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Strategic Transport Leadership Board 

8 December 2022 

Agenda Item 4 -  New government priorities 

Recommendation:  

It is recommended that the Board: 

• Welcomes the early clarity provided by the Chancellor announcing his 

commitment to East West Rail, alongside his focus on supporting sectors 

including life sciences, advanced manufacturing and digital. 

• Reflects on the proposed approach for EEH in response to emerging new 

priorities for the government, particularly in the current economic climate 

• Notes the small-scale review of EEH’s approach to ensure it is adding the 

maximum value to partners and, if appropriate, agrees to contribute to the 

review.  

1. Purpose of report 

1.1. To update members on emerging priorities of the government around the themes of 

transport and supporting economic growth and to identify opportunities for EEH.  

2. Key points to note 

2.1. The Strategic Transport Leadership Board will be keen to ensure EEH activities are 

responding to the new government’s priorities, particularly by providing certainty that 

EEH is a region that both supports delivery of interventions and also seeks to realise the 

benefits that ensue from them.  

2.2. The government’s commitment to East West Rail in the Autumn Statement, along with a 

clear ambition to support economic growth in the context of some of the UK’s most 

important sectors, demonstrates the vital contribution that the Heartland provides in 

support the UK economy as a whole.  

2.3. Following the recent changes in government priorities, set out by the Autumn Statement, 

EEH business unit has reviewed and updated six areas of action which provide a focus for 

EEH’s work in the coming months. 

2.4. EEH business unit is undertaking a small-scale review of the value provided by EEH. The 

work will identify the extent to which current activities are adding value, how those 

activities align with individual partner priorities and how EEH could improve its added 

value further.    

3. Context 

3.1. On Friday 17 November, the Chancellor set out his Autumn Statement. A core theme of 

his statement and economic ambition for the UK was to support the growth that the 

country needs while responding to the economic challenges we face.   
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3.2. In his speech the Chancellor said he wanted to ‘combine our technology and science 

brilliance with our formidable financial services to turn Britain into the world’s next 

Silicon Valley’ before listing ‘our five growth industries: digital technology, life sciences, 

green industries, financial services and advanced manufacturing’. 

3.3. This recognition should be welcomed by the Strategic Transport Leadership Board. 

Members will be aware that the National Infrastructure Commission had previously 

referred to the Heartland region as the next Silicon Valley.  

3.4. It is also noteworthy that this region is renowned for its world class strengths in digital 

technologies, life sciences, advanced manufacturing and green industries/ energy. It is 

therefore clear that the Heartland region is seen to be pivotal to the government’s 

economic objectives, with East West Rail (and the wider East West Main Line) playing a 

crucial role in increasing economic output, productivity, labour supply, collaboration and 

innovation. 

3.5. However, productivity levels in the region remain below that of our competitors, 

reinforcing some of the major challenges that the Heartland faces. The region is reaching 

a point where it can no longer sustain economic growth because there is not the 

commercial space, skills or connectivity to link it all together. Transport solutions, 

designed to reflect the current economic climate, are a key part in enabling the region’s 

short, medium and long-term success.  

3.6. The focus of the regional transport strategy and three-year business plan remain relevant 

under the new government. However, it is important for EEH to ensure the right levers 

are in place for the Heartland to be responsive to new funding and policy opportunities.  

4. Actions 

4.1. In responding to the new ministerial priorities, the Board will want to be clear on actions 

that EEH should take forward as a matter of priority.  

4.2. In September 2022, the Board identified six areas of focus in response to the economic 

priorities of the time. Following the recent changes in government priorities, EEH 

business unit has reviewed and updated the areas of action. The areas build on, and do 

not detract from, our three-year business plan. Instead, they are the basis for ensuring 

EEH is in the best possible position for securing new funding or policy opportunities that 

the Board want to see delivered. 

4.3. It is worth noting that across the six areas of focus, the EEH Board should retain its 

commitment to the vision and principles of the regional transport strategy which placed 

shared priority for planning for net zero and supporting economic growth, levering the 

benefits to the region that can be achieved in doing so.  This is in line with the 

Department for Transport, which remains committed to adhering to legally binding net-

zero targets. 

4.4. In addition, and in a world of tighter funding, Board members will wish to ensure that the 

EEH business unit is also operating as effectively and delivering as much value as 

possible. 

