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INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT FOR SMARTER GROWTH 

Proposal to the National Infrastructure Commission 

 

The National Infrastructure Commission is already playing a key role in 

improving  the way the UK takes major public investment decisions, and its 

request for ‘ideas’ is therefore very welcome. In response, this submission sets 

out the case for examining strategic options for local transport investment and 

related development, using Oxford, Hertfordshire or Outer West London as 

possible case studies. It proposes applying Multi Criteria Analysis and Land 

Value Capture to assess the wider and longer-term impacts of different spatial 

growth options and to give more weight to the impact of public decisions on 

private investment.  

1. Achieving Smarter Growth 

1.1  Dr Nicholas Falk founded URBED in 1976 to provide ‘practical 

solutions to regenerating run-down urban areas and promoting local 

economic development.’ He won the 2014 Wolfson Economics Prize with 

his colleague David Rudlin for showing how to build garden cities that 

are ‘visionary, viable and popular’. 1  The proposals for Uxcester Garden 

City, an imaginary place, were tested out in Oxford and York, and 

Oxford provides a case study in a fresh paper on Planning for Posterity 

on joining up infrastructure with development2.  Nicholas used his 

training as an urban economist to argue for extending cities with 

economic growth potential, and ploughing the consequent uplift in land 

values back into local infrastructure. Nothing else would meet future 

housing needs without large subsidies or overcome local resistance to 

growth. ‘Smarter Growth’ means getting full value from infrastructure 

investment by linking it with new development, such as housing, and is 
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about planning for posterity, not austerity.It should therefore interest the 

NIC in their role of securing ‘better value for money’, and no other body 

is in such a strong a position to join up departmental ‘silos’ 

1.2  Oxford’s future as one of the world’s leading university cities is 

threatened by the high cost of housing, which makes it very difficult to 

attract or retain key staff. Nicholas Falk’s report with colleagues from the 

Oxford Futures group (www.oxfordfutures.org) proposed a Commission 

to decide where growth should be concentrated, leading on to a spatial 

growth plan, and evaluation of strategic options.4 Working with transport 

planner Reg Harman he developed proposals for the Oxford Metro, using 

Swift Rail to raise utilisation of existing urban rail systems.5 A seminar 

with experts at the universities of Oxford and the Bartlett School at UCL, 

showed how to build a tram system as part of an Oxford Metro that 

would cut journey times and reduce pollution.6The ideas were further 

tested with support from the Academy of Urbanism and leading urban 

designers to show how the 200 acre area around Oxford Station might be 

developed and linked together to create a new high density mixed use 

quarter. The additional housing and offices would help fund the long-

awaited redevelopment of the station, and reduce the pressure on the 

over-loaded roads. 8  

1.3 The London Society’s White Paper on Reshaping London explores how 

additional growth in outer West London could make more use of existing 

and planned investment in rail lines such as Crossrail.9 Alas it is far easier  
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in the UK to fund and build HS2 or Crossrail 2 then to get support for 

smaller projects that offer higher value, as the Eddington Review 

concluded, arguing �:���������	��
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been applied in Hertfordshire by Reg Harman to show how to link up 

towns with growth potential with an orbital light rail line.11 

1.4  Architect Brian Love has developed the concept in his book and related 

web site and videos ConnectedCities, to show the value of concentrating 

housing development along upgraded railway lines 

(www.ConnectedCities.co.uk.) He has brought Ebenezer Howard’s ideas 

for garden cities up to date, by proposing a string of expanded settlements 

that make full use of the capacity of railways to carry large numbers of 

people swiftly and comfortably in short, there are a number of places that 

are of national strategic importance where carefully designed investment 

in local infrastructure could unlock the growth that should largely pay for 

it. 

