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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 Introduction 

The Milton Keynes city-region1 is widely considered to be an attractive place to live, work and bring up a family. 
This recognises not just the high quality of its green spaces and built environment but the wide range of social and 
cultural activities that contribute to its sense of place and make it a visitor destination – whether this be the 
cultural offer, strong retail centre or leisure facilities that the city is home to. 

The aim of this report is to examine and describe the spatial implications arising from long term economic 
scenarios for Milton Keynes and its surrounding settlements. It is delivered as a module within the Growth Study 
commissioned by Milton Keynes Council, Aylesbury Vale District Council and South Northamptonshire Council. 

1.2 Approach 

The study has been delivered based on four research strands: 

• Desk research. A review of all available relevant evidence and policy documents, plus a wider literature 
review regarding drivers of economic growth. 

• Consultation. Consultation with Council representatives (and other stakeholders) from the Joint 
Growth Study partners through individual meetings and group sessions. 

• Data analysis. Existing economic data and analysis (such as economic forecasts) have informed our 
analysis. 

• Collaboration. Ongoing collaboration with David Lock Associates (in their role as lead consultant for 
the Growth Study) and ITP (in their work on the future mobility module). 

1.3 Key findings 

There is no doubt that Milton Keynes should be preparing itself for growth over the next three decades. There 
are a number of reasons that this conclusion has been drawn: 

• Forecasts for the UK economy are positive. The OECD suggests that growth will continue at 
approximately 2% per annum, in GDP terms, until beyond 2050, outpacing the average rate of global 
growth.  

• The UK government has established an Industrial Strategy focusing on increased productivity and 
prosperity for all. The Strategy involves the development of local industrial strategies, infrastructure 
investment, a focus on high value sectors and working in partnership with the private sector to deliver 
economic ambition.  

• Sectors that have been identified as important to the future of either the Milton Keynes economy or that 
across the Arc are prominent in the Industrial Strategy. These include life sciences, digital and creative, 
aerospace, automotive and construction, all highly relevant to the Milton Keynes city-region, are amongst 
the first to agree Sector Deals with government.  

• Historic growth in Milton Keynes has been very strong – it has regularly been identified as the fastest 
growing city in the UK. 

• Even ‘business as usual’ growth in the city-region is forecast to deliver 60,000 new jobs between 2016 and 
2050, which assumes no significant local or national government intervention. 

• The opportunity for the Milton Keynes area is further enhanced by its location at the centre of the 
Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge Arc, which is seen as a globally competitive centre for science, world-
class research, innovation and technology.  

                                                 
1 This term is used in this report to refer to the study area, defined by Milton Keynes Council and partners and described in 
the main growth study reports. 
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• Milton Keynes continues to benefit from London spillover leading to businesses and people locating out 
of the capital. 

Key finding 1. The long-term economic outlook for the UK is positive, in terms of GDP growth 

Key finding 2. The growth study partners are right to anticipate growth and to plan for how to best 
manage and deliver it 

The vision of the Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge Arc is seen as a single knowledge intensive cluster that 
competes on a global stage. The National Infrastructure Commission (NIC) believes that the corridor could be 
the UK’s Silicon Valley – a world renowned centre for science, technology and innovation creating high level jobs 
and a thriving entrepreneurial culture.  It proposes that the Arc is being seen as a national priority, representing 
a once in a generation opportunity to unlock growth driven by the economic strengths that the Arc currently 
contains.  It is therefore likely to play a major role in the future economy of the UK.  

Analysis commissioned by the NIC suggests that the total population across the Arc may rise by as much as 1.6 
million to around 5 million to 2050. This significant increase in population necessitates a strategic approach to 
spatial planning, both for people and the jobs they will do.  

The work of the NIC also suggests that, under the most transformational scenario, that which delivers the highest 
level of growth, the Arc could create up to 1.1 million new jobs, of which around 130,000 could be located in the 
Milton Keynes area. This is more than double that predicted in any existing ’business as usual’ forecasts.  

The NIC argues that transformational growth is the result of maximising the opportunity that the Arc presents.  
Transformational growth is seen as desirable because it provides the greatest opportunity for Milton Keynes to 
address economic inequalities (i.e. to achieve growth that is inclusive) and also to retain the economic and social 
value created through growth. For example, transformational growth would provide the critical mass required to 
support the viability of the strategy for mass rapid transit, which is key to improving opportunity for all.   

However, a number of developments are needed in order to unlock transformational growth:  

• New investment in east-west transport infrastructure is necessary in order to unlock opportunities for 
development, improve connectivity and to unlock new settlements and wider housing growth. 

• Rates of housebuilding need to be accelerated (and doubled in some areas) in order to attract the talent 
and skills that businesses need to grow 

• The definition of a long-term vision integrating opportunities for jobs, homes and infrastructure for the 
Arc, with the right governance to support delivery. 

• Focus should be placed on delivering well-connected, thriving local communities with access to jobs, 
services and homes for future generations. 

• Development must support quality of life and wellbeing for new and existing residents, whilst respecting 
the natural environment. 

Should these changes be implemented, the opportunities for the Milton Keynes city-region are very significant.  
Population and economic growth are likely to be at the top end of current projections, and through enhanced 
connectivity and economic spillovers, the city-region will face opportunities to develop a presence in a number of 
high-tech, high-value activities.  Some of these may build on current strengths, such as knowledge intensive 
business services (KIBS) or advanced engineering, whilst others would be new additions such as new engineering 
applications (e.g. aerospace), digital and bio-technology. 

Key finding 3. The Arc represents a major opportunity for the UK economy and could prove to be 
a transformational driver of growth across the corridor. 

Key finding 4. The Milton Keynes city-region can play a major role in - and harness significant 
benefits arising from - the Arc 

There are a number of weaknesses in the Milton Keynes city-region economy which partners have acknowledged 
and are seeking to address.  For example: 

• The Milton Keynes economy is often described as ‘two-tiered’.  Milton Keynes is home to a number of 
disadvantaged communities that lack access to affordable, convenient transport and are currently missing 



 Executive Summary 
 

Ortus Economic Research Ltd Page 3 

 

out on economic opportunities.  These persistent geographic inequalities create poor socio-economic 
outcomes.  

• East-west transportation links are limited and the proposed Expressway and east-west rail links are 
positive interventions.   

• The city is car centric which not only places a strain on the road infrastructure (forecast to grow 
considerably in the future) but also exacerbates issues related to economic exclusion.  Having been 
designed for the car around a grid system that limits public transport availability, the city now needs to 
rethink how to maintain its mobility advantage.   

• Some of the sectors which are currently important to the city-region economy are those most likely to 
experience employment decline through increased introduction of technology.  The most obvious 
example is logistics, but other sectors such as finance and business administration are also likely to be 
subject to the influence of AI and other technologies.  

• Milton Keynes has yet to develop a distinctive position in sectors based around digital technology and 
creativity, which means it has ground to make up against competitor locations in attracting this increasingly 
crucial activity. 

• There is a degree of mis-match between occupational demand driven by firms within the city-region 
economy and the supply of labour and skills support by the resident workforce. This in part is expressed 
by the high numbers of in-commuters and indicates that there are challenges associated with developing 
a highly skilled workforce where the benefits to local residents are maximised. 

• Whilst CMK is the key office location in the city-region, containing almost one half of all B class 
employment space2, studies indicate that the quality of some of the accommodation is poor and does not 
meet the contemporary needs of business.  

Partners across the city-region have established strategies and plans to address many of these key challenges.  For 
example, the MK Futures 2050 Future Commission established a vision for Milton Keynes around a vibrant, high 
tech economy populated by highly-skilled people living in a unique high quality environment.  The concept of 
inclusive growth, where inequalities  are tackled and opportunities are available to all, is central to this vision. 

Key finding 5. Growth must be inclusive if it is to deliver the vision for Milton Keynes in 2050. 

Key finding 6. Improving mobility is key to achieving inclusive growth goals. 

A key question of interest to this study relates to the scale of growth that might be anticipated. There are a 
number of projections of economic growth in the existing literature, but two have been most influential in 
informing this study.  These are: 

• The ‘business as usual’ forecasts, based on evidence prepared as part of the Economic Growth and 
Employment Land Study update in 20173, which indicates that by 2050 the Milton Keynes economy may 
grow by around 60,000 jobs. 

• Forecasts prepared for NIC4, which suggest that under the most transformational scenario, the Milton 
Keynes economy may grow by around 130,000 jobs to 2050. 

In order to inform an assessment of growth options, this study has used these projections to inform the 
development of three future growth scenarios5, as follows: 

• Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach (i.e. ‘business as usual’).  This scenario, which is based on a 
passive approach to economic and housing growth, is likely to deliver growth at the bottom range of 
projections.  This equates to between 60,000 and 90,000 new jobs to 2050.   

                                                 
2 Calculated based on figures provided in the 2015 Economic Growth and Employment Land Study, GVA for Milton Keynes 
Council. 
3 Economic Growth and Employment Land Study, 2017, GVA for Milton Keynes Council 
4 Cambridge, Milton Keynes, Oxford, Northampton Growth Corridor – Final report for the NIC, 2016, SQW and Cambridge 
Econometrics 
5 This analysis has then also been used to inform the assessment of future housing need across the study area.  This is 
contained within the main growth study reports. 
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• Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-led.  This scenario, which is based on a strategy to actively grow the 
Milton Keynes city-region economy but led by in-commuting, is likely to deliver growth in the mid-range 
of projections.  This equates to between 90,000 and 120,000 new jobs to 2050. 

• Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic development approach (i.e. ‘the economic powerhouse of the Arc’).  
This strategy is founded on a proactive strategy to capitalise on the transformational opportunity 
represented by the Arc and to support economic growth with population growth.  This is likely to lead 
to employment growth at the top end of projections, meaning between 120,000 and 150,000 new jobs to 
2050. 

Consideration of these scenarios highlights that the growth study partners have a key choice to make regarding 
the scale and nature of growth that they wish to deliver across the Milton Keynes city-region. 

Key finding 7. The growth study partners face a key decision around scale of growth and how to 
deliver it 

However, given the existing strategic context, the likelihood of growth and the scale of the opportunity arising 
from the Arc, it would appear that continuing with ‘business as usual’ is simply not an option.  Firstly, growth may 
naturally overtake the projections associated with this scenario and, from a strategic point of view, this scenario 
would mean that inclusive growth aspirations and other elements of the vision for Milton Keynes would not be 
achieved. 

Key finding 8. A ‘business as usual’ and the resultant economic and population growth that this 
would unlock are not a viable option for the growth study partners. 

In considering and analysing the remaining two scenarios, this study draws the following conclusions: 

Under the mid-growth, commuting-led scenario, this would deliver significant employment growth and would 
therefore require a strategic spatial planning approach in order to ensure that suitable employment space is 
available. The reliance on in-commuting would have a number of resultant effects: 

• It would reduce the quantity of housing that would need to be delivered in the city-region. 
• Peripheral employment locations are likely to be comparatively attractive as they offer benefits for 

commuters, particularly those using a car. This may decrease the attractiveness of the city centre for 
economic activities, reducing density and negatively influencing the viability of the city centre as an 
employment, residential and retail hub.  It would also challenge the viability of potential new transit 
options.   

• This effect, coupled with the fact that new jobs are disproportionately taken up by people outside the 
city-region, means that inclusivity objectives are hampered, both through reduced mobility and a reduction 
in the number of opportunities available to disadvantaged communities.  

• Development in CMK would also be more focused on residential, which would bring benefits. However, 
the continuing emphasis on peripheral employment would influence the number of jobs in CMK, the type 
of jobs and the demographics of those seeking to reside in the city and viability of the strategy for mass 
rapid transit. 

Key finding 9. Whilst the mid-growth scenario may deliver a number of positive outcomes, it limits 
the ability of partners to achieve mobility and inclusive growth ambitions. 

Under the high growth, strategic development scenario, economic growth is maximised through the Milton 
Keynes city-region economy playing its full part in a fully functioning, globally competitive Arc economy. The 
infrastructure required to facilitate east-west movement has been delivered, allowing economic opportunities to 
be maximised. The scale and nature of growth would have a number of effects: 

• The creation of jobs at this scale provides maximum opportunity to deliver inclusive growth, for a number 
of reasons. Jobs density would be highest, meaning that mass rapid transit is more viable, which would 
significantly improve mobility for those in disadvantaged communities. 

• At this level of growth, the number of jobs across the occupational range would be at its highest, improving 
employment opportunities for all. For example, population growth will drive a growth in a range of local 
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‘service’ sectors such as health, education, retail, care and public administration, and employment 
opportunities are widened as a result (particularly for those with low skills). 

• With advanced engineering, high technology activities and KIBS at the forefront of growth, productivity 
rates are likely to increase. A trickledown effect means that prosperity improves.   

• Opportunities to create synergies between the Milton Keynes city-region economy and high-value 
activities across the Arc (and north and south) are maximised, leading to growth in such sectors and a 
rise in the number of high-value jobs. 

• The role of CMK is crucial in this scenario. Its role as a location for employment would need to develop 
considerably, as higher concentration of both population and employment in the centre would improve 
the attractiveness, viability and vibrancy of the city centre.  

• This would also increase the attractiveness of Milton Keynes to those seeking to live, work and play within 
close proximity which in turn would improve Milton Keynes as a location for certain economic activities, 
those which employ people seeking this type of lifestyle (commonly associated with those working in 
digital and technology-driven sectors).  

Key finding 10.  The most transformational scenario (high growth, strategic development) offers the 
maximum opportunity to deliver the economic vision for Milton Keynes in 2050, including inclusive 
growth, improved mobility and a more viable, vibrant CMK. 

1.3.1 Spatial implications 

The study has drawn a number of conclusions regarding the spatial implications arising from the findings above, as 
follows: 

• Accommodating these new jobs will require a significant growth in the floorspace available for 
employment uses, located strategically around the city-region area in order to meet the needs of an 
increasingly large business base. The ‘high growth, strategic development’ scenario suggests demand for 
between 1.71 million sqm and 2.18 million sqm of additional B-class employment space. 

• In 2050 CMK will be an urban centre serving a city-region population of up to 500,000 people (within a 
corridor of around 5,000,000 people). Ensuring that CMK can fully play this role needs to be a central 
strand of a forward spatial strategy.  

• Whilst the spacious nature of Milton Keynes generally and CMK in particular are seen as strengths, 
employment densities within CMK and adjacent grid squares are low and need to increase. There are a 
number of important reasons why this conclusion is important: 

o Mass rapid transit is only fully supported and effective when moving large numbers of people 
across relatively densely populated areas. 

o The ‘bricks and mortar’ retail sector is facing a highly uncertain future. Whilst a number of 
responses are likely to be required to address the current slide of footfall and spending on the 
high street, one factor which would benefit high street retailers (and other sectors) would be an 
increased number of people living and working in CMK. 

o The creative and cultural sector (and the related night time economy), key to the future vision 
for Milton Keynes, would benefit from larger local audiences that more intensive uses/higher 
densities would create. 

o It is increasingly the case that young professionals working in the high tech and digital economies 
wish to live, work and be able to play all within close proximity. Employers within these sectors 
will choose locations that can offer this lifestyle and greater intensity of development (leading to 
greater vibrancy) in CMK would assist in competing with other city locations (within the UK and 
beyond). 

o CMK has the capacity to deliver such an outcome (increase employment space, increase 
residential accommodation and increase transport infrastructure) without fundamentally changing 
its character. 
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• If the proportion of B-class employment that was based in CMK was to grow from 46% (currently6) to 
60%, this would imply that between 361,000 and 459,000 sqm of additional B-class employment space 
would be required. However, it is important to acknowledge that these figures do not account for existing, 
empty office space currently available in CMK7. 

Key finding 11.  Intensification and densification within CMK is important to increase the 
sustainability of mass rapid transit, increase vibrancy and viability and ensure that the city becomes 
an attractive, competitive location for high-tech, innovation-led activities. 

• Increasing employment density in CMK is important and can be delivered alongside a growth in 
employment in existing and new employment locations. Spatially, the city-region could follow a ‘cluster’ 
arrangement of linked employment destinations across a diverse range of economic activities and sectors. 
Other locations outside CMK would also become more important as places of employment than their 
current profile, including settlements in Aylesbury Vale and South Northamptonshire, brought together 
through enhanced physical connectivity. 

• The strategic location of the Milton Keynes city-region will mean a continuation of its important role as a 
logistics hub. Some forecasts predict growth in related sectors (transport, wholesale) to 2031 (up to an 
additional 6,800 jobs8). However, we would cast a cautious note over any predictions of large scale job 
increases given the impact that technology is currently having and may have in the future. It is important 
to recognise, therefore, that a growth in this sector is likely to require an increase in the employment 
land allocated to it, but in the longer term technological changes is likely to reduce the levels of 
employment within logistics and transport and possibly also the number of very large warehouses as 
patterns of distribution change.  Given the importance of the logistics sector to Milton Keynes and its 
strategic location, it is therefore essential that this sector and its demand for space is monitored closely.  
It may also be sensible to begin to consider secondary uses for such sites should they become vacant in 
the medium- to long-term (e.g. for future housing developments, infrastructure, and so on).   

Key finding 12.  Growth in the logistics sector is anticipated in the short term, but this sector is likely 
to experience significant technology-led changes in the medium term.  Whilst the sector may 
remain a key driver of employment land, the levels and densities of employment may well decline 
longer term.  

• The prospect of mass rapid transit across the Milton Keynes city-region opens up the opportunity to 
develop Transit Oriented Developments (see Appendix 3, page 61). The mixed use development ‘nodes’ 
based around major transit stations offer opportunities to improve public health, develop sustainable 
communities and businesses, limit environmental impact associated with commuting, strengthen the local 
economy and reduce the overall ‘spread’ of transport infrastructure thereby reducing costs. TODs also 
align well to the current trends of urbanisation and to the needs of young professionals to live, work and 
play in the same area. TODs could be integrated into the spatial economic strategy by integrating a ‘cluster’ 
approach, which identifies specific locations for the development of specialisms aligned with the 
aspirational industrial profile that the city-region aspires to. 

• The evolution of a high-tech, innovation-led economy across the city-region has implications for housing 
stock. The stock of housing needs to be suitable to attract and retain the types of people that will 
contribute to economic growth through the input of their labour, ideas and – in the case of entrepreneurs 
– capital. Whilst residential development within CMK is likely to focus mainly on apartments aimed at 
young professionals or student accommodation (with the advent of MK:U), the wider development of the 
housing offer must provide suitable accommodation for workers across the occupation and skill spectrum. 
Attracting professional people and their families will be an essential part of a labour market strategy to 
support economic growth.  

                                                 
6 CMK’s share of B Class space (46%) is calculated from data provided in the 2015 EGELS Phase 1 report (Table 4.2).  It is 
therefore assumed that 46% of borough employment within B Class space is located within CMK.  
7 Estimates derived from the EGI property database suggest that 126,000 sqm of office space is currently available across the 
Borough, with 69,000 sqm of this within CMK.   
8 Milton Keynes Economic Growth and Employment Land Study – Supply and Demand Partial update, (2017), GVA 



 Executive Summary 
 

Ortus Economic Research Ltd Page 7 

 

1.4 Recommendations 

This study makes ten recommendations related to the development of a spatial strategy for the Milton Keynes 
city-region, as follows: 

1. Partners should plan for high-end, transformational population and employment growth forecasts. We 
suggest that in the case of the economic scenarios, this means a focus on Scenario 3 and therefore between 
120,000 and 150,000 new jobs. In terms of B-class employment space, this implies the need to deliver 
between 1.71 million sqm and 2.18 million sqm of additional B-class employment space. 

2. Aim for a sectoral profile in 2050 which is skewed towards high tech, innovation-led businesses and 
activities. As part of this strategy, develop greater synergy between the Milton Keynes city-region 
economy and those of Oxford and Cambridge and others (e.g. north London, towns and cities of the 
Midlands) facilitated by enhanced communications and transport and the development of the labour 
market, business accommodation and support services that such businesses require.  

3. Ensure that priority is given to a plan that prescribes the allocation of suitable sites within CMK for the 
development of a city centre which plays a strong role in a city-region of 500,000 people and a population 
of 5,000,000 across the growth corridor. Increasing the concentration of people living and working in 
CMK is essential to sustainable growth. This will include: 

a. The development of new employment space (primarily office) and residential accommodation. 
b. Upgrading or re-purposing of existing, obsolete office space.  
c. Actively attracting additional investment generally but also specifically in leisure, culture, food & 

drink and showroom retail. 
4. There is a need to ensure that intensification of use and activity and therefore employment densities grow 

considerably in CMK, in order to underpin a sustainable major city centre, support the move to of mass 
rapid transit, develop economic clusters and to respond positively to the current trend of urbanisation to 
enable Milton Keynes to maintain and enhance its competitiveness in the wider UK and global economy.  