4.5.  In order to inform the work programme for 2023/24, EEH business unit is undertaking a 

small-scale review of the value provided by EEH. The work will identify the extent to 

which current activities are adding value, how those activities align with individual 

partner priorities and how EEH could improve its added value further.    

4.6. The small-scale review of EEH will be undertaken independently, with individual 

interviews planned for Board members, should they wish to take part.  Questions will be 

sent in advance so Board members get a sense of the areas of interest for the review.  

4.7. The conclusions of the review will be presented to the Board in March 2023, in order to 

inform decisions about the EEH Work Programme for 2023/24.   
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5. Priority areas for action 

Action 1 – Making the most of investment planned for the region 

5.1. During the Autumn Statement the Chancellor included East West Rail as one of three 

major rail infrastructure projects the government was committed to delivering. He told 

Parliament: “Smart countries build on their long-term commitments rather than discard 

them. So today I confirm that because of this decision, alongside Sizewell C, we will 

deliver the core Northern Powerhouse Rail. HS2 to Manchester. East West Rail. The new 

hospitals programme. And gigabit broadband rollout.  All these and more will be funded 

as promised, with over £600 billion of investment over the next five years to connect our 

country and grow our economy.” 

5.2. The Chancellor’s commitment to these ‘transformative growth plans’ for rail that would 

‘provide fast, more reliable services and connect people to new job opportunities’ was 

welcomed by England’s Economic Heartland and the East West Mainline Partnership as 

the right thing for the region and the UK economy. 

5.3. The recommitment to East West Rail provides renewed impetus for the region to work 

with the government. Over the next year, there will be a need for the Board to work with 

local authorities, the East West Main Line Partnership, national transport bodies, 

government departments, East West Railway Company, Network Rail, transport 

operators and others to focus on maximising the economic opportunities from investment 

in East West Rail. This includes:  

• Ensuring there is seamless interchange and appropriate first mile, last mile 

connectivity to East West Rail stations to ensure it unlocks economic opportunities 

for as many residents, businesses and inward investors as possible. This includes 

bus services and active travel. EEH is already active in this space: on 16 

November, we published the initial report on the Varsity Way cycleway which 

would provide improved cycle access to several EWR stations.  

• Encouraging government to work across departments, including Business, Energy 

and Industrial Strategy to maximise the impact of their investments.  The EEH 

business unit has been pressing for engagement from BEIS for some time and 

continues to do so; working with the Cities and Local Growth Unit and the 

proposed Oxford Cambridge Pan Regional Partnership to leverage opportunities 

for a science super-cluster across the region.  

• Ensuring government remains committed to delivering the East West Rail 

Aylesbury link, which has always been an integral part of the ‘western section’ 

project. 

• Progressing the East West Main Line: continuing to make the case for the line to 

be extended to west of Oxford and east of Cambridge, alongside exploring the 

potential for direct services which combine East West Rail with existing radial 

lines. 

Action 2 - Securing the investment needed to support sustainable economic growth 

5.4. Board members will welcome the role that EEH played in securing the long-term future of 

East West Rail, with regular feedback having been provided about the quality and impact 

of the evidence that the EEH business unit developed, on behalf of both the EEH Board 

and the East West Main Line Partnership.  

5.5. Learning from this experience, Board members will also want to ensure that the 

Heartland region continues to reinforce the need to investment in our key infrastructure 

priorities, not least for the economic benefits they bring.  

5.6. As the Government looks towards an uncertain funding environment beyond 2025, it will 

want to invest in schemes that level economic benefits for the UK as a whole but also 

that are well planned and have certainty of delivery.   
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5.7. It is worth noting by Board members that, while this is a valid ambition, government 

must recognise the challenge in planning a deliverable pipeline given both current and 

significant inflation pressures as well as the impact of uncertainty in securing investment 

in projects due to funding processes, such as competitions.  

5.8. EEH is clear on the key immediate priorities for sub-regional transport connectivity that 

we need to press the government for commitment on.  These include: 

• Securing government commitment to the most pressing rail priorities in the 

region, including: delivery of East West Rail in full – including the Aylesbury link; 

maximising the opportunity for rail connectivity in the Oxford and Swindon area; 

and the urgent need for confirmation that rail junction improvements at Ely. Each 

of these rail schemes bring significant decarbonisation, congestion and levelling 

up benefits that stretch well beyond the EEH region 

• Securing investment in the region’s road priorities including: the MRN 

programme; priority areas for investment identified in the emerging Oxford to 

Cambridge Road Study as well as in Hertfordshire and Swindon, such as M1 

Junction 8 

• Reinforcing the need for a clear plan to support investment in non-rail public 

transport solutions, including the HERT and MK MRT 

• A long-term plan for buses 

• Investment in strategic active travel proposals, including Varsity Way.   

