a 
relatively straightforward project that 
could be done at the same time as the 
purple line. 

3. Street tram (The Green Line) – The 
third proposal, which would form the 
first line of a tramway system, drew 
on an expert seminar at UCL back in 
2015.8 The results of UCL’s research 
on Tramtrains as well as experience 
in the UK such as in Nottingham 
confirmed the feasibility of introducing 
street trams once the City started 
to extend into the surrounding area. 
(Exhibit 8) Indeed this could be a 
condition for taking land out of the 

8 Trams for Oxford? Could light rail improve our historic  
 cities, UCL and URBED, March 2015, www.   
 Oxfordfutures.org 

greenbelt, and would enable buses 
to be used as feeders rather than 
blocking the historic centre, as they 
currently do.  
 
By starting at a Park and Ride site 
near the Oxford ring road, where a 
depot could be provided on land within 
the flood plain, a considerable amount 
of traffic into the centre could be cut. 
The line could extend through under-
developed land at Osney Mead largely 
owned by the University. It could 
readily cross the river and railway line 
through a new bridge that would not 
only enable the development of a new 
business and research quarter by the 
station, but also relieve congestion 
under the tight Botley Road Bridge.   
 
There are two further choices. The first 
is to run alongside the railway line to 
Cowley, and potentially extend further 
into residential areas. The second is 
to run via Oxford Station into Carfax 
before extending through via the 
hospital complex and John Brookes 
University to another Park and Ride 
site and transport interchange off the 
A40. Both could greatly add value to 
the development of land around Oxford 
Station, which could be used to fund 
more affordable housing as well as 
better local infrastructure, and lots of 
new jobs in the right place.

4. Street tram or BRT (the Red line) - 
The final route to complete the system 
would provide a North South link, with 
possible one way running down either 
or both the Woodstock or Banbury 
Roads, and connecting through to 
Oxford Airport. This was originally 
conceived by Ian Hudspeth, the 
Leader of Oxfordshire Country Council, 
and some appealing images were 
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released. However as this part of the 
Metro system is unlikely to be built in 
the medium term it does not affect the 
basic decisions that need to be taken 
now, but should affect future land 
allocations. By this time the feasibility 
of more futuristic options should 
be clearer, such as Autonomous 
Vehicles. One interesting option is 
Autonomous Rapid Transit, which 
is being developed in the Chinese 
city of Hangzhou where the Chinese 
equivalent of Amazon is based, which 
offers a very light weight, battery 
power vehicle guided by sensors along 
the road. 

8. Nottingham’s tram system offers a good model
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4. Where can lessons be     
 learned?

As the UK lags so far behind countries 
like France, which has built ten times 
the length of tramways over the past 

couple of decades, it is important to learn from 
cities that face similar challenges, but that plan 
and design light rail differently. Research has 
shown the limitations of the British WebTag 
system, as opposed to considering the ‘whole 
business case.’9  The Infrastructure and 
Projects Authority along with the National 
Infrastructure Commission seem committed 
to getting better value from new transport 
projects.10

As far back as 2008 study tours to cities 
such as Freiburg, Hanover and Stockholm 
found that how ‘eco town’ principles could 
best be applied through Sustainable Urban 
Extensions rather than new towns, and linked 
by extensions to tramway systems rather than 
private cars.11 The upfront costs of a free-
standing new town are simply too great to be 
met without a level of subsidy the government 
is no longer able to provide.