5. Through the development of transport infrastructure, ensure that mobility around and across the city-
region is enhanced in order to ensure that all major employment locations are accessible to a large labour 
catchment area (including the most deprived areas). 

6. Anticipate the need for a readily available supply of flat, large, sites for more big logistics operations and 
for manufacturing sites with logistics elements. In the longer term, anticipate two potential trends:  changes 
in the levels and profile of employment at such sites and an increasing trend to locate consolidation centres 
close to town and city centres. 

7. Look again at the use and purpose of established employment areas to enable intensification or re-
investment/reimagining for employment or other uses.  

8. Ensure the specific property/space needs that flow from building an innovation-led, high tech and 
entrepreneurial economy (including, e.g., the need for grow-on space) are accounted for and actively 
prescribed and promoted in emerging spatial plans. 

9. Encourage TODs to evolve at major transport nodes in order to encourage mixed-use developments, 
promote sustainable living and support economic growth. 

10. Further develop links with major HE and other institutions (e.g. Cranfield, OU, MK:U, Catapults, Euston 
Knowledge Quarter) to encourage the location of support, R&D and innovation facilities/labs at strategic 
sites across the city-region. Such facilities will act as attractors as well as bringing highly skilled people into 
the city. 

11. Explore how the innovation campus concept can be utilised to enhance the city-region’s offer and 
underpin economic growth in key sectors. 
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2. Introduction 

2.1 Background to the exercise 

In July 2016, the MK Futures 2050 Commission published its report, Making a Great City Greater, which represented 
a starting point in a debate about the future of the city. As well as establishing a vision for the Milton Keynes, the 
report also proposed that the city needed a ‘Strategy to 2050’. 

Much work has been undertaken since the publishing of the Commission’s report. The Council is now engaged, 
along with its partners in Aylesbury Vale and South Northamptonshire, in preparing to deliver a spatial strategy 
for Milton Keynes and adjacent locations within these neighbouring areas. To inform that strategy, a Growth Study 
has been commissioned as part of ongoing work to secure the best evidence-led solutions for growth in the 
central part of the Arc, irrespective of administrative boundaries.   

The outcomes of the Growth Study, together with other evidence, will help the Partner Authorities’ collective 
ambitions to progress rapidly and inform and integrate with any subsequent wider strategic statutory spatial plans 
and statutory development plans that evolve across the area. 

The Growth Study and its related research papers build on the evidence and recommendations of the MK Futures 
2050 Commission, and support the stated ambition of MK Council to plan positively for the doubling in size of 
Milton Keynes by 2050. 

The Growth Study has four main modules, as follows: 

• Module 1 – to set out and understand the spatial implications arising from long term economic scenarios.  
• Module 2 – to examine how mass transit could deliver benefits to the Milton Keynes city-region and how 

these might be delivered. 
• Module 3 – to identify the most appropriate forms of growth and to draw these into a ‘preferred spatial 

framework’   
• Module 4 - to explore the range of delivery structures and mechanisms open to Milton Keynes Council 

and partners to facilitate, speed up or unlock large scale or cross-border growth 

This report represents the main output in relation to Module 1 above. 

2.2 Aims and objectives 

The overall aim of this study is to shape and articulate the overall economic vision for the Milton Keynes city-region to 
2050 and to integrate this into the wider Growth Study. 

In achieving this aim, the economic scenarios module must deliver against the following objectives: 

1. Understand local issues within the wider economy now and to 2050 building on work previously 
undertaken as part of the MK Futures 2050 Commission.  

2. Explore the synergies between economic futures and how these might shape the changing demographic 
and skills profile sought for MK.  

3. Explore the implications of different locational strategies for employment provision and recommend land 
allocation strategies for different employment uses to maximise economic benefits.  

4. Consider the relationship between the city of Milton Keynes, surrounding market towns and rural areas 
and potential for enhanced sector growth in Industrial Strategy priorities.  

5. Link to housing and mixed-use development opportunities, transport and Higher Education provision.  
6. Place this work in wider national/regional/Oxford-Cambridge context. 
7. Advise on how best to ensure that the suggested spatial framework can accommodate the wide range of 

alternative economic futures. 
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2.3 Approach 

The report builds on a process of desk research, consultation, data analysis and collaboration with project partners 
to present its findings and recommendations, as follows: 

• Desk research. A large volume of research and policy material related to the themes relevant to the 
Growth Study has been examined in detail. Throughout the report, reference is made to specific pieces 
of research or policy papers which either provide important context, contribute data or research evidence 
or set the scene for growth for the future. A literature review was also undertaken in relation to 
identifying future drivers of economic growth. 

• Consultation. Consultation with Council representatives from the Growth Study partners has been 
undertaken to ensure that the economic scenarios module picks up on latest thinking and ambitions for 
growth across the study area. 

• Data analysis. Existing evidence (such as economic forecasts) has been used to underpin the analysis of 
the scale of growth and spatial implications arising from growth presented in this report. Examples of such 
evidence include the National Infrastructure Commission’s report on the scale of opportunity arising from 
the Oxford-Cambridge Growth Corridor (and contributing studies) as well as employment land studies 
for Milton Keynes and a range of evidence reports produced for the MK Futures 2050 Commission. 

• Collaboration. Throughout, the economic scenarios study has been developed in collaboration with 
David Lock Associates in their role as lead consultant for the Growth Study. Collaboration with ITP, the 
study partner delivering the transport and mobility module of the study, has also helped influence the 
findings presented here. 
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3. The Economic Context in Milton Keynes 

Any great city must be economically successful if it is to fulfil the ambitions of its residents. Milton Keynes has 
been the fastest growing city in the UK over the past 30 years. It is now a major urban centre, comparable in size 
to more established settlements such as Reading and Swindon. In 2016, the city was home to 260,000 residents 
and 180,000 jobs and is forecast to grow considerably in future years. It is regularly found at the top of rankings 
of cities by job creation rates, with a recent assessment placing MK fourth in a ranking of cities by private sector 
jobs growth (11,000 additional private sector jobs between 2015 and 20169). 

Whilst the major urban centre within the study area is Milton Keynes, this study is focused on a wider geographic 
area which includes parts of Aylesbury Vale district to the south west, parts of South Northamptonshire district 
in the north west and part of Central Bedfordshire to the south east. The economy within the study area is termed 
the ‘Milton Keynes city-region economy’ in this report. In reality, the city-region economy extends further to 
include linkages with Luton and Dunstable in the south east, Bedford to the East, Northampton to the north and 
Buckingham in the west.  

3.1 The future of the UK economy 

The UK economy has experienced significant growth over the past 40 years, with GDP rising steadily since the 
early 1980s. There have been several incidents of recession during this period, most notably and recently between 
2008 and 2009, but otherwise economic growth in the UK has been strong. According to the IMF10, the UK 
currently has the fifth largest national economy in the world.  

Figure 1: UK GDP growth since 1955 

 
Source: ONS Quarterly National Accounts (seasonally adjusted, current prices), 1955-2018 

This period has also seen a seismic shift in economic power, however, with highly populous but previously under-
developed countries such as China and India experiencing very significant economic growth. In 1960, the Chinese 
economy was ranked eighth largest in the world but by 2015 it had grown two hundredfold to be the second 
largest. 

These shifts in national economic power have contributed to some of the major trends observed in the UK 
economic in recent years. For example, jobs in the manufacturing sector have been lost to overseas competition 

                                                 
9 Cities Outlook 2018, Centre for Cities 
10 IMF DataMapper. See https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPD@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD  

https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPD@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD
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(most notably in China) but these emerging markets have also represented opportunities for UK businesses in a 
range of fields, from technology to civil engineering, consultancy to digital. 

The future prospects of the UK economy remain positive. As shown in Figure 2, the OECD predicts that the UK 
economy will grow by more than 2% every year between now and 2055, although this is below the rate at which 
it is predicting the global economy will grow. The OECD forecasts suggest that the UK economy may more than 
double in size from £2.4 trillion in 2017 to £5.9 trillion in 2060.  

Figure 2: Long term forecast of UK GDP growth  

 
Source: OECD Potential output (in USD). Economic Outlook No.95 

These projections provide, firstly, reassurance that historic growth experienced by the UK economy is predicted 
to continue and, secondly, that growth is likely to be above global levels. They also signal that the UK should 
prepare for growth, and that locations across the UK should consider how best to prepare for, attract and 
ensuring widespread benefits accrue from future growth. 

3.2 The UK Industrial Strategy 

In 2017, the UK Government published its Industrial Strategy white paper, representing the most important 
statement of economic ambition in recent years. The Industrial Strategy has the vision of helping businesses across 
the country create high quality, well paid jobs. It acknowledges that the UK is well placed to make the most of 
future economic opportunities and from the new ‘industrial revolution’ being driven by technology. As well as 
recognising the economic strengths of and opportunities for the UK, it also acknowledges key weaknesses, 
including stagnant productivity level. Indeed, the strategy is built around this challenge, focusing on the five 
foundations  of productivity: 

• ideas: building the world’s most innovative economy 
• people: creating good jobs and greater earning power for all 
• infrastructure: delivering a major upgrade to the UK’s infrastructure 
• business environment: creating the best place to start and grow a business 
• places: building prosperous communities across the UK  

Also of great relevance to policy at the local level, and certainly for any focus on sectors/specialisms, is the setting 
of four Grand Challenges which will “put the United Kingdom at the forefront of the industries of the future”: 

• AI & Data Economy – to put the UK at the forefront of the AI and data revolution. 
• Future of Mobility – to become a world leader in shaping the future of mobility. 
• Clean Growth – to maximise the advantages for UK industry from the global shift to clean growth – 

through leading the world in the development, manufacture and use of low carbon technologies, 
systems and services that cost less than high carbon alternatives. 

• Ageing Society – to harness the power of innovation to help meet the needs of an ageing society. 



 The Economic Context in Milton Keynes 
 

Ortus Economic Research Ltd Page 12 

 

Two important initiatives that the strategy signalled are highly relevant to this study. The first is the creation of 
local industrial strategies, co-created with government, that identify and build on strengths at the local level. Driven 
by Local Enterprise Partnerships, there are a number currently in production, including that for the South East 
Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership (SEMLEP).  

The second is the creation of sector deals11, which are partnerships between the government and industry on 
sector-specific issues designed to boost productivity, employment, innovation and skills. There are a number 
already in place, including in sectors that are of relevance to the Milton Keynes economy and the wider Oxford-
Milton Keynes-Cambridge Growth Corridor (or ‘Arc’, see below), such as Life Sciences, Automotive, Creative 
Industries, Artificial Intelligence, Construction, Aerospace and Rail. 

In summary, the Industrial Strategy and the initiatives it has driven represent the UK Government’s response to 
the economic opportunities facing the UK, signal a focus on high value jobs and a range of sectors that are seen 
as being crucial in the future and place a degree of responsibility for achieving the strategic aims in the hands of 
local partners. As such, it represents an opportunity for the growth study partners to tailor their ambitions and 
approaches to align with the latest government thinking and policy. 

3.3 The Arc opportunity 

Despite current uncertainties and numerous years of low growth, it is widely expected that the UK economy will 
face significant growth opportunities in the future, in particular in sectors such as those identified in the Industrial 
Strategy – i.e. Digital/Data, Mobility, Environmental Technologies, Automotive, Aerospace and Life Sciences. 

Milton Keynes is located centrally within the Oxford-Cambridge growth corridor (commonly referred to as the 
Oxford-Cambridge ‘Arc’). The National Infrastructure Commission (NIC) was asked by Government in March 
2016 to consider how to maximise the potential of the Cambridge – Milton Keynes - Oxford corridor as a single 
knowledge intensive cluster that competes on a global stage. The NIC has recently published major studies in 
response to this request, and these indicate that the corridor could see growth of up to 1.6 million additional 
residents, 1.1 million new jobs and £163bn in additional Gross Value Added (GVA) to 205012. The NIC believes 
that the corridor could be the UK’s Silicon Valley – a world renowned centre for science, technology and 
innovation creating high level jobs and a thriving entrepreneurial culture.  The NIC report has since been endorsed 
by the UK government, which also published in the Autumn Budget 2017 its overarching vision for the Cambridge 
– Milton Keynes – Oxford corridor to stimulate economic growth in the national interest. 

These potential outcomes (which align to the NIC’s ‘transformational’ scenario for future growth) are based on 
a number of important assumptions. These assumptions are key to unlocking growth across the corridor and are 
summarised as follows: 

“The assumptions in the transformational scenario include a significantly enhanced house building rate of 23,000 new 
houses per year, and significant improvements to transport infrastructure both within existing functional economic areas, 
but also in creating better linkages between them (for example the proposed Oxford-Cambridge Expressway), and thus 
driving enhanced interaction and collaboration across the corridor. The housing and infrastructure plans are assumed to 
be coherent and synergistic, with much of the additional housing being built at key crossing points between the new 
east-west transport infrastructure and existing north-south radial links, allowing residents the option of commuting in 
multiple directions.”13  

Forecast growth across the Arc therefore represents a major opportunity for the Milton Keynes city-region, but 
one which will test the ability of the city-region to harness the positive benefits of such expansion, whilst mitigating 
any negative consequences.  

                                                 
11 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-sector-deals/introduction-to-sector-deals 
12 Partnering for Prosperity: A New Deal for the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford Arc, 2017, National Infrastructure Commission 
13 Cambridge, Milton Keynes, Oxford, Northampton Growth Corridor – Final report for the NIC, 2016, SQW and Cambridge 
Econometrics 
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However, the success of the corridor is not guaranteed and there are some significant constraints, not least a lack 
of sufficient and suitable housing and poor east-west transport links. These issues present fundamental risks to 
the success of the Arc, and therefore also the Milton Keynes city-region.  

In order to maximise the opportunity presented by the Arc, the NIC has called for the following; 

• For government to deliver new transport east-west infrastructure, which it claims will unlock 
opportunities for transformational development and to provide the mechanisms and resources to enable 
new settlements and wider housing growth. 

• For local areas to commit to doubling the rate of housebuilding in order to attract the talent and skills 
that businesses need to grow and to define a long-term vision for the Arc integrating opportunities for 
jobs, homes and infrastructure for the Arc, with the right governance to support delivery. 

• For growth to deliver well-connected, thriving local communities with access to jobs, services and homes 
for future generations. 

• For development to support quality of life and wellbeing for new and existing residents, whilst respecting 
the natural environment. 

Clearly the Arc presents a major opportunity for the Milton Keynes city-region. The area is likely to benefit 
significantly from improved east-west transport infrastructure, unlocking previously unattainable growth 
opportunities and developing synergies between the local economy and the high-tech, high value economies of 
Oxford and Cambridge. Furthermore, the approach set out by the NIC dovetails well with current policies and 
approaches across the growth study partnership, focusing on growth that delivers prosperity for all, respects the 
natural environment, is governed and managed strategically according to a long-term plan and delivering greater 
connectivity across communities. 

3.4 SEMLEP Strategic Economic Plan 

The Milton Keynes city-region economy is also an important part of that which is overseen by the South East 
Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership (SEMLEP). The SEMLEP Strategic Economic Plan sets the ambition and 
strategic economic direction for the South East Midlands to 2050, focusing particularly on the next 10 years. The 
plan acknowledges the importance of the opportunity represented by the Arc growth corridor and its potential 
positive impact on the SEMLEP economy. The plan is also founded on the goal of further enhancing the economy 
which is recognised as both significant (the size of the economy is put at £50bn) and home to highly innovative 
firms. The plan is based on four key goals as follows: 

• Ensuring that strategic east-west infrastructure is developed 
• Creating world-class broadband and wireless networks to support business capabilities and provide an 

environment that can respond to change 
• Putting current and future employment needs at the heart of skills development, and 
• Delivering sufficient, appropriate housing to meet the needs of an ever-growing population. 

The SEP is a document that assumes that significant growth is coming. However, the ambition set out in the 
SEMLEP plan does not represent a case of pursuing growth for growth’s sake. In achieving this growth, the plan 
seeks to improve the economic wellbeing and living standards of all who choose to live, work and do business in 
the South East Midlands area. Importantly, the plan also aims to preserve the area’s outstanding cultural and 
environmental qualities for the future in achieving this growth. 

3.5 MK Futures 2050 Vision and Economic Development Strategy 

The MK Futures 2050 Commission was set up in September 2015 with a brief to consider the future of the city 
and to create a long-term vision for the way MK should grow and prosper over the coming decades. The key 
report published by the Commission14 establishes an ambitious new vision for how “[Milton Keynes] might change 
and grow, while maintaining its essential character and the features that have enabled its current success.”  The vision 

                                                 
14 Milton Keynes - Making a Great City Greater, 2016, MK Futures 2050 Commission 
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describes Milton Keynes in 2050 as having an economy driven by advanced technology and knowledge-intensive 
activities, a highly skilled workforce and enjoying positive spillovers from knowledge-driven firms. It also describes 
Milton Keynes as having an attractive and vibrant city centre drawing in visitors to benefit from a mixed offer and 
a reputation for creativity and its cultural offer. The city will have a reputation as a centre for green energy, an 
appetite for testing/transferring ‘research innovation to industry application’. 

The Commission urges that the city and key partners within it commit to continuing to grow the city’s population 
to 2050 and seizes the opportunity to create an even stronger, high-performing economy and develop a true 
regional economic centre. Within that, the Commission has urged that future plans respect the city’s distinctive 
heritage and physical environment and to ensure that future generations are able to enjoy the city’s beauty.  

Importantly, the Commission identified two central drivers defining the vision for 2050. The first is that Milton 
Keynes’ residents have access to the best education and training opportunities. The second is that Milton Keynes 
must offer sustainable mobility for all. The Commission also sound a note of caution against complacency and 
warns that a ‘business as usual strategy’ will not maximise the benefits for all residents of the Milton Keynes city-
region.  

Alongside the Milton Keynes Future 2050 work, Milton Keynes Council has published its own economic 
development strategy15 (EDS). As well as echoing the core messages of the MK Futures 2050 work, the EDS also 
makes a commitment to the principle of inclusive growth through its vision “to ensure a fair, hardworking and more 
equal Milton Keynes for all”. Investment in skills is seen as central to achieving this ambition, as are the pro-growth 
policies that the Council has adopted to promote the growth of businesses and employment levels. Plan:MK, the 
Local Plan for Milton Keynes, confirm this approach. Another important element in achieving inclusive growth 
that the EDS recognises is the need to address mobility challenges to unlock opportunity for all.   

Clearly the wider context signifies a range of opportunities that are highly relevant and available to the Milton 
Keynes city-region economy and those that currently (and in the future) choose to live and work within it. 
However, it should not be assumed that opportunities will be maximised regardless of the approach taken by key 
actors within the economic and social policy sphere. It is imperative, for a range of reasons discussed below, that 
partners in the city-region gear up to seize the city-region’s share of growth from these national priorities and 
opportunities. To do so it needs strong leadership, informed strategy and effective implementation. This Growth 
Study is key in driving an informed strategy to maximise the opportunity for Milton Keynes. 

3.6 Summary 

The UK economy has enjoyed significant growth over the past four decades and the indications are that this is set 
to continue. The UK Government has established an Industrial Strategy which focuses on growth and productivity, 
seeks to raise living standards and ensure that the UK economy is well placed to capitalise on future economic 
opportunity, building on our current strengths and establishing the platform to develop new ones. The sectors of 
focus are highly relevant to the Milton Keynes area, and the ambition stated within the Industrial Strategy, coupled 
with the opportunity represented by the Arc, suggest that opportunities for growth in the Milton Keynes city-
region could be significant. This further supports the need to plan for growth, consider in detail the scale of growth 
that might occur and how such growth might offer opportunities to improve prosperity for all. 

More residents have satisfying jobs. 

                                                 
15 Economic Development Strategy 2017-2027, 2017, Milton Keynes Council 
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4. The Milton Keynes City-Region Economy Today 

MK is ideally positioned to benefit from the opportunities presented by the Arc and other drivers of future growth. 
It is a place that has experienced significant growth in the past and has found ways to accommodate such growth 
whilst retaining an environment which is considered one of its key assets. 

The key features of the Milton Keynes city-region today, relevant to a discussion of economic prospects, are as 
follows: 

• Milton Keynes has grown significantly in the past four decades, from a population of 69,600 in 1972 to 
267,500 in 2017. It is regularly identified as one of the fastest growing cities in the UK. Forecasts predict 
that the proportion of the local population that are over 65 will grow in the future, leading to a higher 
dependency ratio on the working population. 