5.9. EEH business unit is already acting to press the case for investment in each of these 

initiatives and will continue to do so.  For example, the Ely area capacity enhancement 

scheme is the most important opportunity for increasing rail freight in the country. The 

Ely taskforce, chaired by EEH business unit, is producing a report highlighting the 

economic narrative and national importance of Ely the enhancements. The work has the 

support of Transport East and Midlands Connect and we are expecting a significant 

contribution from these neighbouring STBs to support development of the report, despite 

the scheme being within the EEH region.  

5.10. As well as pan-regional priorities, EEH will also work with partners to ensure we have a 

clear position on deliverable infrastructure pipelines in individual local authority areas, 

basing plans on technical evidence such as the connectivity studies as much as possible. 

The planned Investment Pipeline refresh for the region (set out in Agenda Item 5) will 

provide an important part of that process. 

6. Delivering more for less and with greater certainty 

6.1. The constrained fiscal environment presents a real need for areas to seek opportunities 

to do more, for less. Through technology, innovation and better use of data, the STB is in 

the right position to help local places identify cheaper interventions that can lever 

transport and connectivity benefits for potentially a fraction of the price of a major 

infrastructure solution.  

6.2. While these solutions aren't universally applicable and do not always replace the benefits 

of new infrastructure and improved connections, they can go a long way towards 

delivering the outcomes of the transport strategy, for a fraction of the price and in a 

fraction of the time. EEH’s smart junctions project (set out in the business unit update) is 

one such example.  

6.3. EEH must also ensure that it gives the government the right level of assurance of 

delivery when seeking funding for interventions. EEH is in a strong position to respond to 

this. Since 2019, EEH leaders and Board members have supported the principle of a 

regional centre of excellence for major infrastructure delivery. Through this support, EEH 

has been able to develop a clear understanding of that the barriers that need to be 

addressed to speed up delivery of major infrastructure, including:  
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• A lack of technical and professional capacity and capability within the region 

necessary to develop detailed proposals for inclusion in the infrastructure 

pipeline 

• The extended time it takes to develop a proposal and secure the permissions 

required to enable its delivery 

• Limitations on the capacity of local authorities to develop high quality business 

cases, particularly given uncertainties of funding for schemes beyond SOBC 

stages 

6.4. The Heartland has been awarded additional funding by DfT to support the creation of a 

centre of excellence for planning and funding major transport infrastructure.  Through 

engagement and peer reviews, EEH is working with individual local authorities to identify 

the main opportunities for improving the major transport scheme delivery process – be it 

project identification, business case development or improved procurement processes.  

6.5. Tailored support packages for the capacity and capability project will be underway with 

partner authorities by the end of January 2023.  

Action 4 – Restoring trust in public transport 

6.6. The growing issues around public transport provision on both rail (caused primarily by 

recent strike action but also other workforce issues) and bus (caused primarily by bus 

operators cutting services) is creating real and potentially long-lasting issues for the 

future of public transport.  

6.7. It is clear that the Secretary of State for Transport, Mark Harper MP, recognises these 

challenges. Speaking recently on the BBC, the Secretary of State was clear about his 

immediate priorities, particularly noting his desire to resolve the issues of the rail 

system, including certainty over operation of the railway.  

6.8. Reflecting the fact journeys by bus had fallen by around one third compared to pre-

pandemic levels, the Secretary of State noted that “(we’ve) got to get people back using 
buses”. 

6.9. However, uncertainty over funding for buses and other local transport infrastructure and 

services and growing cost pressures are significantly affecting the region’s ability to plan 

effective local transport solutions.  

6.10. Buses form the bedrock of a low carbon public transport network and while there exist 

some significant and live challenges for the bus sector, there is a suite of evidence that 

reinforces the significant contribution that buses play when they are planned well and 

serving an engaged market.  