The historic German university city of 
Freiburg provided a good model for the 
growth of Oxford, when it extended its tram 
lines as the spines of the exemplary urban 
extensions at Vauban and Rieselfeld.12 

9 Fiona Ferbrache and Richard Knowles, An investigation  
 into the economic impact on cities of investment in light  
 rail system, UK Tram, June 2014

10 Improving Infrastructure Performance, Infrastructure and  
 Projects Authority, December 2017 

11 PRP URBED and Design for Homes, Beyond Ecotowns:  
 applying the lessons, PRP 2008 www.urbed.coop

12 See Freiburg the city that did it all in Peter Hall with  
 Nicholas Falk, Good Cities Better Lives: how Europe  
 discovered the lost art of urbanism, Routledge, 2013 

The uplift in land values from land the City 
acquired was ploughed back into building 
better neighbourhoods (Exhibit 9). The much-
acclaimed extensions at Rieselfeld and 
Vauban, along with other policies, have helped 
the city of Freiburg reduce car use from a half 
to a third of all trips, as well as to provide more 
affordable housing close to where the jobs and 
services are.

More recently Copenhagen funded its first 
Metro line from the uplift in land values from 
redeveloping a former army barracks at 
Orestad, and is now building a second line, 
drawing on land value uplift from redeveloping 
an old dock area. Copenhagen is the cycling 
capital of Europe with over 40% of trips by 
bike, made possible because cars no longer 
dominate the central streets. Copenhagen 
along with some other Danish cities has a split 
rate system for domestic property, and rates 
are levied on land with planning permission, 
which results in far less land lying dormant.13

But the best model for Oxford is its twin city 
of Grenoble, which was the subject of a joint 
conference in November 2017 on promoting 
health and wellbeing. Grenoble was the 
first city in France to reintroduce trams after 
the Second World War, and has continually 
extended its system14  (Exhibit 10). The 
basic principle used in planning French local 
transport systems is to connect up large traffic 
generators such as the main station, the 

13 Owen Cornellan ed. Land Value Taxation in Britain,  
 Lincoln Institute, 2004

14 Reg Harman and Nicholas falk, Developing Historic  
 Cities: the case for an Oxford Metro, Tramways and  
 Urban Transit, May 2015
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hospitals and universities.  

Trams are not assessed for their impact on 
traffic alone (as in the UK). Instead French 
planners see trams as central to upgrading 
the historic heart of their cities as trams 
enable street space to be given over to cafes 
or simply sauntering to look at the shops 
as they are quieter and less intrusive than 
buses, and can carry many more people. They 
are also used to connect up disadvantaged 
housing areas, or places where new housing 
is to be built, as in Montpellier, for example, 
France’s fastest growing city.  There are cities 
far smaller than Oxford that are building tram 
lines, such as Tours.

9. Freiburg is the ‘City 
of Short Distance’

10. Grenoble continues 
to extend it’s tram 
system
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5. How can local infrastructure   
 be funded?

W ith very limited public funds for 
capital projects in the UK, other 
sources need to be tapped. Though 

the UK does not generally have a transport 
charge, in London a supplement was added 
to the Business Rate to help fund Crossrail, 
and the Congestion Charge was used to 
fund better buses. In Nottingham a charge 
on employers’ car parking not only generates 
substantial funds, but also acts as a deterrent 
to parking where the trams offer an alternative. 
But as the real beneficiary from transport 
upgrades is the landowner, many have argued 
for sharing in the uplift in land values from 
transport improvements, and a number of 
inquiries are underway.15

Though half the cost of introducing a street 
tram may go in rebuilding the streets and 
underground utilities, the benefits come from 
increased footfall, and hence property values 
for the businesses along the route, as the 
Nottingham example demonstrates. Larger 
employers in France contribute towards the 
costs through the Versement Transport, a 
charge on their local payroll, which makes the 
task of ‘selling’ investment in public transport 
much easier compared with relying on grants 
from national government. This amounts to 
2.7% on those employing more than ten people 
in Paris, which helps explain their ambitious 
plans for suburban metro extensions in Le 
Grand Paris. Continental cities are generally 
much less dependent on central government 
for their finances, and benefit much more from 

15 See for example the work of the Scottish Land   
 Commission, the inquiry by the Communities and Local  
 Government Committee in England, and work by KPMG,  
 Savills and PWC for Transport for London.

the success of their local economies. 