Figure 3: Economic growth in British Cities – 1981 to 2013 

 
Source: Economic Prospects of Milton Keynes to 2050, Cambridge Econometrics 

• A high proportion of local residents are economically active (81.1% compared to 78.4% in GB16) and there 
is a higher proportion of people of working age (16-64: 63.7% in Milton Keynes compared to 62.9% in 
GB). 

• The population is diverse, with more than a quarter of residents (26.1%) being from an ethnic minority 
background17. The proportion of school children from a BME family has grown significantly in recent years.  

• The Milton Keynes city-region is widely considered to be an attractive place to live, work and bring up a 
family. This recognises not just the high quality of its green spaces and built environment but the wide 
range of social and cultural activities that contribute to its sense of place and make it a visitor destination 
– whether this be the cultural offer, strong retail centre or leisure facilities that the city is home to. 

• Employment levels have also grown very significantly over the period, and there are now over 180,000 
people employed in Milton Keynes. Economic forecasts suggest that employment will rise by around 

                                                 
16 ONS Annual Population Survey 2017-2018 
17 Milton Keynes Today: Where are we now?, MK Futures 2050 Commission 
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60,000 to 2050 in a ‘business as usual’ scenario18. Such forecasts do not include the potential impact arising 
from the Arc growth corridor, however. 

• The Milton Keynes city-region is a key player in the UK economy, benefitting strongly from its preferential 
location within the south east of England but offering comparatively low occupational and employment 
costs with the land assets available. Many land assets are owned by the Council and Milton Keynes 
Development Partnership, which means that these organisations can have a significant and direct influence 
on development, expansion and continued growth through the management of these assets. 

• The city-region economy is large and highly competitive. It continued to grow strongly even through the 
recent recession and now contributes over £10.8 billion a year in output (GVA, December 2015) to the 
UK economy. The local economy is larger than Northampton and Luton and increasingly comparable with 
some of England’s core cities including Liverpool and Nottingham. The Milton Keynes workforce is one 
of the most productive in the country, with GVA per head and GVA per job filled amongst the highest in 
the UK (at over £41,000 and £62,000 respectively). Productivity is more than 25% above the UK average. 
The local workforce is bolstered by comparatively high levels of in-commuting, demonstrating that the 
city is able to offer a large number of high value jobs to a wide range of people. 

• Milton Keynes is home to major financial and professional services companies such as PwC, Santander 
and Mazars which have a significant presence in the city. The city also hosts the global/European/national 
headquarters of major companies including Mercedes Benz, Suzuki, Volkswagen AG. 

• The local economy is mixed and relatively diverse, containing a range of sectors and industries which 
means that whilst there are few true distinctive elements to the local economy, economic risk is well 
spread across the business base. Where specialisms do exist, they are focused around engineering and 
technology (such as high performance technology and motorsport – see Figure 4 below) and logistics and 
transport. 

• The Milton Keynes city-region is centrally located within the Arc and strategically positioned adjacent to 
key existing and planned infrastructure, meaning it is well placed to benefit from opportunities related to 
economies in the east and west in addition to that of London in the south and the Midlands to the north. 
Infrastructure and communications investment are key to unlocking these opportunities, however, and 
the prospective east-west rail links and Expressway will be crucial assets once completed. 

• There are significant development opportunities across the city-region. There is a large volume of available 
land across the city and also opportunities for redevelopment of existing employment centres, including 
office accommodation within Central Milton Keynes. Generally speaking, capacity for development is high. 

• The higher education offer in the city is evolving significantly. The city benefits from existing HE assets 
such as Cranfield University to the north east and the Open University located in the city. The proposed 
development of MK:U, a new university for the city, will further enhance the educational offer within the 
city. 

• The city-region economy is highly entrepreneurial. The number of active enterprises in Milton Keynes has 
increased by more than 30% in the last five years. At 85 per 10,000 population, start-up levels are amongst 
the highest nationally. And between 2015 and 2016, real wages increased by almost 8%, placing Milton 
Keynes within the top five of UK cities for average weekly workplace wages.  

• The city is at the forefront of new and innovative technologies, particularly those relating to automated 
vehicles and smart technologies. MK:Smart is an award-winning programme, with a focus on data-driven 
solutions to supporting economic growth and green technologies. The Transport Systems Catapult, the 
UK’s technology and innovation centre for Intelligent Mobility, is based in CMK and supported the trials 
of driverless pods in the city. Both offer opportunities for businesses and individuals and help promote 
Milton Keynes to an international audience. 

• Furthermore, Milton Keynes has demonstrated strengths in the creative industries sector, with above 
average (and increasing) levels of employment, the highest concentration of employment in digital 
industries across the SEMLEP area and recognition as a key employment location for music, performing 
and visual arts and publishing. Recent cultural and sporting events have played a significant role in 
supporting the sector and in bolstering the local economy.  

                                                 
18 Milton Keynes Economic Growth and Employment Land Study – Supply and Demand Partial update, (2017), GVA 
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Figure 4: Specialisms across the Arc 

 

Source: 5th Studio for NIC 

 

Whilst the city-region enjoys many advantages compared to competitor locations, the story is not universally 
positive. Challenges exist, and these can be summarised as follows: 

• East-west infrastructure links are currently limited. The proposed development of the Expressway and 
east-west rail links will mitigate this, but it is imperative that appropriate transport interchanges, stations 
and junctions are designed to allow the city to gain maximum advantage from these investments19. 

• The Milton Keynes city-region economy is often described as ‘two-tiered’. There are pockets of 
deprivation and social/economic exclusion across the city. These persistent geographic inequalities are 
linked to poor socio-economic outcomes, primarily in the older and established settlements. These areas 
have high proportions of residents aged 16-74 who are in the never worked and long-term unemployed 
category. 

• The city is car centric. It has been designed to accommodate the car as the primary mode of transport.  
The traditional grid square layout of the city restricts the availability of public transport and this further 
limits the opportunities for the most disadvantaged to move around the city to access jobs, services and 
healthcare. This issue is exacerbated by the low density of development (including employment zones) 
and high dispersal across the city.  

• Some of the sectors which are currently important to the city-region economy are those most likely to 
experience employment decline through increased introduction of technology. The most obvious example 
is logistics, but other sectors such as finance and activities such as business administration are also likely 
to be subject to the influence of AI and other technologies. In the increasingly important digital and 
creative sectors, whilst some progress is being made the concentrations of such activities lag behind other 
competitor locations.  

• There is a degree of mis-match between occupational demand driven by firms within the city-region 
economy and the supply of labour and skills support by the resident workforce. This in part is expressed 

                                                 
19 This is an important consideration for the wider growth study 
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by the high numbers of in-commuters and indicates that there are challenges associated with developing 
a highly skilled workforce where the benefits to local residents are maximised. 

• Whilst CMK is the key office location in the city-region, containing almost one half of all B class 
employment space20, studies indicate that the quality of some of the accommodation is poor and does not 
meet the contemporary needs of business.  

The SWOT analysis presented below, drawn from the MK Futures 2050 Commission evidence base, provides a 
useful summary of the current position. 

Figure 5: SWOT Analysis 

 
Source: What Makes a Great City, Commission Working Paper 1, MK Futures 2050 Commission 

Whilst the city has enjoyed successful growth in the past, this should not be considered as a guarantee of success 
in the future. Increased scale and growth may lead to challenges such as pollution, congestion, and upward pressure 
on house prices. These may impose limits not just to the growth of a city but also to its productivity and 
competitive advantages.  

Complacency and failure to adapt to changing circumstances are perennial risks for any city – Milton Keynes must 
not allow complacency to stifle growth or to create a set of future outcomes which mean that opportunities to 
address current challenges, increase inclusion and maximise the benefits of growth are missed. 

                                                 
20 Calculated based on figures provided in the 2015 Economic Growth and Employment Land Study, GVA for Milton Keynes 
Council. 
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5. The Milton Keynes City-Region Economy in 2050 

The MK2050 Vision establishes the goal of growing the city-region but doing so in a way that improves opportunity 
and outcomes for all, whilst at the same time preserving what makes the MK area distinctive and of value to local 
people.  

Growth will not necessarily be universally welcomed so the Council and partners need to be very clear why a 
growth strategy is being adopted. The key pillars of this argument, from an economic point of view, are as follows: 

• Over the period 2018-2050, it is inarguable that in any event, growth is coming.  The scale of growth is 
uncertain, but multiple credible sources (including NIC and consultants contributing analysis to both the 
NIC study and to the MK Futures 2050 Commission) suggest that the city-region could grow by at least 
50% and perhaps as much as 100%, in population terms. 

• Milton Keynes has experienced rapid growth in the past. It remains a location with significant capacity to 
grow. The Arc represents an opportunity to continue this growth trajectory into the future. The major 
question is how to plan for such growth in order to maximise its benefits, rather than whether to 
encourage it. 

• Strategic economic growth has the potential to address a number of the weaknesses and threats outlined 
above, through the development of an inclusive economy which provides opportunity for all. Growth 
which is simply market-driven is unlikely to achieve this. 

• Milton Keynes, along with all UK cities, is competing with other locations all around the world for mobile 
investment, highly skilled people, ideas and new businesses in leading edge sectors. Embracing growth will 
give the city-region the best opportunity to succeed and to grab its fair share of the opportunities on 
offer. 

• Strategically managed growth has the power to ‘democratise’ the benefits of growth, meaning that the 
opportunity to create new capital through enterprise is available to a wider range of people. This has the 
result of spreading the benefits of growth around, helping to stimulate further innovation and increasing 
social and economic mobility. 

• The ambition is to adopt an inclusive approach to growth, ensuring that the benefits of growth benefit all. 
It is not possible to sustainably address the weaknesses in the Milton Keynes city-region economy without 
growth. Growth is needed to create new jobs that those currently not economically active will take up. 
Growth is needed to create more highly skilled and paid jobs that increase living standards. And growth 
is needed to provide the incomes – personal, corporate and taxation – to allow for investment, whether 
that be in houses, roads or interventions to address inequalities.  

• Growth within the Milton Keynes city-region will not necessarily benefit sufficiently the residents of the 
city-region. Commuting patterns may change to ensure that the appropriate labour moves around to 
access jobs, and increases in commuting flows generate increasing pressures on transport infrastructures, 
which is already known to be lacking capacity and excludes some local residents. Strategic growth which 
maximises benefits to local residents will protect against such negative outcomes. 

5.1.1 Why do we need more inclusive growth?  

Over the course of the last decade, the concept of inclusive growth has become more prevalent in the UK 
economic development sphere. It is based on the recognition, articulated by organisations such as the World 
Bank, that growth in developed economies has not always resulted in reductions in economic inequality and 
increases in living standards across the board. Recognising this challenge, it is now common to find the notion of 
inclusive growth present in regional and local economic strategies and policies, with the aim of ensuing that the 
benefits of growth were available to all members of an economy or local population. 

There are a number of key arguments that sit behind the promotion of inclusive growth21: 

Poverty reduces growth.  Poverty leads to a lack of disposable income which in turn leads to low consumption. 
Further, poverty lessens social mobility which means that human capital cannot be fully taken advantage of within 
                                                 
21 Adapted from Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) 
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the economy. A more dynamic, socially mobile labour force leads to increased creativity, innovation and 
productivity – all of which are good for growth. Inclusive growth allows people to fulfil their potential and to add 
value to the economy that they become part of. 

The economic and fiscal costs of poverty are significant. Poverty is not only bad for those that suffer it, 
but it also provides a drain on public resources. JRF research estimates that the annual cost of poverty to the 
public purse is £78 billion.  Enabling more people to take up work, and increasing the value of work to all, not 
only increases the living standards of those taking up jobs but also increases tax income and reduces welfare 
spending. As a result, resources can be freed up to support growth. 

Work no longer assures a route out of poverty. JRF states that more than half of people living in poverty in 
the UK are in a working household. Low paid jobs are often a trap for those that do them, because not only is 
the pay low but there is often a lack of progression opportunity and a lack of job or income security (e.g. zero 
hours contracts). Progression opportunities are also squeezed out through changes in labour markets, where a 
‘hollowing out’ is occurring through an increase in the number of high and low skilled jobs and fewer mid-level 
jobs.  

Disconnected communities missing out on the benefits of growth. The period since the Brexit vote has 
demonstrated significant divisions across the UK. A major undercurrent has been the fact that people and 
communities feel disconnected from growth and do not experience the benefits that they had hoped for. This in 
itself has proven a major impetus for the inclusive growth agenda. Whilst the Milton Keynes city-region has 
experienced significant economic and population growth over the last three decades, the benefits of this growth 
have not been universally experienced and growth is not therefore universally supported. 

Uneven growth. Research from organisations such as JRF and Centre for Cities has demonstrated growing 
spatial inequalities between towns and cities in the UK. Economic opportunity is highly influenced by where people 
live. At the same time, growth has also been uneven within towns and cities – addressing localised disadvantage 
has proven to be a very significant challenge across the UK. Ensuring that the residents of such areas benefit when 
new jobs are created is at the heart of the inclusive growth agenda.  

There is one important proviso to the inclusive growth agenda, however. Planning and strategic management is 
crucial in seeking to achieve good growth. Growth cannot be fully inclusive unless it is strategically managed and 
shaped, supported by policies to ensure that opportunities are evenly distributed, that no sections of society are 
disadvantaged and that the outcomes of growth benefit all. 

This can only be achieved through careful, ongoing, consistent strategic development of the MK area as a place to 
live, work and visit. This is why the Growth Study, and the strategy that it will input to, are so important to Milton 
Keynes and its surrounding settlements and communities. 

Developing a growth strategy that delivers against the requirements of local residents is necessary. A good starting 
point when considering this aspect is to reflect on public feedback to the MK 2050 Commission regarding ways 
in which MK could become a better place. 

The consultation on the Plan:MK topic papers between October and December 2014 led to a statement of themes 
and topics that draws on the Plan:MK goals: In the longer term, Milton Keynes could become a place22:  

• That has grown and developed in a sustainable way that respects its original concepts whilst embracing 
innovation and change  

• That provides quality of life through opportunity and choice for all (a place for everyone)  
• That has succeeded in achieving easy movement and access for all  
• That is recognised internationally as a prosperous and competitive economy benefiting from a wide 

ranging skill base  
• That has taken advantage of growth and change to benefit the citizens of Milton Keynes and the 

surrounding area  
• Where infrastructure needs have been met through the smart use of resources and technology  

                                                 
22 What Makes a Great City (Working Paper 19), 2015, Arup on behalf of the MK Futures 2050 Commission 
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• With an international profile and reputation as an attractive and forward thinking, ‘can do’ place  
• With a variety of people belonging to diverse communities across the urban and rural area 

As well as setting ambitious goals based on an understanding of history, any great city must understand how to 
deliver against those goals. An adaptable and resilient approach is central to this, allowing the partners involved 
to flex the approach with changing circumstances. Strategies to deliver against city goals must therefore consider 
the trade-offs that are necessary where goals are in conflict. Examples of this in the MK Futures 2050 discussions 
have included the city’s low density, grid-based design that has produced significant opportunities and benefits but 
is also the source of challenges, notably the difficulty of operating efficient public transport and the relatively high 
land requirement for development that reduces the available funding for essential infrastructure. Similarly, the high 
quality of much of the public realm and infrastructure has served the city well and is a source of identity and local 
pride but is expensive to build and maintain. 

5.2 Drivers of growth 

An important aspect of developing future economic scenarios is the identification of key drivers of change and 
their potential implications. Further detail on the key drivers is provided in the Appendix, but in summary the key 
drivers of change that are considered to be of significant relevance to the development of economic scenarios for 
Milton Keynes are as follows: 

• Brexit and implications for mobile international investment 
• Future mobility 
• Automation and technology 
• The Industrial Strategy and its Grand Challenges 
• Labour markets, employment models and skills 
• Urbanisation 
• Environmental sustainability 
• Increasing inequality 
• Trends in key sectors 
• Population projections 
• Relationships between regional/local centres and the study area 

Arising from the consideration of these drivers are a number of spatial implications for the Growth Study and any 
future growth strategy to deliver the MK2050 Vision. These can be summarised as follows; 

The Oxford-Cambridge Arc. This is a major opportunity for growth in Milton Keynes. MK’s position at the 
heart of the Arc is highly advantageous and means it is very well placed to play a key role in delivering the vision 
for the Arc. As well as the implications for population growth, there are significant opportunities to develop and 
evolve the MK economy to become more technology-driven and higher value.  

The role of the city centre. Despite the obvious pressure on high street retailers, town and city centres will 
continue to play a major role. Capitalising on the trend for urbanisation to generate a greater critical mass in the 
city centre should be a major consideration, with its consequent implications for development, densities, 
transportation, parking, amenities provision and so on. 

The evolution of major employment sectors. Sectors which currently consume large volumes of 
employment land and provide a large number of jobs are also facing considerable changes in how they operate 
and make demands on the available labour. Ensuring that opportunities to innovate, design and manufacture the 
systems and machines which become ever more prevalent in that sector should be maximised. And the question 
of how the employment land that is currently (and increasingly) committed to those activities might be used in 
the future will need to be carefully considered. 

The nature of work and employment. The nature of work is evolving leading to changes in the way that 
businesses and people use commercial space to conduct work. The move towards more collaborative, shared 
spaces (particularly in but not limited to the office sector) is already evident. Key office locations will need to 
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respond to these changing demands and central locations will need to offer affordable, flexible, shared workspace 
as part of the wider offer.  

Future mobility. The future will see major changes to the way that people and goods move around. This factor 
has significant implications for spatial planning, from the impact on key sectors and jobs (potentially lost to 
automation but also created through the development/exploitation of automation) to determining future public 
transport requirements, to determining the key locations for employment, education, leisure and how people 
access them, to considering how future mobility can help resolve economic inclusion issues.  

Planning for an economic ecosystem. Emerging industries and inward investors will require a range of 
supporting services, suppliers, institutions (such as research centres) and a pool of talent to encourage them to 
choose Milton Keynes and to ensure sustainable growth. Understanding how economic clusters of activity might 
develop and how this can be supported through intelligent spatial planning will be a key theme of the economic 
scenarios work.  

An accessible education and skills system. Milton Keynes will need to develop an education system which 
not only serves the needs of the local and wider economies, but is also accessible to all. The population projections 
suggest a significant increase in education capacity will be required and whilst much of this can be developed 
alongside the housing offer (i.e. primary and secondary provision), more significant spatial questions will be raised 
about the location of the tertiary education offer. The evolving labour market and changes in the nature of jobs 
will also place a demand on the education system which needs careful consideration. 

5.3 Looking forward to 2050 

The MK Future 2050 Commission stated that “in 2050, the economy of MK city-region will be fundamentally 
different if we are to deliver the Vision, mitigate the weaknesses and build on strength/opportunity.” 

There is clearly a very significant opportunity to grow the Milton Keynes city-region but any population growth 
can only be achieved in parallel with economic growth to provide the jobs to support a larger population.  Growth 
is also necessary to deliver on the MK 2050 Vision and to achieve inclusive growth ambitions (i.e. improve 
economic outcomes for all). 

The panel below summarises the feedback provided by consultees across the Milton Keynes area gathered during 
the MK Future 2050 Commission process on the subject of ‘what makes a great city?’. It provides further insight 
into the type of place that stakeholders within the Milton Keynes area want the city to be in the future. 
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From an economic perspective, it is also important that future direction aligns with that intended for the wider 
Arc. The NIC is quite clear in its view that that Arc can be a major growth location in the future, based on “its 
world-class research, innovation and technology [which] can help the UK prosper in a changing global economy”23.  

 

The NIC identifies the following distinctive sectors within the major cities of the Arc: 

• Cambridge – Electronics, digital tech and bioscience 
• Milton Keynes – Engineering, financial and professional services 
• Northampton – High performance engineering 
• Oxford – Space, bioscience and high tech engineering 

Whilst Milton Keynes benefits from certain advantages which Oxford and Cambridge do not (e.g. locational and 
infrastructure advantages that make it an attractive place for logistics and distribution operations), it is arguably 
behind such places in terms of the density and diversity of high technology, innovative companies and sectors. 
One of the consequences of improved east-west infrastructure and communications will be to increase the flow 
of people and goods across the Arc. Milton Keynes’ central location means the opportunity to adopt the role of 
Arc ‘hub’. There will therefore be a number of opportunities for Milton Keynes city-region economy driven by 
the Arc.  