 

2. Overcoming institutional barriers 

2.1 While the NIC are currently focussing on developments between Oxford, 

Milton Keynes and Cambridge, work is also needed to resolve the various 

blockages that are obstructing smarter growth in the cities themselves. A 

‘new business model’ for housebuilding and local infrastructure is needed 

to overcome the many barriers, as Cambridgeshire Horizons started to 

address. 12These include issues of land assembly with greedy landowners, 

tight green belt and local authority boundaries, and lack of coordination 

between the County Council and the various public transport operators. 
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The A14 around Cambridge presents a similar set of problems to the A34 

around Oxford, and indeed to those experienced on many trunk roads 

around smaller growth cities and outer metropolitan areas. Without much 

faster development along transport corridors, and sorting out the local 

connections, Britain’s economic position is almost bound to plunge. 

2.2 The NIC is in an exceptional position to take up the recommendations of 

organisations such as the Institute of Civil Engineers13, who sponsored 

the Omega 3 project, as well as academic researchers, such as at Oxford 

and UCL, who have exposed the limitations   of our current appraisal 

methods. ‘For example CBA still treats modal switch from cars to public 

transport as a negative factor because the Treasury loses revenue from 

Fuel Duty so sustainability is penalised’. 14 Alternative urban forms and 

behaviour change are rarely considered in transport planning, as the 

Wolfson Essay prize finalists all showed. The NIC could show how to 

apply full Multi Criteria Analysis (MCA), rather than the Benefit-Cost 

Analysis (BCA) which dominates assessment in the UK, in the form 

particularly of the WebTAG processes. The NIC could also make use of 

international research to show how to tap land value uplift around 

transport nodes.15 

2.3  Cities in Continental Europe have made greater   progress in economic, 

as well as social and environmental terms than their British 

equivalents16.Asa result most enjoy higher levels of wellbeing with much 

less time spent in commuting . 17 Case studies of successful European 

cities such as Lille, Montpellier and Strasbourg suggest the reasons lie 
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not just in greater investment in infrastructure, but also a radically 

different approach to the ways urban growth is planned, managed and 

financed. 18 Growing cities acquire land on their edges rather than leaving 

it to landowners or dealers to secure most of the benefits. Comparisons 

between Oxford and its twin town of Grenoble, or rivals such as Freiburg 

or even Boston, confirm the importance of closely linking housing, 

transport and jobs in ways our British planning system fails to do.19 This 

is because planning is much more reactive, and because investment 

decisions are made without adequate consideration of the options or their 

impacts. Too much weight is given in ‘growth areas’ to private property 

interests as opposed to the wider public good. Yet the financial and 

political climates are simply too uncertain to attract the level of private 

institutional investment that is required to overcome the barriers. 

2.4  Critics of the current system, such as the OMEGA3 report,  argue that , 

before working out the costs and benefits of a project and doing detailed 

engineering studies into physical implementation, it would be better if the 

options were identified within a strategic framework and ‘scoped -out’. A 

sound  but simple assessment of the impacts on environmental, economic 

and equity goals is then needed, as was undertaken in developing the 

growth plan for Cambridge20 This would provide a better basis for 

deciding where public investment should be focussed than the current 

system, which rests heavily on simple monetised results, and  largely 

disregards land value uplift.  Indeed it would be in line with the 

recommendations of the Treasury’s Green Book. The UK system seems 

to involve endless enquiries with relatively little ever being built 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�4�!�����*�

����������
�����
���������������3������.����6�����+	�������������������
���������#�	������&��

��	�
��"�� '�)�
�8�������"�*�������$�����������������#�
&��#������������
�����������*�������$��������	&�%����&���� '�(�

�C����	���������������"����D�
 '�%�����&����"���	�	����������������	������������*�&�
������!
���3�����.������������������������� '�-�



(�

�

compared with our Continental competitors, with too many ‘blunders’ or 

misguided projects getting through.21  

2.5  With economic and political pressures for rebuilding the British 

economy to tackle the persistent balance of payments deficit, let alone the 

fallout from BREXIT, developing and testing out a different approach in 

situations where there are strong property markets would be highly 

fruitful. 

a.  It would show that the NIC cared about the full and longer-term impacts 

of strategic investment decisions, and could ‘add value’ to decision 

making. 