There are three ways in which the costs of 
investing in a Metro system can be recouped 
in the UK. The first, which is commonly 
used in Britain, involves negotiations with 
developers for what is called planning gain. 
A development framework, supported by 
planning policies, can require contributions 
through either Section 106 planning conditions 
or from the Community Infrastructure Levy. 
Unfortunately CIL raises only 25% of the costs 
at best, and is resisted by developers because 
it involves paying over funds before the 
development has begun or values have been 
realised. Studies in both Milton Keynes and 
Cambridgeshire, the fastest growing places, 
found that new infrastructure costs as much as 
building the houses, and over half the cost is 
for transport.16 

The second way, and the one recommended 
by the World Bank Group in an important 
study, is land assembly by acquiring land 
alongside stations and then selling off the 
development rights.17 This is what funded 
the Hong Kong and Singapore Mass Transit 
systems through what are called Floor Area 
Ratios (FAR). But it is not necessary to build 
tower blocks to benefit, as cities applying 
Smart Growth principles such as Portland 
Oregon have shown (Exhibit 12). Starting with 
a Metropolitan Area Express (MAX) which 

16 Nicholas Falk, The Steps to Quality Growth,   
 Cambridgeshire Horizons, 2010

17 H Suzuki, J Murakami, Y-H Hong and B Tamayose:  
 Financing Transit-Oriented Development with Land  
 Values: Adapting Land Value Capture in Developing  
 Countries. World Bank Group, 2015. https://  
 openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/21286
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from lawyers Denton’s and surveyors Gerald 
Eve, drawing on case studies of international 
models of land assembly.21 (Exhibit 11)

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

21 Nicholas Falk with Dentons, Gerald Eve and Housing  
 Futures ltd, Capital Gains: a better land assemby model  
 for London, URBED and the GLA, February 2018

extends into the suburbs, this progressive 
West Coast city has densified areas such as 
around the main railway station and along 
a new ‘streetcar’ line through the former 
Pearl industrial areas.  Transit-Oriented 
Development (TOD) is used to recoup 
investment through Tax Increment Finance 
(TIF) whereby the City borrows against the 
prospective uplift in property taxes from the 
new stations and services.18 Similar ideas 
are being considered to fund Crossrail 2 in 
London, and the Elizabeth Line was part 
funded from a supplement on the Business 
Rate.

The third way, used in US cities such as 
Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania and now in 
Canberra in Australia as well as in Danish 
cities such as Copenhagen, is some form of 
land value charge or tax on those who would 
benefit. This could form part of a much needed 
rethink of our regressive property taxation 
system, which penalises small businesses 
while wealthier households get untaxed 
benefits from increasing house values.19 The 
ideal is to adjust the property taxes so that 
they distinguish between the value of the land 
and the value of the property on it. It is the 
land value that increases as a result of new 
transport investment as a number of studies 
have shown.20

Even without such a change, by using 
Compulsory Purchase Orders and 
development briefs more adventurously, 
and through some changes to the Land 
Compensation Act, it would be possible to 
secure much greater public benefits from any 
area where major infrastructure improvements 
are being made, such as around Oxford 
Station. This forms the basis of a new report 
from the Greater London Authority with advice 

18 This forms one of the case studies in Capital Gains: a  
 better model for land assembly in London, URBED for  
 the Greater London Authority, 2018

19 Thinks tanks on all sides of the political spectrum have  
 called for this from the Policy Institute to IPPR

20 Fiona Ferbrache in op cit

11. Capital Gains: a new report for the 
GLA by the URBED Trust

12. Transit oriented development   
around Portland Oregon has led 
to a successful tram line.
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Tramways that run on roads are significantly 
more expensive than reusing old railway lines, 
with capital costs on average of around £30 
million a kilometre based on Nottingham’s 
experience, of which a quarter goes in 
relocating utilities. At first sight the cost of 
getting started can seem unachievable. But 
the congested three mile route from the Park 
and Ride site off the A34 to Oxford Station 
could form a first phase in a system that 
would open up the under-used and poorly 
used land at Osney Mead on the Western 
side of the station, as part of a comprehensive 
redevelopment scheme, thus kick-starting the 
whole process. (Exhibit 13) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What next for Oxford?