                                                 
23 Partnering for Prosperity: A New Deal for the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford Arc, 2017, National Infrastructure Commission 

A great city:  

….is economically successful  

• Skilled workforce, especially graduate level  
• Economic diversity and resilience, adapts to change  
• Fertile place for investors and entrepreneurs  
• Fosters specialist clusters (knowledge-based industries)  
• Vibrancy with independent shops and varied entertainment  
• Strong visitor destination  

….is resilient and adaptable  

• Thinks big, values the past whilst embracing innovation and change  
• Forward thinking – pioneering  
• Grows and develops sustainably – through planned and organic growth  
• Self-confident, proud and sense of identity - Is responsive and builds support and participation  
• Open and accepting, provides opportunity and freedom of choice for all  

…works for people  

• Beautiful places, busy and tranquil, including attractive parks and open green spaces  
• Strong cultural offer  
• A diverse population with shared experiences and opportunities for social interaction  
• Safe places with low levels of poverty and deprivation  
• A home for every household at reasonable cost to meet all needs  
• Good health services and excellent education  
• Invests in people and enables every young person to realise their potential  
• Respects and enables older people to live fulfilling lives  
• Easy, affordable and integrated movement for all 

Source: What Makes a Great City (Working Paper 1), 2015, MK Futures 2050 Commission 
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Milton Keynes is not well positioned, currently, to compete with cities such as Oxford and Cambridge on a range 
of high tech industries. It makes no sense, from a strategic point of view, to attempt to do so. Instead, the major 
opportunity is therefore to encourage the development of activities which relate to the high-tech economies of 
Oxford and Cambridge. The potential for spillover effects both from Oxford and Cambridge (in addition to the 
existing opportunities arising from proximity to London) will become more significant. From a strategic point of 
view, this means targeting activities which are synergistic with those located across the Arc, rather than those 
that may compete with such activities. For example, businesses that provide inputs to those high tech industries, 
in the form of intermediary products, specialised services and advice, logistics and so on may increasingly find 
Milton Keynes an attractive place to locate, given this central position as a ‘hub’ within the Arc. Indeed, the 
achievement of a more coherent, integrated economy across the Arc is to be considered a pre-requisite. 

Partners in the Milton Keynes city-region now face a choice, related to the scale of growth that the area seeks to 
achieve in the long term and how to position itself and ‘gear up’ for future growth. 

5.4 Scale of potential growth 

The work undertaken by the NIC sets out a number of scenarios for future growth to 2050 across the Arc24. 
These can be summarised as follows: 

• Baseline (‘business as usual’ forecast) which assumes no intervention to improve infrastructure – 986,000 
additional population, 335,000 new jobs and an increase in economic output of £86bn. 

• Incremental growth (where the Arc receives sufficient investment in housing and infrastructure to relieve 
key employment growth constraints) – 1.2 million additional population, 720,000 new jobs and an increase 
in economic output of £124bn. 

• Transformational growth (where the Arc is subject to interventions which are targeted delivering a 
globally competitive knowledge cluster”, by reducing the gravitational pull of London and enabling cross-
movement and strength in the middle of the Arc) – 1.6 million additional population, 1.1 million new jobs 
and an increase of £163bn in economic output. 

The key interventions which will enable the achievement of the transformational scenario are as follows: 

• Enhancement of the area as a true knowledge intensive, globally competitive economic corridor based on 
excellent connectivity, leading to reduced transportation costs and increase mobility. 

• High levels of movement across the Arc, including moderate/high levels of commuting and trade. 
• Firms concentrating along the Arc including similar or complementary sectors specialisms along the 

corridor including knowledge intensive business services and high-tech manufacturing. 
• More integrated, synergistic economy across the Arc leading to a catalytic effect and enhanced spillovers 

(e.g. enterprise activity, greater productivity). 
• Radical levels of infrastructure investment to unlock mobility and movement (east-west rail/Expressway 

and radial links). 
• Integration between national, regional and local transportation systems. 
• Growth in tradeable clusters including knowledge intensive business services and high technology 

manufacturing, unlocked by the improved infrastructure and increased economic capacity across the 
corridor. 

• Additional housing development at key strategic sites across the Arc in addition to existing planned 
development 

Plans for population and economic growth are well embedded in Milton Keynes and its surrounding areas. For 
example, Plan:MK, the Local Plan for Milton Keynes is founded on the ambition of building an additional 1,766 new 
homes per year25 to 2031 (i.e. 26,500 new homes between 2016 and 2031). If this rate of growth is extended to 
2050, this will mean a total of approximately 60,000 new homes between 2016 and 2050. Depending on the 
housing mix, these new homes may accommodate between 120,000 and 160,000 additional residents, leading to 

                                                 
24 Partnering for Prosperity, op cit 
25 Plan:MK, February 2019, Milton Keynes Council 
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a population of between 387,500 and 427,500 by 2050.  Based on the assumption of 1.5 jobs per dwelling26, this 
scale of population growth would suggest employment growth of around 90,000 new jobs (or 2,640 jobs per 
annum) across the Milton Keynes borough.  

The question therefore arises as to what employment growth might be implied by the potential housing growth 
rates across the wider city-region study area, where the stated policy aspiration is to grow the population to 
500,000 by 2050.  The current estimate of population across the study area is 310,000 in 201727.  Assuming 2.4 
people per household, this equates to the requirement to deliver 79,200 houses.  Then, assuming 1.5 jobs per 
household, this level of housing and population growth suggests that employment would grow by approximately 
120,000 across the city region study area.  However, it is important to recognise that the major employment sites 
within the study area are within the Milton Keynes local authority boundary. 

Significant growth is therefore already anticipated and planned for. An underlying principle of growth in the Milton 
Keynes area is that population growth and economic growth will go hand in hand. Development of suitable 
employment land will need to keep pace with housing growth, and vice versa. 

The full employment land study completed in 201528 indicated a requirement for a total of 124 hectares of 
employment land up to 2031, including: 

• 94 hectares for warehousing  
• 21 hectares for office development (mainly, but not exclusively, in CMK)  
• more large employment sites to provide more flexibility to accommodate large employers 

An update to the employment land review, published in 201729, forecasts a growth in employment of between 
1,800 and 2,100 jobs per annum. However, this is based on a set of assumptions that exclude additional Arc-
related growth and should therefore be considered a ‘business as usual’ forecast. The cumulative effect arising 
from these forecasts over the period 2016 to 2050 is summarised in Table 1 below.  

Table 1: Employment and Populations projections to 2050 

 Employment 2016 Employment 2031 Employment 2050 
Additional jobs to 

2050 
Implied additional 

population to 2050 

EEFM 186,600 218,500 270,800 84,200 210,500 

Experian 157,300 185,300 231,400 74,100 185,300 
Source: OER analysis of GVA figures 

Note that the implied additional population figures in Table 1 above are based on an assumption of 400 jobs per 
1000 residents, which is below the assumption used in other work of 1.5 jobs per additional household. No 
explanation is provided for the difference between the assumptions made on jobs per household.  Note also that 
the forecasts provided by the GVA study extend to 2031, and these have simply been projected forward further 
to 2050 in order to cover the Growth Study period. 

Plan:MK suggests a job target of 28,000 – 32,000 over the plan period (to 2031) and assumes the ratio of jobs to 
homes to be 1:1. Were this to be projected to 2050, this would imply a total new jobs target of between 63,000 
and 73,000 by 2050. Again, these projections should be considered to be aligned to a ‘business as usual’ scenario30. 

Based on the tenet encapsulated in local policy which assumes housing and economic growth occur concurrently, 
we can conclude that a near doubling of the population implies a doubling of the size of the economy in terms of 
jobs. Were the target to be a population of 500,000 in 2050, then the implied economic scale in employment 
terms would be 357,000 jobs, which represents an increase of 178,000 jobs (i.e. almost double the 2017 level) 
across the city-region study area. Population growth could therefore deliver a very significant growth in 

                                                 
26 Milton Keynes Economic Growth and Employment Land Study – Supply and Demand Partial update, (2017), GVA 
27 Milton Keynes Council 
28 Milton Keynes Economic Growth and Employment Land Study – Phase 2 Delivery Strategy, (2015), GVA 
29 Milton Keynes Economic Growth and Employment Land Study – Supply and Demand Partial update, (2017), GVA 
30 Note that Plan:MK relates to the borough of Milton Keynes only whilst the policy aspiration for population (500,000) 
relates to the city-region study area. 
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employment, but this level of growth is beyond those suggested by even the most aspirational forecasts and 
therefore should be seen as unrealistic.  Certainly it would be unwise to plan for this scale of growth at this point 
in time, given the range of assumptions that go into its production and the uncertainties around how the economy 
may evolve, potential demographic changes, the housing mix that might be delivered and so on.  

Finally, the NIC’s projections suggest that in a transformational scenario, the employment base in Milton Keynes 
will grow by 130,000 jobs to 2050. Across the wider study area, therefore, the growth suggested by the NIC 
evidence is above 130,000 (though this is not explicitly stated in the NIC documentation). 

The evidence above indicates that there are a number of projections of the scale of population and employment 
within Milton Keynes to 2050. The key implication is that the scenarios presented below need to take into account 
the variance across these sources and also the uncertain nature of forecasts in general.  

It is also important to bear in mind that the analysis presented here is a rather simplistic expression of the potential 
scale of the Milton Keynes city-region in 2050. Other important factors need to be considered, such as the 
economic profile of such and economy and the nature of jobs. For example, it is widely expected that certain 
sectors will reduce their reliance on human capital, replacing it with technological substitutes (e.g. robots picking 
goods in warehouses, driverless vehicles, algorithm-driven financial services). 

In conclusion, based on existing policies and evidence, it is reasonable to anticipate growth of between 60,000 and 
150,000 jobs to 2050 across the city-region. The analysis of economic scenarios presented below assumes a range 
of between 60,000 and 150,000 additional jobs. We suggest planning for growth up to 140,000 across the city-
region study area, as per the NIC transformational scenario. 

5.4.1 Population-driven employment growth 

It is also worth noting that employment growth is understood to occur through population growth.  This ‘directly 
induced’ employment growth occurs in sectors which serve (wholly or largely) the local population, such as retail, 
food and drink, health and care, education and public administration.  The amount of directly induced employment 
driven by population growth is estimated at 41 jobs per 1000 additional population in 2015, rising to 76 jobs per 
1000 additional population in 203031.  If the city-region population were to grow to 500,000 (an increase of 
191,000 from 2017), this would drive the creation of between 7,831 and 14,520 directly induced jobs.  These 
additional jobs will be already counted within the employment forecasts, discussed below. 

5.5 Growth scenarios 

Having considered the background to the study, the growth opportunity and the potential scale of growth, this 
section presents an analysis of three future growth scenarios. The purpose of these scenarios is to describe a set 
of potential outcomes for the Milton Keynes city-region economy and to assess each against a number of economic 
growth objectives, which have been compiled through liaison with project partners and desk research. 

The scenarios are designed to articulate outcomes which differ in terms of the scale of growth and also the level 
and nature of strategic intervention in order to achieve intended growth (both in terms of scale and inclusivity). 

The three scenarios, along with the key assumptions which underpin each, are as follows: 

• Scenario 1 - Low growth, passive approach. A passive approach to economic development means 
the growth of the MK area is dependent on other drivers (e.g. housing growth). Such growth may capitalise 
on MK’s strengths but these strengths are not actively developed – nor weaknesses addressed - in order 
to deliver the knowledge-intensive, innovative and entrepreneurial economy described in the MK2050 
Vision. The quality and scale of economic growth is highly influenced by commercial and residential 
property markets. 

 

                                                 
31 Commission Working Paper 5: Economic Prospects of Milton Keynes to 2050, (2016), Cambridge Econometrics for MK Futures 
2050 Commission  
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• Scenario 2 - Mid-growth, commuting-based strategy. Employment growth in MK city-region is 
significant, supported by a strategy that delivers an attractive employment land/space offer, excellent 
infrastructure, a national reputation for innovation and a high density of knowledge-intensive sectors. 
Local population development – either in scale or nature – means that the economy is highly reliant on 
in-commuting as a source of labour to meet local demand. 
 

• Scenario 3 - High growth, strategic approach. As per Scenario 2, employment growth in the MK 
city-region is significant, supported by an attractive employment land/space offer, excellent infrastructure 
and a national reputation for innovation and a high density of knowledge-intensive sectors. Significant 
population growth, particularly in economically active age groups, provides a highly skilled local labour 
market, attracting further investment and underpinning and entrepreneurial culture. In-commuting is still 
an important characteristic and evidences the strength of MK as an economic hub. However, out-
commuting declines as local people are more able to access local opportunities in a flourishing local 
economy. The Milton Keynes city-region economy develops alongside those across the Arc, leading to 
catalytic effects and increased spillovers. 

The table below presents the assessment of each scenario and concludes with a summary of the key spatial 
implications arising from each. The sections that follow then examine spatial implications in more detail before 
the study presents its conclusions and recommendations.
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5.5.1 Evaluation of Economic Scenarios  

Suggested 
Objectives 

Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach 
(minimal intervention) 

Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-based 
strategy 

Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic approach 
(The economic powerhouse of the Arc) 

Long-term 
strong growth of 
diverse and 
competitive 
economy that 
benefits all MK 
residents 

 

• Performs moderately against this objective. 
• Growth would be dependent on the mix of 

activities that find MK an attractive/competitive 
place to locate.  

• Role as distribution hub and spillover location for 
London likely to be key in influencing sectoral 
mix. 

• Development of the Oxford and Cambridge 
economies may stimulate growth opportunities in 
MK, but the risk is that these opportunities are in 
supply chains and therefore potentially lower 
skilled/value. 

• Diversity of employment may be difficult to 
achieve because the reliance of MK on other 
economies would be high. 

• Opportunities for MK residents would be 
determined by the resultant sectoral mix. Many 
residents would continue to out-commute to 
access higher level jobs.  

 

• Performs well against this objective 
• An economic development strategy is in place to 

deliver this long-term vision, which increases the 
likelihood of achieving it. 

• Increasing local demand for labour means that 
opportunities for local people grow across all skill 
levels. Economic inclusion will also be improved 
provided mobility for all is improved (through a 
more integrated transport offer which is less 
dominated by the car). 

• Performs well against this objective 
• An economic development strategy is in place to 

deliver this long-term vision, which increases the 
likelihood of achieving it. 

• Returns and opportunities to local residents are 
maximised through the development of a working 
population that is well matched to local demand, 
reducing the need for out- and in-commuting. 

 

Economic profile 
based on 
advanced 
technology, 
knowledge-
driven firms, with 
a highly skilled 
workforce.  

 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• Current strengths in advanced technology (e.g. 

HPMS) may provide a platform for growth in 
some high tech areas. 

• New competitive advantage in high 
tech/knowledge driven activities may be difficult 
to achieve. 

• Other locations in the Arc and beyond are highly 
likely to actively attract such activities meaning 
MK would be at a disadvantage. 

• Workforce profile therefore may not change 
significantly. 
 

• Performs moderately against this objective. 
• This goal has a good chance of being achieved 

through the economic development strategy. 
• CMK’s role as a hub for KIBS would appear to be 

crucial to the delivery of this and a number of 
related objectives. Maximum advantage will be 
unlocked provided a suitable balance of transport 
infrastructure, housing and employment space is 
in place. 

• Continuing reliance on workers located outside 
MK means pressure on transport and limitations 
on the degree to which the benefits of economic 
growth are felt locally. 

• East-west and north-south linkages will be crucial 
to link the MK economy in to that of Oxford and 
Cambridge, London and Birmingham in order to 

• Performs well against this objective 
• As scenario 2 but the local workforce is more 

highly skilled and satisfies much of the local 
employment demand for such jobs. 
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Suggested 
Objectives 

Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach 
(minimal intervention) 

Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-based 
strategy 

Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic approach 
(The economic powerhouse of the Arc) 

maximise economic opportunity in related (high 
tech, innovation-led) sectors. 

 

Milton Keynes 
will be an 
exemplar 
economy that 
provides 
opportunities for 
the whole 
community. 
Deliver growth 
that is inclusive 
and addresses 
challenges 
associated with 
‘two-speed’ 
economy.  

 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• The achievement of an ‘exemplary economy’ is 

put at risk by the passive approach to economic 
development. 

• Population change, linked to the scale and mix of 
residential development, will be a significant 
influence on the economic profile. Such growth 
will increase employment in service industries 
(health, education, retail, care) but the skills 
profile of such sectors is comparatively low.  

• An economy with higher numbers of lower skilled 
jobs may provide improved opportunities for 
those currently excluded, but this could work 
against the goal of achieving a ‘high tech’ economy 
with a more highly skilled workforce. 

 

• Performs moderately/well against this objective. 
• Whilst employment opportunities for local people 

increase, the impact is limited by the need for high 
levels of in-commuting 

• Inclusiveness is likely to improve provided the 
strategy addresses issues of local mobility, skills 
and creating an economy which generates 
opportunity across all skill levels. 

 

• Performs well against this objective 
• Inclusivity is increased through the creation of 

large numbers of jobs across all skills levels. Local 
population growth increase demand for local 
services. 

• The prevalence of high level jobs and sectors 
provides significant slipover and supply chain 
opportunities, driving opportunity across all skill 
levels. 

• Skills and training development must ensure the 
local workforce, particularly those people that are 
currently excluded from the labour market, 
acquires the appropriate skills and competencies.  

 

MK has an 
international 
reputation for 
innovation 

 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• The responsibility for the achievement of this goal 

would be largely abdicated to others – primarily 
the private/commercial sector and HE. 

• Opportunities to build on innovation across the 
Arc are limited by a lack of strategic development. 

 

• Performs well against this objective. 
• Requires significant change in the local presence 

of R&D/innovation institutions in the private and 
public sector 

 

 

• Performs well against this objective. 
• Requires significant change in the local presence 

of R&D/innovation institutions in the private and 
public sector, but the chances of achieving this are 
enhanced through the creation of an economy is 
in sync with its labour market. 

 

Create 
environment and 
cultural offer to 
retain and 
attract 
companies and 
skilled workers   

 

• Performs moderately against this objective. 
• The physical environment is likely to be well 

preserved in this scenario as are challenges to 
mobility. 

• Housing development and consequent population 
growth – in MK and surrounding areas – would 
lead to a larger local audience which may 
stimulate growth in the cultural, entertainment 
and leisure sectors. 

• Demographic profile of residents in CMK likely to 
be skewed towards younger people (driven by the 
property market and development of MK:U). 

• Performs moderately against this objective. 
• Whilst economic growth and population growth is 

achieved, high levels of in-commuting (and the 
consequent reduction in residential density) 
means that local audience for cultural, retail and 
leisure activities in CMK is reduced.  

• Performs well against this objective. 
• This scenario maximises footfall and audience 

within MK, provided CMK plays a key role in 
offering KIBS and other high tech activities 
significant space to locate in the centre, as part of 
a strategy to actively develop mixed use 
developments in CMK. 

• Critical mass in the centre also crucial to unlock 
mobility options (e.g. MRT) and consequent 
benefits for inclusivity and sustainability. 
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Suggested 
Objectives 

Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach 
(minimal intervention) 

Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-based 
strategy 

Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic approach 
(The economic powerhouse of the Arc) 

Whilst this may have positive effects on certain 
sectors (e.g. food and drink) it may limit the 
development of a more diverse offer (culture, 
retail, leisure). This could reduce the overall 
attractiveness of MK, compared to other 
locations. 

 

Establish MK as 
the hub of the 
Cambridge-
Milton Keynes - 
Oxford corridor 
in respect of jobs 
growth, 
especially in 
KIBS and 
technology 
sectors 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• The chances of achieving this objective with a 

passive approach to economic development are 
highly limited. 

• In this scenario, MK is more likely to become a 
supporting location to other economies in the 
corridor. 

• Performs well against this objective. 
• Some of the economic benefits related to 

enhanced growth leak out of the MK area through 
in-commuting.  

• Performs well against this objective.  
• This scenario maximises economic opportunity 

for local residents and maximises retained value of 
economic growth.  

Skilling up the 
existing 
workforce and 
future proofing it 
whilst continuing 
to attract high 
skilled 
individuals.  

 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• Current plans for the development of the 

education system in MK will influence skills levels 
but without the businesses and sectors to employ 
these skills, the local impact will be limited.  

• Developing an economy that drives demand for 
high skilled workers, coupled with a programme 
to increase the skills of local people represents 
the sweet spot. However, the limited influence on 
the development of an economy that creates such 
demand means this objective is threatened. 

 

• Performs moderately against this objective.  
• Local labour market cannot satisfy demand – 

either because of ongoing skills mismatch, 
demographic profile or supply falling below 
demand. So whilst the economy may attract highly 
skilled individuals, many of these will be located 
outside the MK area. 