b. It could form the basis for a new system for issuing  bonds to raise private 

institutional finance for local infrastructure and housing 

development22 

c. It could help achieve what The Treasury has long been after - a practical 

method of capturing the uplift in land values (in line with recent 

government proposals with regard to land valuation, CPOs,  and 

developments around railway stations) 

d.  It would be in line with reports such as the Eddington Review that 

suggested that more could be achieved through lots of small projects 

than a few large iconic ones, even though this may seem hard to 

manage under the current British political system 

e. It would help overcome the divided and short-term nature of local 

government on the fringes of London where the pressures for growth 

and congestion are greatest, and institutional capacity is relatively 

weak. 
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2.6  Most important of all, Multi  Criteria  Analysis could help overcome the 

institutional barriers of an over-centralised financial system, and unleash 

private investment in a mass of transport and housing developments that 

are currently seen as ‘too difficult’ but that will yield higher long-term 

values. Lack of infrastructure is blamed for the slow progress being made 

on many of the most important housing projects, and lies at the heart of 

community resistance to development in the UK.23 Instead of new 

transport investment being a magnet for sustainable development it leads 

to speculation in land in high value or growth areas that makes it almost 

impossible to agree a viable scheme. A new business model is clearly 

required, as many in the housing industry have argued, such as Sir John 

Callcutt, and there is ample research into good practice to show what has 

to change if we are to meet the declared objectives of doubling housing 

output.24  

 

3. Showing the way 

3.1 The easiest and most practical way of taking these ideas forward would 

be for the NIC to support a programme of work to bring experts at  

leading research centres together with practitioners who are involved in 

projects that will ‘break the mould’ and act as models for other decisions. 

This could be through a series of carefully convened and reported 

seminars as well as possibly selective study tours, following up the 

excellent work done by the Independent Transport Commission on High 

Speed Rail.25 The difference would be that the focus would be on what 

can be done to improve local transport infrastructure, including walking 

and cycling as well as Swift Rail, light rail and various forms of bus 
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service  development, rather than large scale and  ‘iconic’ projects.26 The 

costs and impacts could then be compared systematically, as has started 

to be done for Light Rail.27.   

3.2  Demonstration projects could then be undertaken in partnership with 

concerned local authorities, including both their spatial planning and 

transport functions. This would aim at bringing together officers and 

politicians with an interest in all the transport options in urban 

conurbation where major growth is being planned. A core research team 

would test out MCA methodologies using land value uplift, along with an 

analysis of the distributional effects of expected outcomes.  

3.3  One possibility would be to make the most of growing collaboration 

between Oxford and Grenoble to better understand the differences in 

approach, and making use of shared interests in building new ‘garden 

settlements.’ This could be done in conjunction with the Transport 

Studies Unit in Oxford, and comparable organisations elsewhere in 

Europe. 28A similar exercise might bring planners from Greater London 

and the Ile de France in Paris together, perhaps focussing on the areas 

around Heathrow and Charles de Gaulle airports, and the potential for 

reopening closed railway lines.29 Other possibilities include the options 

for growing Cambridge by making use of former railway lines to the 

South East and out to Haverhill. 
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3.4   A useful first step would be to hold an event to bring interested parties 

together. This could be organised and undertaken through the newly 

formed URBED Trust in conjunction with relevant professional  bodies 

such as the Institute of Civil Engineers (ICE)  or Royal Institution of 

Chartered Surveyors (RICS)  provided the event were sponsored by the 

National Infrastructure Commission.  The OMEGA 3 final report and the 

World Bank book (see reference 14) should present  excellent starting 

points, as they reveal the limits of conventional Cost Benefit Analysis 

and proposes better alternatives that need to be tried..30  

Conclusion 

The subjects of unaffordable housing, low productivity, and congested transport 

systems remain high on the British agenda. They will not be resolved through a 

single project, but only through ‘joining up’ decision making to link business, 

housing and transport development in areas with the most economic growth 

potential. There is no simple answer, but the NIC could use its influence to put 

earlier recommendations into practice in places where its involvement would be 

welcomed. 

Dr Nicholas Falk,  October 2016 

Founder director of URBED and Chair of the new URBED Trust, 

URBED, The Building Centre, 26 Store Street, London WC1E 7BT 

Nicholas@urbed.com     07811 266538 
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