6.11. Successes such as the Luton to Dunstable guided busway, where 20% of all trips made 

between those two locations are by bus, demonstrate the potential for bus-based travel 

in the region. There is a need to learn from this success and seek to replicate it 

elsewhere, using new technologies and innovation to support service provision and 

catchment volumes where possible.    

6.12. Partners across the Heartland are ambitious for bus-based transit, but without certainty 

or clarity of funding it is difficult for partners to plan reasonable and viable solutions.   

6.13. A key priority for EEH in the coming months is to work with the government to ensure 

funding for bus-based transit is a priority. Building on the evidence captured in the 

Regional Bus Study, EEH will press DfT on the Board’s behalf for a clear funding 

settlement for local transport.  For the settlement to be a success, it needs to be 

managed and prioritised by local partners so it can be well planned to deliver the 

greatest outcome for the region’s communities.  This doesn’t always need to be new 

funding, there is an opportunity for STBs to work with DfT to ensure the funding available 

for transport (albeit currently allocated by ‘mode’) can be better allocated and invested 

to deliver particular outcomes, rather than for a mode alone.    
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Action 5 – A clear plan for roads 

6.14. The transport strategy set out the framework for roads investment in the future. The 

strategy was clear that EEH would continue to support investment in roads where there 

was a clear justification for them.   

6.15. Whilst economic growth in the region has been significant, investment in strategic 

infrastructure has not kept pace with that growth. As a result, the capacity of our 

strategic road network is increasingly constrained. 

6.16. The transport strategy particularly supported roads investment where it was embedded 

in a longer-term plan for roads – where planning for net zero was treated as a critical 

factor in a future highway network.  

6.17. To that end, the Board has supported the development of a future of roads strategy. The 

strategy, currently in development, explores how roads investment of the future should 

be supported by a commitment to: 

• Enable the infrastructure required to support electric vehicle roll out as quickly 

as possible 

• An upfront commitment to digital roads – working across our partnerships to 

maximise the use of the existing highway network capacity 

• A wider commitment to innovation – using our regional partnerships to enable 

easier scale up of innovation pilots and trials  

• Supporting the freight sector while minimising its impact on the environment 

and local communities – ensuring freight is travelling along the right routes 

• Planning road infrastructure with due regard to the user hierarchy set out in the 

regional transport strategy and a commitment to place-based approaches to 

planning roads investment in the future 

• Being explicit about our region’s expectations for new roads to be built with the 

highest levels of commitment to biodiversity net gain, building on the Arc 

environment principles1 

6.18. The region has a growing evidence base that identifies where the greatest need for roads 

investment exists, including the Oxford to Cambridge Roads study underway by national 

highways.  Route Strategies and the government’s third Roads Investment Strategy 

(2025 – 2030) are also live opportunities where EEH is working with DfT and National 

Highways to ensure our regional priorities are captured and committed to.  

Action 6 – Innovation at the heart of what we do 

6.19. The region is a leader in the development of the technology associated with the use of 

electric vehicles and connected autonomous vehicles, technology that has the potential to 

be a key part of our transport system moving forward.  

6.20. The work underway in and around Oxfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Milton Keynes 

provides the region with access to experience on which it can build. Delivering new 

approaches, ownership and business models that facilitate access to transport is a key 

part of the transition to net zero.  

6.21. Harnessing the potential of this sector in the development of new solutions and 

businesses will not only benefit the region, it also provide the UK with a competitive 

edge, bringing benefits well beyond transport.  

 
1 Arc Environment Principles 
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6.22. But for innovation to be scalable, it must be supported by the right funding and 

supportive business models. EEH, through its innovation Board Champion and innovation 

working group will press government to maximise the opportunity for scalable solutions 

for the future of mobility: ensuring funding is in place; regulatory reform is supported 

where necessary; and by raising the profile of the opportunity.  

6.23. In addition, the availability of fixed and mobile digital infrastructure is central to enabling 

the region to exploit its leadership in innovation in the transport sector to the full. EEH 

will need to continue to work with DCMS and HM Treasury to press for the right 

investment in fixed and mobile digital infrastructure.  

7. Conclusion  

7.1. The new government’s priorities present opportunities for the Heartland region.  In line 

with the three-year business plan, it is possible for EEH to work with local partners to 

maximise these opportunities.    

 

Naomi Green  

Managing Director 

November 2022 
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