• This also constrains the degree to which the 
economy and workforce can be future proofed. 

• Performs well against this objective.  
• An educational offer highly matched to the 

demands of the labour market, and evolving 
through time, would maximise the opportunity of 
achieving this goal. 

• MK as an economic hub enhances its 
attractiveness as a place to live and work, creating 
a virtuous circle. 

Strengthening 
role and 
performance of 
MK city centre, 
including through 
MK:U and focus 
as business, 
retail, culture 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• Ability to meet this objective is dependent on the 

development of CMK as a centre for population 
as well as retail, leisure, education and 
entertainment. 

• Future of the high street is uncertain. 
Sustainability will be improved through 
development of a more diverse city centre, with a 

• Performs poorly against this objective.  
• This scenario is likely to constrain CMK as a hub 

of economic activity, with preference for 
peripheral locations driven by in-commuting. 

• Whilst population may grow in CMK, the sectoral 
mix may be less conducive to the growing trend 
for workers in high tech industries to live close to 
both work and leisure opportunities.  

• Performs well against this objective. 
• As above, this scenario maximises footfall and 

audience within MK, provided CMK plays a key 
role in offering KIBS and other high tech activities 
significant space to locate in the centre, as part of 
a strategy to actively develop mixed use 
developments in CMK. 
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Suggested 
Objectives 

Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach 
(minimal intervention) 

Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-based 
strategy 

Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic approach 
(The economic powerhouse of the Arc) 

and leisure 
location. 

 

mix of uses bringing people into the city (to live, 
work, shop, be entertained). 

• Focus on business in CMK could be limited by a 
lack of space, as residential development is likely 
to consume available development land. 

 

• The consequent reduction in footfall will limit the 
role of CMK in all respects.  

 

• Critical mass in the centre also crucial to unlock 
mobility options (e.g. MRT) and consequent 
benefits for inclusivity and sustainability. 

 

Build economic 
resilience and 
sustainability 

 

• Performs poorly against this objective. 
• A passive approach to economic development 

would restrict the control and influence of the 
Council and partners to drive economic 
sustainability and resilience.  

 

• Performs poorly against this objective.  
• This scenario is likely to constrain CMK as a hub 

of economic activity, with preference for 
peripheral locations driven by in-commuting. 

 

• Performs well against this objective.  
• Impact of shocks would be reduced through the 

achievement of a more balanced economy (which 
relies on a range of technologies and markets) 
with transferable skills and competencies. 

 

MK has a strong 
entrepreneurial 
culture 

 

• Performs moderately against this objective. 
• MK is currently a comparatively entrepreneurial 

city based on business start up rates. The 
maintenance of this position means the city must 
continue to represent an attractive location for 
the creation of new enterprises. Comments above 
suggest that this scenario would pose risks to the 
attractiveness of MK as a business location.  

• Comparative performance may well reduce as 
other locations improve their offer through 
strategic economic development. 

 

• Performs moderately against this objective.  
• Whilst MK may continue its good relative 

performance in the area of enterprise and 
entrepreneurialism, this performance may be 
constrained by the high levels of in-commuting 
and the under-supply of local, highly skilled labour.  

 

• Performs well against this objective.  
• Performance is enhanced by the virtuous 

economic circle, with enhanced spin offs from 
high tech and knowledge intensive firms, meaning 
the value of entrepreneurial activity is also likely 
to increase (as well as volume). 

 

Inward 
investment 
(coupled with 
innovation) is a 
cornerstone of 
the economy, 
with global tech 
companies 
driving local 
research 
programmes in 
local Higher 
Education 
Institutions 

• Performs moderately against this objective. 
• Inward investors, if not actively sought and 

courted, may choose other locations which are 
proactively seeking investment. 

• Limitations placed on MK’s ability to develop its 
offer to investors (e.g. workforce, suitable 
premises, city centre offer, etc) would restrict 
MK’s performance in this area. 

• This objective implies strong links between inward 
investors and HEIs. Even with MK:U, the research 
offer in MK will be limited. Institutions such as 
Cranfield may need encouragement to build the 
R&D/innovation offer available to MK businesses, 
and where they are delivered. A passive approach 
may overlook this need. 

• Performs moderately against this objective.  
• Economic growth is strong and inward investment 

likely to continue to be an important part of the 
mix.  

• Global tech companies will go where the talent is, 
so this objective may be negatively affected by the 
under-supply of high quality labour from within 
the MK population. 

• The strategy will need to increase R&D/innovation 
infrastructure in MK, which itself may be 
constrained by labour market challenges. 

 

• Performs well against this objective.  
• Economic growth is strong and inward investment 

likely to continue to be an important part of the 
mix, attracted by the strong entrepreneurial 
culture, highly skilled workforce, attractive city 
centre, employment space offer and integrated 
transport system. 

• Demand for R&B/innovation services and support 
is high, meaning MK is a more attractive location 
for such infrastructure. 
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Suggested 
Objectives 

Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach 
(minimal intervention) 

Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-based 
strategy 

Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic approach 
(The economic powerhouse of the Arc) 

  

Headline spatial 
implications 

 

• Low-mid growth scenario (60k-90k new jobs to 
2050) 

• Mobility challenge continues 
• Ability to influence what is built/developed and 

where is limited. 
• Development in CMK likely to be largely 

residential (PRS and student accommodation) 
• Market will decide whether existing under- and 

disused locations/premises will be developed, and 
to what purpose. 

• Large flat sites for logistics still likely to be in 
demand in locations proximate to existing and 
new infrastructure 

• Role and sustainability of employment locations 
surrounding and within CMK would be uncertain. 

• Without a planned move to increase density of 
employment in CMK, the sustainability of the 
centre could be undermined. 

 

• Mid-high growth scenario (90k-120k new jobs to 
2050) 

• Advanced engineering, high tech and KIBS 
activities at the forefront of growth. 

• Strategic development across the MK area is 
required to ensure suitable space in appropriate 
locations is delivered. 

• Increased in-commuting means increase in ratio of 
employment land to residential relative to 
scenario 1. 

• Peripheral locations likely to be preferred due to 
high levels of in-commuting. This could lead to 
new life being breathed into tired employment 
space offer outside CMK. 

• Development of CMK likely to be largely 
residential. 

• Current challenges within CMK regarding 
employment space (limited and some of it 
redundant) may persist. 

• Large flat sites continue to be in demand in 
locations adjacent to major infrastructure. 

• High growth scenario (120k-150k jobs) 
• Advanced engineering, high tech and KIBS 

activities at the forefront of growth. 
• Strategic development across the MK area is 

required to ensure suitable space in appropriate 
locations is delivered. 

• Greater demand for innovation and R&D space 
• Start-up and grow on space also important 
• Role of CMK as a location for employment is 

significant (delivers critical mass, responds to 
trends and drivers for city living, increases 
daytime footfall for local retail/entertainment 
offer) 

• Enhanced synergies of economies across the Arc 
• Unlocked by infrastructure investment and 

housing development 
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5.6 Estimates of additional employment space arising from growth 

This section provides estimates for the additional employment space that would be required in 2050 under each 
of the three scenarios outlined above, focused on B-class employment space (split into offices, industrial and 
warehousing). Potential demand for other land use classes is not quantified here, due to the lack of existing analysis 
regarding these uses (e.g. retail, education, health, etc) and the current supply across the study area.  

The objective therefore is to provide a quantify some of the spatial implications of economic growth at different 
scales. An ongoing debate within the Growth Study has been the current and future role of Central Milton Keynes 
(CMK). We examine the implications of increasing the proportion of borough-wide office-based employment that 
is contained within CMK in order to present alternative outcomes for that location. This is only done for the 
‘transformational’ scenario, where overall growth is highest. Note that the assumption is made that of the three 
main B Classes, CMK would only accommodate additional office activities (and not industrial or warehouse 
activities). 

Changing sectoral mix, which will inevitably be a feature of change over the next 30 years, is considered in the 
discussion contained within the next section.  

The analysis below also takes into account the potential impact of an increasing trend towards home-working.  
ONS data32 indicates that between 1998 and 2014, the proportion of people in employment who are working 
from home has increased from 11.1% to 13.9%.  Assuming this proportion for Milton Keynes and projecting it 
forward produces an estimate that in 2050, 20.1% of those in employment will be working from home (i.e. 8.2% 
higher than in 2014).  It is also assumed that the current level of home working is effectively accounted for in 
current employment density estimates employed in employment land statistics, which means that the analysis 
below simply has to account for the additional 8.2% of employment being located at home.  It also assumes that 
100% of the impact on demand for floor space arising from this change occurs in office-based uses.  

5.6.1 Scenario 1 - Low growth, passive approach 

In this scenario, the Milton Keynes city-region economy grows by between 60,000 and 90,000 jobs to 2050. This 
aligns to the ‘business as usual’ forecasts (or similar) set out in relevant studies and papers. 

The key assumptions underpinning the analysis of this scenario are as follows: 

• A continuation (from 2031 to 2050) of the employment growth rate set out in Experian Forecasts (in 
ELEGS 2017), moderated to cover a range – i.e. between 60k and 90k new jobs 

• Sectoral growth as per Experian forecasts 
• The B Class share of employment is held constant across the period at 55% 
• CMK continues to provide 46% of all office space in MK and 0% of light industrial and warehousing as 

per current position33 
• An additional 8.2% of office-based workers are home-based in 2050 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32 Labour Force Survey, Home worker rates 
33 CMK’s share of total B Class space (46%) is calculated from data provided in the 2015 EGELS Phase 1 report (Table 4.2). 
The calculations include vacant space and occupied space (underlying source is Valuation Office Agency).  It is therefore 
assumed that 46% of B Class employment is within CMK, and that this will be exclusively in office-based activities within 
CMK. 
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Table 2: Scenario 1 – Implications for additional B Class Space  

Scenario 1 Total Employment Total Sqm (000s) Employment in CMK Sqm in CMK (000s) 

 Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max 
Office 25,500 39,600 281 436 11,730 18,200 129 201 

Industrial 1,600 2,500 53 83 0 0 0 0 

Warehouse 6,000 9,300 468 726 0 0 0 0 

Total B Class 33,100 51,400 802 1,245 11,730 18,200 129 201 
Source: Ortus Economic Research 

The headline employment and spatial implications arising from Scenario 1 are: 

• B Class employment would be between 33,100 and 51,400 additional jobs. 
• To accommodate this additional employment, a further 802,000 to 1.25 million sqm in addition to current 

stock of B Class employment space would be required. 
• If the proportion of Borough employment that resided in CMK remained at 46% this would imply that 

CMK would grow by between 11,730 and 18,200 additional B-class (i.e. office-based) jobs.  
• In CMK, these additional jobs would require a further 129,000 to 201,000 sqm of additional office space. 

5.6.2 Scenario 2 - Mid-growth, commuting-based strategy  

In this scenario, the Milton Keynes city-region economy grows by between 90,000 and 120,000 jobs to 2050. This 
aligns to the ‘incremental’ forecasts (or similar) set out in relevant studies and papers. 

The key assumptions underpinning the analysis of this scenario are as follows: 

• Based on the incremental employment growth scenario set out in NIC forecasts (unpublished), 
moderated to cover a range – i.e. between 90k and 120k new jobs 

• Sectoral growth as per Experian forecasts 
• The B Class share of employment is held constant across the period at 57% to reflect a degree of shift 

in industrial profile towards knowledge intensive activities (as per the assumptions associated with the 
NIC ‘incremental’ scenario) 

• CMK continues to provide 46% of all office space in MK and 0% of light industrial and warehousing as 
per current position 

• An additional 8.2% of office-based workers are home-based in 2050 

Table 3: Scenario 2 – Implications for additional B Class Space  

Scenario 2 Total Employment Total Sqm (000s) Employment in CMK Sqm in CMK (000s) 

 Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max 
Office 39,600 54,600 436 601 18,200 25,100 201 277 

Industrial 2,500 3,400 89 122 0 0 0 0 

Warehouse 9,300 12,800 787 1087 0 0 0 0 

Total B Class 51,400 70,800 1,245 1,712 18,200 25,100 201 277 
Source: Ortus Economic Research 

The headline employment and spatial implications arising from Scenario 2 are: 

• B Class employment would be between 51,400 and 70,800 additional jobs. 
• To accommodate this additional employment, a further 1.25 million to 1.71 million sqm in addition to 

current stock of B Class employment space would be required. 
• If the proportion of Borough employment that resided in CMK remained at 46% this would imply that 

CMK would grow by between 18,200 and 25,100 additional B-class (office-based) jobs.  
• In CMK, these additional jobs would require a further 201,000 to 277,000 sqm of additional office space. 
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5.6.3 Scenario 3 - High growth, strategic approach  

In this scenario, the Milton Keynes city-region economy grows by between 120,000 and 150,000 jobs to 2050. 
This aligns to the ‘transformational’ forecasts (or similar) set out in relevant studies and papers. 

The key assumptions underpinning the analysis of this scenario are as follows: 

• Based on the transformational employment growth scenario set out in NIC forecasts (unpublished), 
moderated to cover a range – i.e. between 120k and 150k new jobs 

• Sectoral growth as per Experian forecasts 
• The B Class share of employment is held constant across the period at 59% to reflect a degree of shift 

in industrial profile towards knowledge intensive activities (as per the assumptions associated with the 
NIC ‘incremental’ scenario) 

• CMK continues to provide 46% of all office space in MK and 0% of light industrial and warehousing as 
per current position 

• An additional 8.2% of office-based workers are home-based in 2050 

Table 4: Scenario 3 – Implications for additional B Class Space  

Scenario 3 Total Employment Total Sqm (000s) Employment in CMK Sqm in CMK (000s) 

 Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max 
Office 54,600 69,400 601 765 25,100 31,900 277 352 

Industrial 3,400 4,300 122 156 0 0 0 0 

Warehouse 12,800 16,300 1,087 1,382 0 0 0 0 

Total B Class 70,800 90,000 1,712 2,179 25,100 31,900 277 352 
Source: Ortus Economic Research 

The headline employment and spatial implications arising from Scenario 3 are: 

• B Class employment would be between 70,800 and 90,000 additional jobs. 
• To accommodate this additional employment, a further 1.71 million to 2.18 million sqm in addition to 

current stock of B Class employment space would be required. 
• If the proportion of Borough employment that resided in CMK remained at 46% this would imply that 

CMK would grow by between 25,100 and 31,900 additional B-class (office-based) jobs.  
• In CMK, these additional jobs would require a further 277,000 to 352,000 sqm of additional employment 

space. 

5.6.4 Scenario 3A & 3B - High growth, strategic approach with increased density in CMK 

The question of employment (and population) density within CMK has been a central theme to this study and we 
return to it again in our discussion below. At present, 46% of the Borough’s B Class employment space is located 
within CMK (and therefore it has been assumed that 46% of employment located in B class premises is in CMK). 
However, there is considerable scope to increase the density of office employment in CMK due to the area having 
the spatial capacity to grow the office property base (along with other uses such as education and retail). Scenarios 
3A and 3B present estimates of the amount of employment and office space that may be required were CMK to 
contain a higher proportion of the city’s B Class employment. The assumptions for these scenarios follow those 
for Scenario 3 except the following: 

• Scenario 3A – 50% of B Class office-based employment based in CMK 
• Scenario 3B – 60% of B Class office-based employment based in CMK 

The spatial implications of an increase in the density of office-based employment within CMK are shown in Table 
5 and Table 6 below. These show that the additional demand for office space could grow to between 361,000 and 
459,000 sqm to 2050 if the density of office based employment in CMK rises to 60%. 
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Table 5: Scenario 3A – Implications for additional B Class Space (50% in CMK) 

Scenario 3 Total Employment Total Sqm (000s) Employment in CMK Sqm in CMK (000s) 

 Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max 
Office 54,600 69,400 601 765 27,300 34,700 301 382 

Industrial 3,400 4,300 122 156 0 0 0 0 

Warehouse 12,800 16,300 1,087 1,382 0 0 0 0 

Total B Class 70,800 90,000 1,712 2,179 27,300 34,700 301 382 
Source: Ortus Economic Research 

Table 6: Scenario 3B – Implications for additional B Class Space (60% in CMK) 

Scenario 3 Total Employment Total Sqm (000s) Employment in CMK Sqm in CMK (000s) 

 Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max 
Office 54,600 69,400 601 765 32,800 41,700 361 459 

Industrial 3,400 4,300 122 156 0 0 0 0 

Warehouse 12,800 16,300 1,087 1,382 0 0 0 0 

Total B Class 70,800 90,000 1,712 2,179 32,800 41,700 361 459 
Source: Ortus Economic Research 
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6. Conclusions & recommendations  

6.1 Conclusions 

There is no doubt that Milton Keynes should be preparing itself for growth over the next three decades. Forecasts 
for the UK economy suggest growth will continue at approximately 2% per annum, in GDP terms, until beyond 
2050, outpacing the average rate of global growth. The UK government has established an Industrial Strategy 
focusing on increased productivity and prosperity for all. The Strategy involves the development of local industrial 
strategies, infrastructure investment, a focus on high value sectors and working in partnership with the private 
sector to deliver economic ambition. Sector such as life sciences, digital and creative, aerospace, automotive and 
construction, all highly relevant to the Milton Keynes city-region, are amongst the first to agree Sector Deals with 
government.  

Even ‘business as usual’ growth in the city-region is forecast to deliver 60,000 new jobs between 2016 and 2050, 
which assumes no significant local or national government intervention.  However, there are many risks if 
expansion is not managed strategically, including around the inclusivity of growth and associated with long-term 
economic vibrancy. 

The opportunity for the Milton Keynes area is further enhanced by its location at the centre of the Oxford-Milton 
Keynes-Cambridge Arc, which is seen as a globally competitive centre for science, world-class research, innovation 
and technology. The Arc is being seen as a national priority, representing a once in a generation opportunity to 
unlock growth, and is likely to play a major role in the future economy of the UK. However, success is not 
guaranteed. Investment in major new east-west infrastructure, an acceleration in housing development, greater 
local connectivity coupled with a long term vision, strong partnerships and effective governance are all required 
to ensure the opportunity is maximised. 

The Arc is set to enhance growth across the corridor. The total population across the Arc may rise by as much 
as 1.6 million to around 5 million to 2050. This significant increase in population necessitates a strategic approach 
to spatial planning, both for people and the jobs they will do. In the transformational scenario, that which delivers 
the highest level of growth, the Arc could create up to 1.1 million new jobs, of which around 130,000 could be 
located in the Milton Keynes area. This is more than double that predicted in the ’business as usual’ forecast.  

Furthermore, Milton Keynes continues to benefit from London spillover and whilst rampant property price 
inflation may have tailed off temporarily, it is likely that Milton Keynes will continue to benefit from businesses 
and people locating out of the capital. 

Through the MK Futures 2050 Commission, Milton Keynes already has an established vision for the place it seeks 
to be in thirty years’ time. The vision describes Milton Keynes in 2050 as having an economy driven by advanced 
technology and knowledge-intensive activities, a highly skilled workforce and enjoying positive spillovers from 
knowledge-driven firms. Milton Keynes will have an attractive and vibrant city centre drawing in visitors to benefit 
from a mixed offer and a reputation for creativity and its cultural offer. The city will have a reputation as a centre 
for green energy, with an appetite for testing/transferring ‘research innovation to industry application’. 

The Commission urges that the city and key partners within it commit to continuing to grow the city’s population 
to 2050 and seizes the opportunity to create an even stronger, high-performing economy and develop a true 
regional economic centre. Future plans need to respect the city’s distinctive heritage and physical environment.  

Importantly, the Commission identified two central drivers defining the vision for 2050. The first is that Milton 
Keynes’ residents have access to the best education and training opportunities. The second is that Milton Keynes 
must offer sustainable mobility for all. The Commission also sound a note of caution against complacency and 
warns that a ‘business as usual strategy’ will not maximise the benefits for all residents of the Milton Keynes city-
region.  

An important point of emphasis here is that the vision also seeks to deliver growth which is inclusive, in that it 
provides benefits for all people across different communities. This is an important tenet which should be placed 
centrally within future plans and policies. 
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Many of the precursors for growth are established. However, there remain outstanding questions and this study 
has been commissioned to address those related to scale of growth and the spatial implications arising from it. 
There are choices to make. For example, choices around the scale of growth to aim for based on what is most 
likely to achieve the wider vision for Milton Keynes. This leads to other, related choices about, for example, how 
to manage land and housing in order to deliver that vision, how to encourage inward investment and how to 
educate and train local people to take up the opportunities of the future. 