The current flurry of government interest 
in land value capture has reopened 
the possibility of changing the way 

we assess and fund infrastructure projects. 
A recent report from the Infrastructure and 
Project Authority calls for a ‘platform for driving 
further improvement: ensuring projects are 
initiated and integrated to deliver maximum 
whole life performance, including against 
key economic, social and environmental 
objectives.’22 The Outline Agreement for the 
Oxfordshire Housing and Growth Deal asks 
Oxfordshire to ‘consider introducing a Strategic 
Infrastructure Tariff (SIT) which could help 
to capture additional value created by the 
development process… In order to introduce 
a SIT, Oxfordshire would need to put in place 
the appropriate governance structures and 
mechanisms.’ 

The tramway options for an Oxford Metro 
depend greatly on where the new housing is 
concentrated. If agreement could be reached 
on half the planned 100,000 new homes for 
Oxfordshire being concentrated around the 
built up area, near where most of the jobs are 
located, as opposed to being scattered around 
villages beyond the greenbelt, there would be 
a much greater uplift in land values to share 
with all the stakeholders. An expanded City 
Deal could then help build the first stretch 
of a tramway, rather as happened with the 
Dockland Light Railway in London, which 
opened up development there. 

22 Transforming Infrastructure Performance, Infrastructure  
 and Projects Authority, December 2017

 The Swift Rail could provide lessons 
for Oxford
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13. Oxford Central West offers huge potential for smart growth

14.	Cambridge’s	growth	plan	influenced	the	current	CB1	developent	
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A good precedent for this is the work that went 
into producing the growth plan for Cambridge 
following the work of Cambridge Futures, 
and that led eventually to developments 
around Cambridge Station known as CB1.
(Exhibit 14) The comparative figures for land 
value uplift from Housing Futures Ltd suggest 
that there is sufficient potential to justify 
developing a proper spatial plan and economic 
model for options in central Oxfordshire.23 
Different options then need to be assessed 
systematically, as for example is now 
happening for Tramlink in London.

In a case study for the submission which won 
the 2014 Wolfson Economics Prize24 URBED 
calculated that the population of Oxford could 
be doubled without taking any land in the 
extensive flood plains or Areas of Natural 
Beauty. The new neighbourhoods would be 
located close to new park and ride or transport 
interchange sites, thus encouraging the 
residents to do without cars. 
The current average house price in 
Oxfordshire, according to Right Move, is 
£430,000, one of the highest in the UK, so the 

23 This table was published in Location Location and   
 Location: Funding investment in local infrastructure, Town  
 and Country Planning, May 2017

24 David Rudlin and Nicholas Falk, Uxcester Garden City,  
 www.urbed.coop

Potential for land value uplift 
sharing varies across the country

Stoke-on-
Trent Peterborough Reading Sutton

Average open market value £ 160,000           230,000           300,000              410,000              
Density dpha 30 40 60 120
Affordable housing (AH) % 10% 20% 25% 30%
Per hectare
Market sales value £pha 4,200,000        7,300,000        13,400,000        34,500,000        
Less
Land acquisition and preparation £pha 500,000           700,000           1,700,000          4,200,000           
All in development cost £pha 3,700,000        5,700,000        10,000,000        25,400,000        
Balance for uplift sharing £pha -                    900,000           1,700,000          4,900,000           

potential uplift is huge. The figures below from 
Housing Futures suggest the potential uplift 
from land values in different types of place, 
and Oxford generally is more like Reading and 
Sutton than Peterborough or Stoke.