The first major question, therefore, is around scale of future growth. Given the variability in projections, and the 
uncertainty of making them, this study focused on three scenarios in order to paint a picture of the future and 
consider the most appropriate way forward for the Milton Keynes area. 

The three scenarios that this study has utilised are described, and the implications for future growth set out, 
below. 

Note that the analysis below has been used to inform an assessment of future housing need across the study area.  
This is contained within the main growth study reports. 

6.1.1 Scenario 1 – Low growth, passive approach (i.e. ‘business as usual’) 

This scenario is based on the following assumptions: 

• That a passive approach to economic development is adopted, and this means the growth of the Milton 
Keynes area is dependent on other drivers (e.g. housing growth).  

• Such growth may capitalise on Milton Keynes’ strengths but these strengths are not actively developed – 
nor weaknesses addressed - in order to deliver the knowledge-intensive, innovative and entrepreneurial 
economy described in the MK2050 Vision.  

• The quality and scale of economic growth is highly influenced by commercial and residential property 
markets. 

The ‘business as usual’ scenario, which leads to the lowest level of growth, anticipates that the Milton Keynes area 
will experience growth of between 60,000 and 90,000 new jobs to 2050. This is not in itself insignificant, but it is 
considerably lower than growth that could be delivered under the alternative scenarios. 

The major drawback with the ‘business as usual’ approach is that it implies that, firstly, the Milton Keynes area has 
not fully exploited the Arc opportunity and, secondly, that it does not deliver growth of sufficient scale to address 
some of the major inclusivity challenges that the city-region faces. For example, growth at this scale would deliver 
a level and spatial concentration of jobs that is insufficient to support the viability of mass rapid transit 
propositions34. This means in turn that connectivity may remain relatively poor and disadvantaged communities 
would feel this issue most acutely. Efforts to improve economic inclusivity would be significantly hampered as a 
result. Vibrancy and indeed sustainability of the city centre may also be challenged, as a significant increase in the 
density of employment is likely to be required in order to underpin this important part of the MK Futures 2050 
Vision. The ‘business as usual’ scenario therefore represents a key risk to the delivery of the MK Futures 2050 
Vision and would also imply that Milton Keynes has missed out on the once in a generation opportunity to 
capitalise on wider growth across the Arc. 

This study therefore concludes that the ‘business as usual’ scenario is not a viable option for the study partners. 

6.1.2 Scenario 2 – Mid-growth, commuting-led strategy   

This scenario is based on the following assumptions: 

• Employment growth in Milton Keynes city-region is significant, supported by a strategy that delivers an 
attractive employment land/space offer, excellent infrastructure, a national reputation for innovation and 
a high density of knowledge-intensive sectors.  

                                                 
34 The analysis of potential future demand for mass rapid transit across the study area (by ITP, as part of the Growth Study) 
assumes continued employment growth in CMK. 
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• Local population development – either in scale or nature – means that the economy is highly reliant on 
in-commuting as a source of labour to meet local demand. 

Under this scenario, the Milton Keynes city-region economy is predicted to grow by between 90,000 and 120,000 
jobs by 2050. Such growth would be significant and would require strategic spatial planning in order to ensure 
that the accommodation required by such growth is available. The reliance on in-commuting would have a number 
of resultant effects. Peripheral employment locations are likely to be comparatively attractive as they offer benefits 
for commuters, particularly those using a car. This would have the effect of decreasing the attractiveness of the 
city centre for economic activities, reducing the density and also the viability of potential new transit options.  

This effect, coupled with the fact that new jobs are disproportionately taken up by people outside the city-region, 
means that inclusivity objectives are hampered, both through reduced mobility and a reduction in the number of 
opportunities available to disadvantaged communities. Development in CMK would also be more focused on 
residential, which would bring benefits. However, the continuing emphasis on peripheral employment would 
influence the number of jobs in CMK, the type of jobs and the demographics of those seeking to reside in the city. 
It is important that, in order to capitalise fully on some of the key economic drivers of growth, CMK offers both 
the appropriate residential mix but also a more technology- and innovation-focused jobs mix. A reliance on in-
commuting would diminish the role of CMK as a vibrant city centre and economic hub.  

6.1.3 Scenario 3 – High growth, strategic approach (‘the economic powerhouse of the 
Arc’) 

The key assumptions associated with this scenario are as follows: 

• Employment growth in the Milton Keynes city-region is significant, supported by an attractive employment 
land/space offer, excellent infrastructure and a national reputation for innovation and a high density of 
knowledge-intensive sectors.  

• Significant population growth, particularly in economically active age groups, provides a highly skilled local 
labour market, attracting further investment and underpinning an entrepreneurial culture.  

• In-commuting is still an important characteristic and evidences the strength of Milton Keynes as an 
economic hub, whilst out-commuting declines. 

• The Milton Keynes city-region economy develops alongside those across the Arc, leading to catalytic 
effects and increased spillovers. 

In this scenario, economic growth is maximised through the Milton Keynes city-region economy playing its full 
part in a fully functioning, globally competitive Arc economy. The infrastructure required to facilitate east-west 
movement has been delivered, allowing economic opportunities to be maximised. Under this scenario, 
employment is predicted to grow by between 120,000 and 150,000 jobs. The creation of jobs at this scale will 
maximise the opportunity to deliver inclusive growth, for a number of reasons. Jobs density would be highest, 
meaning that mass rapid transit is more viable, which would significantly improve mobility for those in 
disadvantaged communities. At this level of growth, the number of jobs across the occupational range would be 
at its highest, improving employment opportunities for all.  

With advanced engineering, high technology activities and KIBS at the forefront of growth, productivity rates are 
likely to increase. A trickledown effect means that prosperity improves. The role of CMK is crucial in this scenario. 
It’s role as a location for employment would need to develop considerably, as a higher concentration of both 
population and employment in the centre would improve the attractiveness, viability and vibrancy of the city 
centre. This would also increase the attractiveness of Milton Keynes to those seeking to live, work and play within 
close proximity which in turn would improve Milton Keynes as a location for certain economic activities, those 
which employ people seeking this type of lifestyle (commonly associated with those working in digital and 
technology-driven sectors).  

Important to achieving transformational growth is the need to evolve the city-region economy to take advantage 
of the future removal of various barriers to growth associated with a disjointed corridor economy. The Milton 
Keynes city-region is arguably very well placed to play a ‘hub’ role within the Arc, but the benefits will only be 
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maximised if greater synergies between the city-region economy and both Oxford and Cambridge (as well as 
other locations across the Arc and to the north and south) can be developed. 

6.1.4 Spatial implications 

Accommodating these new jobs will require a significant growth in the floorspace available for employment uses, 
located strategically around the city-region area in order to meet the needs of an increasingly large business base. 
Each of the scenarios considered in this report has been interpreted in terms of the implications for additional B-
class space. Other use classes have not been considered due to the complexity associated with matching industrial 
sectors to land use classes. The key conclusions around B-class employment and space are as follows: 

• The ‘low growth, passive development’ scenario would drive demand for between 802,000 sqm and 1.25 
million sqm of additional B-class employment space. 

• The ‘mid-growth, commuting-led’ scenario would require between 1.25 million sqm and 1.71 million sqm 
of additional B-class employment space. 

• The ‘high growth, strategic development’ scenario’ leads to demand for between 1.71 million sqm and 
2.18 million sqm of additional B-class employment space. 

This study also advocates an increase in the density of employment within CMK. A number of drivers of change 
are likely to require such an increase in order to ensure that Milton Keynes remains an attractive place for people 
to live and work. City centre viability and vibrancy would be enhanced through a growth in density, and mobility 
options would become more viable. If the proportion of B-class employment that was based in CMK was to grow 
from 46% (currently) to 60%, this would imply that between 361,000 and 459,000 sqm of additional B-class 
employment space would be required. However, it is important to acknowledge that these figures do not take 
into account the existing, empty office space currently available in CMK35. 

6.1.5 Summary of additional conclusions 

Consideration of the evidence presented in this report leads to the following additional conclusions being drawn: 

• The ’transformational’ scenario presents the best opportunity for the Growth Study partners to achieve 
their strategic economic development goals. Both the passive development approach (scenario 1) and a 
strategy which relies on in-commuting to supply the skills and jobs needed to support growth (scenario 
2) would limit the opportunity to deliver the inclusive growth goals that are so important. 

• In 2050 CMK will become an urban centre serving a city-region population of up to 500,000 people (within 
a corridor of around 5,000,000 people). Ensuring that CMK can fully play this role needs to be a central 
strand of a forward spatial strategy.  

• Whilst the spacious nature of Milton Keynes generally and CMK in particular are seen as strengths, 
employment densities within CMK and adjacent grid squares are low so need to increase. There are a 
number of important reasons why this conclusion is important: 

o A move to mass rapid transit is only fully supported and effective when moving large numbers of 
people across relatively densely populated areas. 

o The ‘bricks and mortar’ retail sector is facing a highly uncertain future and greater intensity of 
use/density of floorspace in CMK will support its sustainability. Whilst a number of responses are 
likely to be required to address the current slide of footfall and spending on the high street, one 
factor which would benefit high street retailers (and other sectors) would be an increased number 
of people living and working in CMK. 

o The creative and cultural sector (and the related night time economy), key to the future vision 
for Milton Keynes, would benefit from larger local audiences that more intensive uses/higher 
densities would create. 

                                                 
35 Estimates derived from the EGI property database suggest that 126,000 sqm of office space is currently available across the 
Borough, with 69,000 sqm of this within CMK.   
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o It is increasingly the case that young professionals working in the high tech and digital economies 
wish to live, work and be able to play all within close proximity. Employers within these sectors 
will choose locations that can offer this lifestyle, and greater intensity of development (leading to 
greater vibrancy) in CMK would assist in competing with other city locations (within the UK and 
beyond). 

o CMK has the capacity to deliver such an outcome (increase employment space, increase 
residential accommodation and increase transport infrastructure) without fundamentally changing 
its character. 

• Increasing employment density in CMK is important and can be delivered alongside a growth in 
employment in existing and new employment locations. For example, existing business parks serve an 
important purpose. The distributed model that has served Milton Keynes so well in the past should 
continue, with greater connectivity between places being delivered through investment in transport and 
infrastructure. In time, it could be that individual ‘clusters’ of related activity develop and indeed this could 
be encouraged (for example, through the encouragement of related activities to co-locate, such as higher 
education facilities, research institutes, major inward investors and so on). The goal would be to 
strategically steer growth underpinned by a range of distinctive aspects to the city-region economy (some 
of which would evolve from current specialisms, whilst others would be new to the city-region and related 
to activities present in other locations across the Arc). Spatially, the city-region would follow a ‘cluster’ 
arrangement of linked employment destinations across a diverse range of economic activities and sectors. 
Therefore, the city-region is not planning to move wholesale from a dispersed to a concentrated locational 
employment strategy. Other locations outside CMK would also become more important as places of 
employment than their current profile, including settlements in Aylesbury Vale and South 
Northamptonshire. 

• In-commuting is likely to continue to be an important aspect of the city-region economy. However, 
achieving inclusive growth objectives requires barriers to mobility to be reduced or removed. The 
solutions to this challenge will need to ensure that the main employment locations around the city-region 
are accessible from large labour catchment areas across the study area. 

• The strategic location of the Milton Keynes city-region will mean a continuation of its important role as a 
logistics hub. Some forecasts predict growth in related sectors (transport, wholesale) to 2031 (up to an 
additional 6,800 jobs36). However, we would cast a cautious note over any predictions of large scale job 
increases given the impact that technology is currently having and may have in the future. This sector is 
one that is commonly thought of to be vulnerable to significant job losses through the introduction of AI-
based technology (e.g. autonomous vehicles). Business models and structures are also changing in this 
sector with the introduction of consolidation centres to reduce the impact of local deliveries in towns 
and cities. The likelihood, however, is that new large sites on the edge of the urban area related to the 
national road/rail network will be in demand in the short-medium term with demand for sites located 
within the urban area around the city centre increasing as the consolidation trends continues. It is 
important to recognise, therefore, that growth in this sector is likely to require an increase in the 
employment land allocated to it, but in the longer term technological changes are likely to reduce the 
levels of employment within logistics and transport and possibly also the number of very large warehouses 
as patterns of distribution change. 

• The prospect of mass rapid transit across the Milton Keynes city-region opens up the opportunity to 
develop Transit Oriented Developments (see Appendix 3, page 61). The mixed use development ‘nodes’ 
based around major transit stations offer opportunities to improve public health, develop sustainable 
communities and businesses, limit environmental impact associated with commuting, strengthen the local 
economy and reduce the overall ‘spread’ of transport infrastructure thereby reducing costs. TODs also 
align well to the current trends of urbanisation and to the needs of young professionals to live, work and 
play in the same area. TODs could be integrated into the spatial economic strategy by integrating a ‘cluster’ 
approach, which identifies specific locations for the development of specialisms aligned with the 
aspirational industrial profile that the city-region aspires to. 

                                                 
36 Milton Keynes Economic Growth and Employment Land Study – Supply and Demand Partial update, (2017), GVA 
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• The evolution of a high-tech, innovation-led economy across the city-region has implications for housing 
stock. The stock of housing needs to be suitable to attract and retain the types of people that will 
contribute to economic growth through the input of their labour, ideas and – in the case of entrepreneurs 
– capital. Whilst residential development within CMK is likely to focus mainly on apartments aimed at 
young professionals or student accommodation (with the advent of MK:U), the wider development of the 
housing offer must provide suitable accommodation for workers across the occupation and skill spectrum. 
Attracting professional people and their families will be an essential part of a labour market strategy to 
support economic growth.  

• There is merit in exploring the concept of an ‘innovation campus’ in developing the city-region’s capability  
and reputation around research and development and innovation more generally. This concept is explored 
in Appendix 2 (page 60). Its relevance to Milton Keynes is driven by a number of factors, including the 
sectorally diverse nature of the city-region economy, the opportunity to enhance employment densities 
in CMK and across distributed employment locations and the current lack of research-focused higher 
education (recognising that MK:U will be teaching focused, and which limits the opportunity for 
development of more traditional science parks). 

Finally, the panel below presents evidence gathered during the MK Futures 2050 commission consultation process 
and summarises the views of existing residents and other stakeholders across the city on the question of ‘what 
would make Milton Keynes greater’. The conclusions above are driven by these views as well as those that 
potential future residents may have identified had they been asked a similar question.  

6.2 Recommendations 

The conclusions identified above lead to a number of recommendations for policy approaches by the Growth 
Study partners, as follows: 

1. Partners should plan for high-end, transformational population and employment growth forecasts. We 
suggest that in the case of the economic scenarios, this means a focus on Scenario 3 and therefore between 
120,000 and 150,000 new jobs. In terms of B-class employment space, this implies the need to deliver 
between 1.71 million sqm and 2.18 million sqm of additional B-class employment space. 

2. Aim for a sectoral profile in 2050 which is skewed towards high tech, innovation-led businesses and 
activities. As part of this strategy, develop greater synergy between the Milton Keynes city-region 
economy and those of Oxford and Cambridge and others (e.g. north London, towns and cities of the 
Midlands) facilitated by enhanced communications and transport and the development of the labour 
market, business accommodation and support services that such businesses require.  

What would make Milton Keynes greater?  

• More individuality and soul in the city centre – independent shops, bars, restaurants and affordable 
music venues 

• More varied and interesting architecture in Milton Keynes 
• Wider range of affordable community facilities - safe places for young people to socialise 
• Amenities, shops and attractions beyond CMK 
• A well-respected campus university of excellent reputation 
• Help, support and guidance for start-up businesses 
• Improved bus services from outer areas – covering all areas and not just central routes - accessible 

for people with limited mobility within the estates 
• More sustainable and innovative transport 
• Infrastructure to stand the test of time - and provide sustainability of core services 
• Housing that’s affordable, built to last and not ‘crammed together’ 

Source: MK Futures 2050 Commission – Commission Working Paper 2 – Results from the Commission’s Engagement Programme 
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3. Ensure that priority is given to a plan that prescribes the allocation of suitable sites within CMK for the 
development of a city centre which plays a strong role in a city-region of 500,000 people and a population 
of 5,000,000 across the growth corridor. Increasing the concentration of people living and working in 
CMK is essential to sustainable growth. This will include: 

d. The development of new employment space (primarily office) and residential accommodation. 
e. Upgrading or re-purposing of existing, obsolete office space.  
f. Actively attracting additional investment generally but also specifically in leisure, culture, food & 

drink and showroom retail. 
4. There is a need to ensure that intensification of use and activity and therefore employment densities grow 

considerably in CMK, in order to underpin a sustainable major city centre, support the move to mass 
rapid transit, develop economic clusters and to respond positively to the current trend of urbanisation to 
enable Milton Keynes to maintain and enhance its competitiveness in the wider UK and global economy.  

5. Through the development of transport infrastructure, ensure that mobility around and across the city-
region is enhanced in order to ensure that all major employment locations are accessible to a large labour 
catchment area (including the most deprived areas). 

6. Anticipate the need for a readily available supply of flat, large, sites for more big logistics operations and 
for manufacturing sites with logistics elements. In the longer term, anticipate two potential trends:  changes 
in the levels and profile of employment at such sites and an increasing trend to locate consolidation centres 
close to town and city centres. 

7. Look again at the use and purpose of established employment areas to enable intensification or re-
investment/reimagining for employment or other uses.  

8. Ensure the specific property/space needs that flow from building an innovation-led, high tech and 
entrepreneurial economy (including, e.g., the need for grow-on space) are accounted for and actively 
prescribed and promoted in emerging spatial plans. 

9. Encourage TODs to evolve at major transport nodes in order to encourage mixed-use developments, 
promote sustainable living and support economic growth. 

10. Further develop links with major HE and other institutions (e.g. Cranfield, OU, MK:U, Catapults, Euston 
hub) to encourage the location of support, R&D and innovation facilities/labs at strategic sites across the 
city-region. Such facilities will act as attractors as well as bringing highly skilled people into the city. 

11. Explore how the innovation campus concept can be utilised to enhance the city-region’s offer and 
underpin economic growth in key sectors. 
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7. Appendix 1 – Drivers of Growth 

7.1 Introduction 

As part of the Milton Keynes, Aylesbury Vale and South Northamptonshire Growth Study, Ortus Economic 
Research has been commissioned to deliver a study focused on the creation of economic growth scenarios. This 
study will feed into the main Growth Study in a number of ways, based on the following key objectives: 

• To understanding local issues within the wider economy now and to 2050 building on work previously 
undertaken as part of the MK Futures 2050 Commission.  

• To explore the synergies between future economic scenarios and how they might shape the changing 
demographic and skills profile sought for MK.  

• Explore the implications of different locational strategies for employment provision and recommend 
land allocation strategies for different employment uses to maximise economic benefits.  

• Consider the relationship between the city of Milton Keynes, surrounding market towns and rural areas 
and potential for enhanced sector growth in Industrial Strategy priorities.  

• Explore links between housing and mixed-use development opportunities, transport and Higher 
Education provision.  

• Place this work in wider national/regional/Oxford-Cambridge Arc context. 
• Advise on how best to ensure that the suggested spatial framework can accommodate the wide range of 

alternative economic futures. 

The initial phase of work is to develop a number of economic scenarios based on the consideration of the range 
of evidence and data already available (e.g. by the MK Futures 2050 Commission) along with other evidence from 
other locations within and outside the UK. As we explain below, the first step in that process is to identify and 
consider the key drivers (economic, social, political, etc) that will influence how the economy within the study 
area will evolve in the future.  

This ‘issues’ paper identifies those key drivers and considers, briefly and in general, the implications for the Growth 
Study.  The paper therefore signals where the economic scenario strand of the Growth Study is headed and how 
it is beginning to consider the key drivers of change that will inform the economic scenarios. 

7.1.1 Developing and utilising scenarios 

The Growth Study is a key part of the process to develop a ‘route map’ for delivering the MK Futures 2050 Vision. 
Creating economic scenarios as part of that study provides crucial contextual evidence to inform decisions about 
how land might be allocated and used. 

In studying alternative ‘futures’ for the study area we are using a scenario development methodology to 
systematically and creatively think about plausible futures. Scenarios can be defined as plausible alternative 
futures ‐ what might happen under particular assumptions. By focusing on key drivers, complex interactions, and 
irreducible uncertainties, scenario building generates the futures within which we can assess alternative strategies, 
such as different approaches to land use allocation, different transportation options, and so on.  

Scenario building generally involves eight key steps, as follows: 

1. Identify focal issue or decision  
2. Identify driving forces  
3. Rank importance & uncertainty  
4. Select scenario logics  
5. Flesh‐out the scenarios  
6. Select indicators for monitoring  
7. Assess impacts for different scenarios  
8. Evaluate alternative strategies  
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We intend to broadly follow these steps in delivering the Economic Scenarios strand of the Growth Study. The 
majority of the work will be desk-based and delivered through consideration of existing evidence coupled with 
discussions with key stakeholders and partners in order to advance the scenarios and examine their implications 
whilst ensuring they are realistic and reflective of wider thinking. 

Once the scenarios are established, we will use them to consider a range of specific study questions (including 
those identified in the list of study objectives). The scenarios are likely to be moderated throughout the study, 
through the introduction of other evidence generated as the Growth Study progresses. The scenarios will 
therefore become part of the evidence base to inform spatial planning decisions, whilst also becoming a mechanism 
by which the implications of those decisions can be assessed and articulated. 

The over-riding objectives of this paper are to introduce the key drivers that are considered to the most crucial 
influencers of economic growth in the Growth Study area (thereby providing important contextual evidence), to 
identify how they may influence the work of the main Growth Study as it evolved and to indicate next steps. 

7.2 Drivers of change 

7.2.1 The context - MK Futures 2050 Vision 

As the Economic development Strategy states, “Milton Keynes [is] an economic success. It has been the fastest 
growing city in the UK over the last 30 years, both in terms of employment and output, and it has labour 
productivity well over the national average.37” 

In 2015 the MK Futures 2050 Commission was established to build on this success and to establish a long term 
vision for the way MK should grow and prosper over the coming decades. The key economic aspects of the vision 
that was developed by the Commission can be summarised as follows: 

In 2050: 

• Milton Keynes will be a honeypot for advanced technology, knowledge intensive firms 
• There will be a focus on education and skills through MK:IT and excellent primary, secondary and 

tertiary provision 
• Milton Keynes will be known for its entrepreneurial culture 
• Inward investment and innovation are cornerstones of the economy, with global tech companies driving 

local research programmes in local Higher Education Institutions. 
• There is a virtuous circle where leading tech companies locate in Milton Keynes to take advantage of 

MK:U’s outstanding graduates, who drive growth in these companies, who then reinvest in research and 
development to underpin further growth. 

• Milton Keynes is known as an exceptionally diverse, cohesive, international city with a commitment to 
creativity and innovation in every aspect of its life. 

• Central Milton Keynes (CMK) is thriving based on mixed use development, an attractive retail offer and 
a diverse mix of restaurants, clubs and thriving arts and culture scene. 

• There is a low carbon focus, reflected in the business base (which contains eco-companies) and the 
culture of major companies and institutions. 

• Milton Keynes will be reaping the benefits of past investment in infrastructure and public realm and an 
enviable mass rapid transport system. 

• Growth will have been delivered by building on current strengths but aiming for knowledge-intensive 
activities 

• Milton Keynes will be an exemplar economy that provides opportunities for the whole community. 

With this vision in mind, we have discerned a number of key drivers that will influence the attainment of this vision 
and these are discussed in the ensuing chapter. 

                                                 
37 Milton Keynes Council, Milton Keynes Economic Development Strategy 2017-2027.pdf 
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7.2.2 Drivers of economic change 

This section identifies those key economic drivers and discusses how they may influence economies in the future. 
We are just beginning to consider the implications of these drivers on both the most likely scenarios for the 
Milton Keynes economy in the future and, crucially, the spatial implications that flow from these scenarios. This 
will represent the added value of the economic scenarios strand of the wider Growth Study which will be delivered 
by the end of 2018. 

In summary, the ‘global’ economic drivers considered here are: 

• Brexit and implications for mobile international investment 
• Future mobility 
• Automation and technology 
• The Industrial Strategy and its Grand Challenges 
• Labour markets, employment models and skills 
• Urbanisation 
• Environmental sustainability 
• Increasing inequality 
• Trends in key sectors 
• Population projections 
• Relationships between regional/local centres and the study area 

Each of these drivers is discussed further below. 

7.2.2.1 Brexit and implications for mobile international investment 

This is of course a major area of uncertainty. Until the final Brexit deal is signed and implemented and business 
leaders have taken decisions in light of the deal, the impact on the UK economy will be unknown. What is clear, 
however, is that our trading relationship with the EU and other markets around the world is likely to change. This 
in turn will influence investment decisions made by mobile investors – those already located within the UK and 
those that may consider the UK in the future. The UK has been very successful at attracting mobile investment – 
the UKTI estimates that the stock is worth £1 trillion, about half of which is from other EU countries. Only the 
USA and China receive more FDI than the UK38. FDI also raises productivity and wages, so is key to the wider 
performance of the UK economy. 

As well as providing access to the UK market, a significant part of the UK’s success in attracting inward investment 
in the recent past has been unfettered access to the Single Market. If this access is restricted, the attractiveness 
of the UK is likely to diminish. The Centre for Economic Performance estimate that leaving the EU may reduce 
FDI inflows by around 22%. There will also be implications for existing investors, who may choose to shift the 
location of their investments in the light of Brexit and consequent trading arrangements. 

The uncertainty around Brexit, the deal that the UK may strike and what impact this may have means that 
understanding the implications at this point in time is highly challenging. However, the deal is due to be in place 
by March 2019 and further consideration of how Brexit might impact the Milton Keynes economic must occur in 
the period leading up to and beyond the date of the UK’s departure. 

7.2.2.2 Future mobility 

A number of forces are converging to change the way people and goods move around. These include the rise of 
car-sharing/ride-sharing schemes, low emissions drivetrains, lightweight materials and connected/autonomous 
vehicles. These changes that these forces will make to mobility will have wide-reaching implications for many 
aspects of society and our economy. From energy to raw materials, land use and jobs, the future of mobility of 
will have a significant impact on how Milton Keynes looks and operates by 2050. 

                                                 
38 Centre for Economic Performance, The impact of Brexit on foreign investment in the UK 
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The future of mobility is identified as one of four Grand Challenges in the UK’s Industrial Strategy (see below). 
This alone indicates the significance of this driver. As far as the Growth Study goes, there is a very significant 
transport strand which will be considering this and other factors as key drivers of change in transportation.   

7.2.2.3 Automation and technology 

From self-service supermarket checkouts to self-driving cars, technology is changing the way we live our lives at 
an astonishing pace. Despite increasing levels of automation, however, the UK has a good record on creating jobs 
in the period since the last recession. On the other hand, and as the Taylor Review39 pointed out, many of these 
jobs are poorly paid and precarious.  

But how will automation impact economies and labour markets in the future?  In 2013 a seminal paper by Frey & 
Osborne40 estimated that around 47% of jobs in the US labour market were at risk from computerisation within 
20 years. This is the 21st century fear for many called "technological unemployment."  There is, however, a 
counter-argument that there is no “technology unemployment” because even though technology eliminates jobs, 
it also creates new and better ones of sufficient supply. The true outcome is likely to lie somewhere between 
these two perspectives. 

The OECD estimate that about 14% of jobs in OECD countries are highly automatable, meaning many jobs are 
under threat from automation. However, it is widely accepted that whilst automation will bring challenges it also 
presents opportunities. For example, technology and Artificial Intelligence present an opportunity to free up 
workers to do more productive, less routine tasks.  

Figure 6:  Impact of automation 

 
Source: Accenture – New Skills Now; Inclusion in the digital economy 

 

The impact of automation is unlikely to be consistent across industries or across places. In the latest Cities 
Outlook41 report, the Centre for Cities report suggests that one in five jobs in cities across Great Britain is in an 
occupation that is very likely to decline between 2018 and 2030, amounting to approximately 3.6 million jobs, or 
20.2 per cent of the current workforce in cities. However, they point out that the risk is not evenly spread across 
the country, with cities in struggling cities in the North and Midlands more exposed to job losses than wealthier 
cities in the South. Their analysis suggests that 21.5% of jobs in Milton Keynes are at risk. This contrasts with just 
12.9% in Cambridge and 12.8% in Oxford.  

In addition, the report suggests that the cities least exposed to losing jobs are also home to larger shares of high 
skilled private sector occupations which are expected to grow by 2030. For example, nearly 50% of jobs predicted 
to increase in Cambridge – and a third of those in Oxford and Aldershot – are in high skilled private sector 
occupations. 

                                                 
39 Good Work: Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices, 2017. See https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-
articles/matthew-taylor-blog/2017/07/the-taylor-review  
40 Frey C.B. and Osborne M. A. (2013), The future of employment: how susceptible are jobs to computerisation?  See 
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf  
41 Centre for Cities, Cities Outlook 2018. See http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/18-01-12-Final-
Full-Cities-Outlook-2018.pdf  

https://medium.com/basic-income/self-driving-trucks-are-going-to-hit-us-like-a-human-driven-truck-b8507d9c5961
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/matthew-taylor-blog/2017/07/the-taylor-review
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/matthew-taylor-blog/2017/07/the-taylor-review
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf
http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/18-01-12-Final-Full-Cities-Outlook-2018.pdf
http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/18-01-12-Final-Full-Cities-Outlook-2018.pdf
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Risks from automation will reduce, therefore, if the Milton Keynes economy can evolve to mirror the strengths 
of those economies. This suggests that the position of MK at the centre of the Oxford-Cambridge Arc is a 
significant opportunity. 

7.2.2.4 The Industrial Strategy and its Grand Challenges 

Government’s play a key role in influencing economic growth. The current UK Government perspective is that 
“to make sure the UK can succeed in the global economy, [they] are taking action to stimulate economic growth while 
supporting people who work hard and want to get on in life”. Notwithstanding scepticism around the efficacy of public 
policy in stimulating economic growth, it is crucial to recognise that whatever the policies might be, they are 
designed to stimulate behaviour believed to generate the targeted outcomes. 

A key part of the current UK Government’s economic policy is the Industrial Strategy42. This has the main goal 
of improving productivity and earning power throughout the UK. It emphasises a vision for a transformed 
economy based on five foundations: 

• ideas: the world’s most innovative economy 
• people: good jobs and greater earning power for all 
• infrastructure: a major upgrade to the UK’s infrastructure 
• business environment: the best place to start and grow a business 
• places: prosperous communities across the UK  

Also of great relevance to policy at the local level, and certainly for any focus on sectors/specialisms, is the setting 
of four Grand Challenges which will “put the United Kingdom at the forefront of the industries of the future”: 

• AI & Data Economy – to put the UK at the forefront of the AI and data revolution. 
• Future of Mobility – to become a world leader in shaping the future of mobility. 
• Clean Growth – to maximise the advantages for UK industry from the global shift to clean growth – 

through leading the world in the development, manufacture and use of low carbon technologies, 
systems and services that cost less than high carbon alternatives. 

• Ageing Society – to harness the power of innovation to help meet the needs of an ageing society. 

Most important, however, are the specific policies and interventions that the Government is implementing in 
order to deliver the strategy. There is a large number of specific policies, focused on the five foundations (e.g. 
increasing R&D tax credits, investing in Industry Strategy Challenge Funds, building a technical education system, 
agreeing Local Industrial Strategies, and so on). The Industrial Strategy therefore delivers two things of importance 
to the development of the Milton Keynes economy. First, it establishes a framework for the development of the 
UK economy, of which MK is a part. And second, it supports the design and implementation of policies that Milton 
Keynes can utilise and funding that can be tapped into in order to address future economic challenges. 

7.2.2.5 Changing labour markets and employment models 

Labour markets and employment models are undergoing significant change. Ten years after the global financial 
crisis, recovery across the world is well underway and world-wide output levels have surpassed pre-crisis levels 
in most developed countries. This was achieved in the UK in the second quarter of 201343.  However, a key 
feature of major economies over the period of recovery has been a tightening of labour markets. Of concern is 
the fact that this has largely not been matched by the related wage increase which would normally be expected in 
these circumstances.  

Other changes are also evident: 
“The world of work is in a state of flux, which is causing considerable anxiety—and with good reason. There is growing 
polarization of labour-market opportunities between high- and low-skill jobs, unemployment and underemployment 
especially among young people, stagnating incomes for a large proportion of households, and income inequality. Migration 

                                                 
42 UK Government, Industrial Strategy – Building a Britain fit for the future, 2017 
43 ONS 
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and its effects on jobs has become a sensitive political issue in many advanced economies. And from Mumbai to Manchester, 
public debate rages about the future of work and whether there will be enough jobs to gainfully employ everyone”. 

McKinsey - “Technology, jobs and the future of work” 

The OECD provides evidence of the shifting balance of skills across sectors. They have identified that the share 
of middle skill-level occupations in total employment has declined in almost all sectors of the economy between 
1995 and 2015, with the impact being greater in some sectors than others. The report also shows that in most 
industries, these declines have been offset by growth in top occupations. Importantly, a sector of great importance 
to Milton Keynes (Wholesale and Retail) has lost jobs at the high skill-level as well as middle skill-level (see Figure 
7). 

Figure 7: Skills polarisation in OCED countries

 
Source: OECD Employment Outlook 2017 

Accenture’s New Skills Now report44 considers the ways in which work will change in the future. It identifies four 
defining features of future work: 

• How tasks will get done: Digital and Human. Digital technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) and 
robotics are transforming the nature of work and the skills needed to thrive. Humans and machines will 
increasingly work together to drive productivity. For example, AI could increase productivity by 40% 
and double annual economic growth rates by 2035 in developed economies45. 

• How people will work together: Cooperative and Collaborative. In an increasing digital economy, people will 
need to cooperate and collaborate with both colleagues and technologies. Furthermore, digital 
technologies are changing the way people work together, offering opportunities for cooperation and 
collaboration which will influence employment models and how work is organised. 

• What work is done: Knowledge and task-based. Work will increasingly be broken into tasks that utilize an 
individual’s unique skills and knowledge areas. Accenture’s 2016 Technology Vision report found that 
79% of business leaders across industries believe that the future workforce will be structured more by 
project than by job function46. 

                                                 
44 Accenture, op cit 
45  Accenture - Why Artificial Intelligence is the Future of Growth, 2016. See 
https://www.accenture.com/t20170206T005353Z__w__/us-en/_acnmedia/PDF-33/Accenture-Why-AI-is-the-Future-of-
Growth.PDFla=en#zoom=50  
46 Accenture – Humanizing work through digital, 2016 

https://www.accenture.com/t20170206T005353Z__w__/us-en/_acnmedia/PDF-33/Accenture-Why-AI-is-the-Future-of-Growth.PDFla=en#zoom=50
https://www.accenture.com/t20170206T005353Z__w__/us-en/_acnmedia/PDF-33/Accenture-Why-AI-is-the-Future-of-Growth.PDFla=en#zoom=50
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• Where work will be done and how people will be employed: Flexible and Fluid. Work used to be a place to go 
to. Now it is a place to which we connect. Technology is uncoupling work from finite hours and 
locations. Accenture’s 2017 Technology Vision survey found that 85% of IT and business executives plan 
to increase their organization’s use of independent freelance workers over the next year47. As the 
nature of work evolves, individuals are expanding their professional networks by leveraging platforms to 
access work. This flexibility is enabling people to increase their income, work part-time, re-join the 
workforce or assume new roles. 

 

In 2016 Milton Keynes Council published a Skills Strategy, the aim of which was: 

“To provide an overall picture of skills in Milton Keynes, to establish a demand led local employment and skills approach 
and to provide a plan of action for Milton Keynes Council to lead on in partnership with key partners”48 

Analysis of the occupational profile of residents, employment rates and educational attainment across the local 
area presents a mixed picture. Figure 8 presents a summary of five key indicators which, together, suggest that 
whilst Milton Keynes is home to large quantities of high value employment opportunities, the readiness of local 
residents to accept these opportunities and to reap the rewards available from them is lacking. 

Figure 8: City comparison of key skills, wages and inequality measures 

 
Source: Centre for Cities Data Tool 

Significant findings from the range of research studies and strategies developed in the theme of skills include49: 

• The skills strategy evidence base suggests that there is a sustained low skills challenge in Milton Keynes, 
with the proportion of people with no formal qualifications – 10% - being slightly above the national 
average;  

• Although employment rates in the city are generally high, there are above average levels of 
unemployment for people aged 20 to 24 (16% compared with 12% nationally) which points to a 
mismatch between young people’s skills and the opportunities available;  

                                                 
47 Accenture Technology Vision 2017, Workforce Marketplace: Invent your future, 2017 
48 Milton Keynes Council, Milton Keynes Skills Strategy – Framework Document, 2016 
49 MK Futures 2050 Commission, Draft Commission Paper Number 15 – Education and Skills, Shared Intelligence, 2016 
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• There is a significant contrast between low resident based median earnings (£28,903) and higher median 
wages for people working in the city (£29,528).  

• Milton Keynes has an above average pool of working residents, but below average levels of employment 
in medium skilled occupations.” 

It is quite clear when considering the wider economic drivers that have been set out above that the development 
of skilled people ready to play a full part in a more digitally- and technology-driven economy, with flexible and 
transferable skills is a major priority.   

One issue, for example, is that although the Open University is based in Milton Keynes, there is not a significant 
undergraduate presence in the city, and therefore Milton Keynes misses out on the annual influx in highly skilled 
labour that other, similar sized cities experience50. The creation of MK:U is clearly an significant opportunity to 
influence the skills base in Milton Keynes, as will be the prospects of joining up with Universities further afield 
such as Cranfield, Oxford and Cambridge brought about by the Oxford-Cambridge Arc initiatives.  

7.2.2.6 Urbanisation 

Today, more than half of the global population live in urban areas (predicted that this will rise to 70% by 201551) 
and 1.5 million people are added to the global urban population every week52. The story in the UK is no different. 
In 1950, the population living in UK cities was 79% - already a large figure - but has increased to 82.8% in 201653 
and is predicted to rise to 92.2% by 203054. Urbanisation places huge demands on infrastructure, services, job 
creation, climate and environment and the role that city centres play as host to people, businesses and other 
activities will need to be carefully considered. 

7.2.2.7 Environmental sustainability 

There is growing consensus around man-made global warming, with the majority of developed countries now 
signed up to a commitment to limit to keep the rise in average global temperatures to below 2°C.  Climate change 
has wide-ranging consequences for many industries. Agriculture, tourism, insurance, forestry, water, infrastructure 
and energy will all be directly affected, though linkages with socio-economic and technological systems mean that 
risks can accumulate, propagate and culminate in even larger impacts. For example, climate change could threaten 
food and resource security in parts of the world which may in turn make poverty and conflict more likely. Meeting 
emissions reduction targets requires investment in green technologies, including LED lighting, electric vehicles, 
solar photovoltaic systems and onshore wind and more sophisticated forms of energy efficiency – which will also 
create opportunities for green finance. The MK Futures 2050 Vision indicates a desire for Milton Keynes not only 
to be the home of companies servicing a green economy, but also of the Council being a key actor in local energy 
systems and markets. 

7.2.2.8 Increasing inequality 

Countries with higher levels of income inequality tend to have lower levels of mobility between generations. The 
sharp rise in income and wealth inequality has been described as the “defining challenge of our times”. This has been 
accompanied by a squeeze on the middle class, as the distribution of income has shifted towards the higher and 
lower ends of the scale. 

A number of factors have driven higher inequality, including the impact of technology and globalisation, failings of 
the educational system, anticompetitive practices, weaknesses in corporate governance, the decline in union 
membership and the progressivity of the tax system. Some of these trends may potentially reverse in the future 

                                                 
50 MK Futures 2050 Commission, Draft Commission Paper Number 5 - Economic Prospects of Milton Keynes to 2050, 
Cambridge Econometrics 2016 
51 Nesta, The Future of Skills: Employment in 2030. 
52 PWC, see https://www.pwc.co.uk/issues/megatrends/rapid-urbanisation.html#1  
53 Statista, analysis of World Bank data (see https://www.statista.com/statistics/270369/urbanization-in-the-united-kingdom/) 
54 The Guardian (see https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2009/aug/18/percentage-population-living-cities) 
  

https://www.pwc.co.uk/issues/megatrends/rapid-urbanisation.html#1
https://www.statista.com/statistics/270369/urbanization-in-the-united-kingdom/
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2009/aug/18/percentage-population-living-cities
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– for instance as ageing reduces labour supply, pushing up wages, or as calls for redistribution grow louder, 
although these forces are most likely to operate at the margins. Past experience suggests that current levels of 
inequality are likely to persist in the medium term, unless there is an extreme shock of some kind. 

7.2.2.9 Trends in key sectors 

The Milton Keynes economy will look fundamentally different in 2050 compared to today. Understanding and 
anticipating these changes are issues central to our work to develop future economic scenarios and to feed these 
into the Growth Study.  