The immediate priority once there is 
agreement on how to proceed should be to 
assess options for developing land on either 
side of the railway near Oxford Station at 
higher densities and for different uses before 
the opportunities are wasted. As projects are 
already being approved could stand in the way 
of a comprehensive plan, there is a strong 
case for considering how much value could be 
contributed from more intensive commercial 
development on both sides of the line, as 
was recommended in a high level symposium 
organised with the support of the Academy 
of Urbanism, along with other options for 
growing Central Oxfordshire.25 Though there 
are operating issues discussed in the Aedas 
and other reports on relocating the station, a 
coordinated redevelopment would generate 
additional private investment as well as making 
construction much easier. 

Private support will be crucial. One mechanism 

25 Oxford Central West: report of a workshop, 
 www.urbed.coop

15.		Potential	for	land	value	uplift	for	Stoke	On	Trent,	Peterborough,	Reading,	
and Sutton
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that would engage the land owners and attract 
private long-term or institutional investment is 
a bond that could be fund land assembly and 
advance infrastructure, with income from land 
disposals to developers. A good example is 
land being developed by Cambridge University 
for high density mixed uses at Eddington.  
A separate paper will put forward some 
further estimates of possible costs and the 
likely uplift in values for some of the options. 
Achieving the necessary coordination of 
work on a number of different land holdings 
alongside major new infrastructure requires an 
organisation set up for the task. Though most 
of the 200 acres on either side of the railway 
line at Osney Mead and Oxpens is owned by 
the University and the City Council, there are 
major access issues to be resolved before the 
full value can be realised. 

Once it is accepted that a comprehensive 
development is required around Oxford 
Station, then it should be clear that an 
organisation is needed with the necessary 
powers, capacity and focus. This could 
be on the lines of the London Docklands 
Development Corporation or the joint ventures 
used in fast growing French cities such as 
Grenoble and Montpellier or the public private 
partnerships used in cities such as Portland 
Oregon. Such an agency would assemble all 
the land and raise the funds needed to install 
the local infrastructure. It would borrow against 
the value of the adjoining land at much lower 
costs than any private developers. It would 
provide the essential driving force for a project 
of this scale and complexity. 

Cambridge futures evaluated a range of options for the cities growth
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Conclusions

Now is the time to experiment in Central 
Oxfordshire with a different approach 
that applies best practice from other 

countries. There is considerable interest 
within the National Infrastructure Commission 
and Treasury on how to tap the values 
created by development, and with Strategic 
Infrastructure Tariffs. The Department of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government 
says it wants to learn from German experience 
in pooling land .  Health and environmental 
experts want to reduce pollution and reduce 
car dependence. Local authorities are 
looking for new ways of assembling land, 
and developing the housing we need. Long-
term investors are interested in new financial 
vehicles, such as bonds, and have the funds 
ready to invest.

Before there is an agreed spatial plan and 
land values escalate still further, decisions 
are needed on a delivery mechanism that 
would inspire confidence in both government 
and the private sector. The vision of Oxford 
as a 21st century garden city, connected 
by a high quality transit system, the Oxford 
Metro, should be enough to enable the diverse 
communities in one of our greatest historic 
cities to move forward together. It should also 
help sustain an important national economic 
asset and use the land available to respond to 
the huge international challenges the city and 
universities now face.

 
 
 
 

The key issues to be resolved include:

1. Which criteria or objectives should be 
used to devise and assess strategic 
options for growth?

2. What kind of delivery mechanism is 
needed to unite the different interests 
and stakeholders?

3. What would be the impacts in terms of 
costs and value of different transport 
options?

4. How much could be saved in terms 
of the cost of infrastructure through 
innovation, and through locating 
development closer to where jobs are 
concentrated? 

5. How should the projected uplift in land 
values (and risks) be shared to satisfy 
the different stakeholders, and through 
what devices?

6. How should investment in development 
and infrastructure be phased and 
joined-up to secure the delivery of 
desired outcomes?

7. How can the best value be secured 
from the coordinated development on 
land on either side of the railway at 
Oxford Station to kick start smarter 
growth?