The drivers covered in this issues paper will all influence these factors. The industrial structure of the Milton 
Keynes economy will change over the next 30 years. New activities will be developed and will arrive, creating jobs 
and economic wealth in the process.  Other activities which are important to Milton Keynes today will recede in 
their importance, due to either because of changing demand, product/service obsolescence or evolving business 
models. 

Two such sectors – that are both important to Milton Keynes as engines of jobs and economic value but that face 
significant uncertainties - are logistics and retail. These are also crucial because they require specific types of 
commercial space located in specific areas, and how they evolve in the coming years will influence significantly 
how commercial space is used in and around Milton Keynes. 

Logistics and warehousing 

The economy of MK will be disproportionately affected by changes in the logistics and distribution sector in the 
medium/long term.  

According to government data, the logistics sector employs 16,520 people55 and therefore represents 8.9% of all 
jobs in the local economy (compared to 4.2% of all jobs in Britain. The warehousing and support for transportation 
activities within this sector have a location quotient56 of 3.7, which suggests it is an activity which is 3.7 times 
more significant for Milton Keynes than for the national economy.  

Wholesale is another significant and related sector, employing 16.500 people and with a location quotient of 1.5 
(i.e. 50% over-represented compared to the national average). 

Milton Keynes has also seen significant growth in recent years, with warehousing units increasing by 60% between 
2010 and 2015 and employment having grown by 85% in a similar period. Milton Keynes role a distribution and 
warehousing hub is clearly growing in significance. 

However, this sector faces an uncertain future. A number of forces are combining to raise questions about how 
sustainable are the jobs in sectors which have an occupational profile that relies heavily on low level skills. 
Autonomous vehicles, smart warehousing and projected changes to last mile delivery are expected to have a 
significant impact on the logistics, warehousing and distribution centres. This could even lead to the introduction 
of new models for distribution which are less reliant on large national or regional distribution ‘sheds’, which would 
lead to a fundamental shift in the premises requirements of such businesses. 

  

                                                 
55 ONS, Business Register and Employment Survey, 2016. Sourced from NOMIS. 
56 Location quotients express the concentration of employment in specific economic activities. They are calculated as ‘the 
proportion of local employment in industry a, divided by the proportion of national employment in industry a’. 
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Retail 

Now seems to be a very apposite time to reflect on how the retail sector in Milton Keynes and surrounding towns 
may evolve in the future, with a number of high profile news stories regarding the performance of prominent 
retailers indicating that there are likely to be many challenges ahead for our high streets. 

The latest official statistics indicate that in 2016, the retail sector employed 15,500 people in Milton Keynes 
representing 8.4% of all employment (compared to 9.5% across Britain). The level of employment has stayed 
relatively constant since 2009 (15,600).  

Much attention has been focused on recent announcements by key retailers of their intention to close high street 
stores in the face of a downturn in trade that has significantly affected business performance. For example, House 
of Fraser has recently announced a programme of closures that will see it shedding 6,000 jobs, with the Milton 
Keynes store set to be one of those closed. Along with negative announcements by Toys-R-Us, Mothercare, 
Carpetright, Poundworld and Maplin, it seems that bricks-and-mortar retail is entering a period of significant 
change. 

Whilst the jury is very much out on how the exactly the retail shakedown will impact local high streets, it is quite 
clear that the role of city centres continues to evolve. The role of policy makers is to consider how to develop 
their city centres to make the most of opportunities whilst managing the impact on retail arising from modern 
shopping habits and trends.  

It is becoming increasingly accepted that city centres can no longer rely on retail-led strategies to deliver 
sustainable growth. Whilst no-one is suggesting that bricks and mortar retail is dead, a more holistic approach to 
managing and revitalising town and city centres is required. Along with consideration of the wider role of town 
and city centres, high street retailers have the opportunity to provide shoppers with an altogether different 
experience compared to online shopping (considered a main source of threat). 

In a recent publication focusing on town and city centres, the Centre for Cities argue that whilst major cities have 
seen an intensification of economic activity in their centres, medium and small cities and towns have seen the 
opposite trend, with increasing numbers of new employment opportunities being based outside of centres. 

They argue that all jobs are good, but that the location of jobs has a significant influence on the wider performance 
of that economy, for a number of reasons: 

1. Retail – increasing levels of employment based outside a town or city centre reduces the number of 
people that regularly use that centre, thereby reducing footfall and local retail trade. 

2. Future economic growth - many of the highest skilled and best paid industries which have been critical 
sources of jobs growth in recent years prefer to locate in city centres. This is because a city centre 
location offers advantages including access to more skilled labour (because of transport connections) 
and opportunities to exchange information as a result of being close to clients, competitors and 
collaborators.  

3. Access to jobs - it is easier to provide public transport for economic activity concentrated in one place. 
This has implications for low skilled workers in particular, who are less likely to own a car.  

4. The environment - less concentrated economies have a greater dependence on the car. This increases 
CO2 emissions from road transport.57 

They also argue that cities are becoming increasingly important as places for people to live, with similar benefits 
to town/city centre performance and sustainability. For example, they suggest that “As the vibrancy and productivity 
of city centres as places of work and production has increased in recent years, the desirability of these areas as places to 
live has closely followed. More and more people, particularly those with high-level skills, working in high-knowledge firms, 
are choosing to live in the same city centres that they work in.”58 

                                                 
57 Centre for Cities, Beyond the High Street: Why our city centres really matter, 2013 
58 See Centre for Cities Press Release: http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/city-space-race/  

http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/city-space-race/
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As Figure 9 indicates, the proportion of commercial space which is given up to retail in Milton Keynes is significantly 
higher (36%) than the England and Wales average (26%). There are a number of reasons for this, including (inter 
alia) the low density of development in Milton Keynes and the significant absence of industrial activities in the city 
centre (contrasting with many other towns and cities across England and Wales). Whilst these statistics are 
informative, they only tell part of the story and Milton Keynes’ status as a new city means that comparisons around 
floorspace are more difficult to make. 

Figure 9: Floorspace stock, Retail Vacancies and Office quality 

 
Source: Centre for Cities, Building Blocks: Data by City 

 

Town centres need to develop into hubs that serve a number of purposes; as places to socialise, consume art and 
culture, live, work and shop. Successful development of these important places will create in-built sustainability 
that ensures that they continue to play a crucial role in local economic growth. 

Therefore, the role of CMK needs to be maximised as a revitalised city centre at the heart of the Cambridge-
Milton Keynes-Oxford Corridor and as a location for retail, leisure, culture, housing and higher education and as 
a location where businesses, including knowledge intensive businesses, can relocate and grow. At the same time, 
the relationship between CMK and other local/district centres (elsewhere within the Borough and in Aylesbury 
Vale and South Northamptonshire) will need to be balanced, recognising that there will be an element of local 
competition. Especially given the projected population growth in and around Milton Keynes, developing and 
creating a coherent retail offer across the study area will be a crucial part of getting the spatial strategy right. 
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7.2.2.10 Population projections 

The National Infrastructure Commission estimate that the population of the Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge 
Arc may grow by between 1.4 million and 1.9 million people up to 2050 (under their ‘transformational’ scenario). 
Within this, the NIC suggests that the population of Milton Keynes may grow to as much as 500,000 in that period.  

Such population growth would present both an opportunity and a challenge. Increases in population will impact 
almost every aspect of everyday life, putting increasing strain on local services, infrastructure, housing, schools, 
the healthcare system but also providing workers to fill jobs, children to develop into the future workforce, 
entrepreneurs with ideas to start and build businesses and consumers to buy local goods and services. 

On housing, the projected population growth suggests that rates of housing development will need to increase 
considerably beyond what has been seen in recent years. Across the Arc the rate will have to double, and perhaps 
almost treble if opportunities to meet local needs from other constrained markets are to be seized59. The 
projected figures are also well above the planned homes provided for in current local plans. 

As an example of one of the consequences of local population growth, the Economic Prospects paper indicates 
that additional employment opportunities are likely to be created based on an increase in demand for local 
services. The key sectors that this is anticipated to affect are retail, food/beverage services, public administration, 
education, health and residential/social care.  

Managing this expansion in population such that sustainable, inclusive growth can be delivered will be a significant 
challenge and one that requires vision, partnership working and bold decision making. 

7.2.2.11 Relationships between regional/local centres across the study area 

It is important to acknowledge that the study area captures areas within the Aylesbury Vale and South 
Northamptonshire local economies. This has important implications for the Growth Study as well as the 
implementation of a strategy that builds on the study, such as: 

• Across the places involved in the study area there will be diversity of current roles (economic, social, 
labour market, mobility, etc) and these need to be understood and used as the basis of future action. 

• Not all places will be appropriate as locations for the higher value economic activities which are at the 
heart of the MK Futures 2050 Vision. This will doubtless cause some challenges for the politicians. But 
getting the plan right across each location is crucial to achieving the over-arching goals. 

• Decisions need to be made about the land allocation based on the strategy and these decisions will 
require a strong strategic partnership approach to move them forward.  

• Ensuring that infrastructure maximises the opportunities for people across all locations should be a key 
tenet of the strategy. Not only is this crucial to deliver the significant population and economic growth 
that is predicted, but it is also necessary to unlock opportunity and to keep partners on board. 

7.2.3 Spatial Implications 

This section identifies a range of implications for spatial planning arising from consideration of the drivers. First, it 
reviews a major opportunity for Milton Keynes which is fundamentally centred around the subject of spatial 
planning, which is the Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge Arc. 

7.2.3.1 The Oxford-Cambridge Arc  

This initiative is of major significance to Milton Keynes. Not only does the study area lie right in the centre of the 
area known as the ‘O2C Arc’, but the initiative itself has been studying development challenges and options, 
meaning that a lot of thinking that is of great relevance to our Growth Study has already been done, as the various 
publications and reports have spatial development challenges build into it. 

                                                 
59 National infrastructure Commission, Partnering for Prosperity: A new deal for the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford Arc 
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The UK Government’s vision for the Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge corridor60 is for it to stimulate growth in 
the national interest, demonstrating the significance and scale of opportunity that the development of the Arc 
presents. In particular, the Government’s vision includes: 

• The axis to have the potential to be a growth area similar to the US’s Silicon Valley that nurtures the 
UK’s innovative industries. 

• Growth in output meaning that in 2050 the value of economic output could be up to £163 billion higher 
than currently. 

• A recognition that to enable the Arc to meet its full economic potential there needs to be an integrated 
approach to the planning and delivery of infrastructure, homes and business growth. 

• That growth must be sustainable. 
• The building of up to 1 million new homes in the Arc in order to maximise economic potential. 
• Investment in new transport infrastructure including new roads and rail links and development of new 

stations.  
• To boost the Arc’s economy through Local Industrial Strategies, sector deals and other policies around 

exporting, inward investment and specific technologies. 

The corridor is home to a number of growth sectors, identified in the recent Arc: Vision 2050 report61 prepared 
for the LEPs involved in the corridor. These include life sciences, digital creative, high performance technology 
and motorsport (in which Milton Keynes plays a leading role) and Aerospace.  Growth in these sectors will present 
fantastic opportunities for Milton Keynes to develop its economy such that it is higher value and technology driven. 
The study also identifies some challenges and constraints to growth which the Growth Study needs to consider 
carefully. These include: 

1. potential ‘brain drain’ through greater support for and investment in innovation,  
2. avoiding skills shortages in what is already considered to be a tight labour market,  
3. improving connectivity through investment in transport infrastructure (within the Arc and out to other 

key locations),  
4. development of affordable housing to attract workers to the Arc and to limit long-distance commuting, 
5. providing the space to grow through the provision of affordable commercial space (including laboratory 

and incubator space). 

Whilst the final report of the National Infrastructure Commission 62  concludes that no single approach to 
development provides the ‘right answer’ to how the anticipated growth is accommodated. Instead, it concludes 
that the appropriate form of development must deliver attractive and resilient places which integrate both living, 
working and leisure. Sustainable transport is key to delivering these outcomes. In addition, the report identifies 
some common themes drawn from exemplars studies across the UK and the world: 

• Neighbourhoods should be organised around local facilities and access to high quality public transport. 
• Medium to high levels of density should be achieved to support shorter travel distances to, and higher 

patronage of, local facilities and public transport services. 
• The distribution of open space should be used to encourage a compact urban form.  
• Built development should go hand-in-hand with the creation of diverse and ecologically rich landscapes.  
• Places should accommodate a mix of uses with local services.  
• Extensions to existing places should integrate well with adjacent areas.  
• Generic responses should be avoided.  

                                                 
60  UK Government, Helping the Cambridge, Milton Keynes and Oxford corridor reach its potential, 2017. See 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/661401/Helping_the_Camb
ridge_Milton_Keynes_Oxford_corridor_reach_its_potential_digicomms.pdf)   
61 LDA Design, The Arc: Economic Vision 2050, 2018 
62 National Infrastructure Commission, Cambridge, Milton Keynes and Oxford Future Planning Options Project: Final Report, 
2018 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/661401/Helping_the_Cambridge_Milton_Keynes_Oxford_corridor_reach_its_potential_digicomms.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/661401/Helping_the_Cambridge_Milton_Keynes_Oxford_corridor_reach_its_potential_digicomms.pdf
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• Larger-scale settlements will require careful seeding and nurturing of their economic and institutional 
foundations.  

• Development of all types should minimise the load imposed on wider water, energy and waste 
networks. 

The Arc presents some major opportunities for the Milton Keynes area but also raises some important questions 
about how to manage and strategically manage development in and around Milton Keynes. 

7.2.3.2 Summary of spatial implications and key questions 

These drivers will influence – directly or indirectly – the evolution of the Milton Keynes economy in future years. 
Some are more likely to lead to short-term changes and adjustments (e.g. Brexit) than others (e.g. changing 
demographics). Our role will be to consider how they will impact the economy and to build economic scenarios 
which reflect those impacts.  

Once these are in place, our job will then be to consider how the scenarios help answer key questions that the 
Strategic Growth Study is tasked with addressing. These will be focused on understanding the implications of the 
scenarios on spatial planning decisions, as well as understanding vice versa (i.e. what are the implications of taking 
specific decisions around spatial planning on economic outcomes in the future). The scenarios therefore become 
and input to decision making, as well as a mechanism by which those decisions can be judged and assessed. 

It is not the intention of this paper to set out the specific implications for the Strategic Growth Study arising from 
these drivers. We are not at that stage yet. Instead, we set out below some initial thoughts on the sorts of 
implications that will need to be considered and tested in that stage. 

• The traditional role of a town or city centre as a retail hub has never felt more under threat. There is 
little doubt, though, that town and city centres will continue to play a major role. The challenge 
therefore is to create the right strategy which supports existing activities and creates the right 
conditions to allow the role to evolve in a sustainable way. Capitalising on the trend for urbanisation to 
generate a greater critical mass in the city centre should be a major consideration, with its consequent 
implications for development, density, transportation, parking, amenities provision and so on. 

• Other sectors which consume large volumes of employment land and currently provide a large number 
of jobs are also facing considerable changes in how they operate and make demands on the available 
labour. Whilst Milton Keynes enjoys a strategic position with access to major transport infrastructure, 
logistics hubs and both the north and south of the country, one must question whether there will be the 
demand in 30 years for vast distribution sheds in the quantities that we current see them and whether 
such facilities will require significant human capital as an input. Ensuring that opportunities to innovate, 
design and manufacture the systems and machines which become ever more prevalent in that sector 
should be maximised. And the question of how the employment land that is currently (and increasingly) 
committed to those activities might be used in the future will need to be carefully considered. 

• The nature of work is evolving leading to changes in the way that businesses and people use commercial 
space to conduct work. The move towards more collaborative, shared spaces (particularly in but not 
limited to the office sector) is already evident. Key office locations will need to respond to these 
changing demands and central locations will need to offer affordable, flexible, shared workspace as part 
of the wider offer.  

• The Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge Arc represents a major opportunity to elevate the role that 
Milton Keynes plays across the corridor. The MK Futures 2050 Vision articulates what this role could 
be, with a greater emphasis on technology-driven activities, a highly skilled workforce, innovation and 
research. This raises significant questions about where how to stimulate the right investment in the right 
places, whilst avoiding as much as possible the detrimental impacts (such as economic displacement) that 
can sometimes occur through location-focused economic development strategies.  

• Future mobility will have a major influence on how people and goods move around. This factor has 
significant implications for spatial planning, from the impact on key sectors and jobs (potentially lost to 
automation but also created through the development/exploitation of automation) to determining future 
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public transport requirements, to determining the key locations for employment, education, leisure and 
how people access them, to considering how future mobility can help resolve economic inclusion issues.  

• Emerging industries and inward investors will require a range of supporting services, suppliers, 
institutions (such as research centres) and a pool of talent to encourage them to choose Milton Keynes 
and to ensure sustainable growth. Understanding how economic clusters of activity might develop and 
how this can be supported through intelligent spatial planning will be a key theme of the economic 
scenarios work.  

• Milton Keynes will need to develop an education system which not only serves the needs of the local 
and wider economies, but is also accessible to all. The population projections suggest a significant 
increase in capacity will be required and whilst much of this can be developed alongside the housing 
offer (i.e. primary and secondary provision), more significant spatial questions will be raised about the 
location of the tertiary offer. The evolving labour market and changes in the nature of jobs will also 
place a demand on the education system which needs carefully consideration. 
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8. Appendix 2 – An Innovation Campus for MK 

Science and Technology Parks continue to be seen as being well placed to support the UK economy in exploiting 
science and technology through commercialisation. Without a strong Higher Education Institution (HEI) presence 
or connection, however, the evidence suggests that their appropriateness may be under question. 

The first question is, therefore, can MK encourage a strong HEI-backed research asset to be developed in the 
city? If so, the Science Park idea may be very relevant. But looking forward, there is some evidence that the model 
will change. It is also not an appropriate model for MK without a significant HEI input. 

An alternative is the creation of an innovation campus, distributed across the city and neighbouring areas 
with each location providing key elements to the innovation ecosystem. The campus would consist of connected 
centres of innovation, supporting collaboration and interaction across business, innovators and technologists.  

The connections would be both physical (i.e. through the public transport/mass rapid transit system) and digital, 
with infrastructure designed to facilitate working across different locations within the campus.  The campus would 
also be connected through the way it is managed, around a single ‘brand’, strategy and set of objectives, investment 
plan and leadership.  A single, unified brand would allow the campus to have a single identity (and name) and make 
it more tangible. 

The key benefits of this approach include: 

1. Innovation is stimulated when creative minds come together. The Campus allows for a broad range of 
creative minds to interact, leading to more disruptive innovation. In this way the idea of a city-wide 
campus builds on the evidence of how innovation works in cities (compared to in non-urban science and 
business parks). 

2. It supports the promotion of sectoral diversity through a central theme of innovation and R&D (in 
contrast to Science Parks which tend to be have a sector focus), which also supports economic 
sustainability. 

3. The campus can be a major element in the move to developing MK as a ‘Smart City’ - by connecting (in 
the widest sense) innovation districts/campuses to the wider city economy, the innovation ecosystem is 
opened up to a wider range of inputs and users (including those that would not consider a Science or 
Business Park as their natural home). 

4. The campus promotes the interaction of people from across a range of disciplines and sectors, through 
tech, science, digital, the arts and so on. 

5. The move towards the 24/7 urban live-work-play culture means that city-based and integrated 
innovation campuses are set to become the real sites of innovation. 

6. New trends for mid-urban science/innovation/business parks could be included within the plan, given the 
availability of such sites in MK and how important these sites may be in responding to anticipated future 
trends around live-work culture. 

7. The campus can be designed to capture both the existing (and developing) HEI offer in and around MK 
and gives those institutions flexibility to organise their involvement. 

8. The campus idea provides the opportunity to generate links to the world class research HEIs within the 
Arc at Oxford and Cambridge. 

9. Rather than adopting a single approach to developing new and existing sites, different locations can be 
developed to offer complementary services and facilities to those seeking to use them. 

10. Density of development can also vary across the key locations, with higher densities in central areas and 
lower densities further afield. Locations can be developed to suit occupiers of differing scales and 
sectors. 

11. The development of new transport infrastructure can support travel around and interaction across the 
campus. 
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9. Appendix 3 - The Potential Employment Role of TODs 

Thinking about how the MK economy may evolve into the future and some of the concepts and ideas we are 
considering for inclusion (e.g. innovation campus), we provide the following comments with respect to Transit 
Oriented Developments (TODs), particularly those new TOD communities outwith the existing urban area:  

1. Generally speaking, the economy is likely to be more service-led than currently. It is also (if ambitions 
are met) likely to be more innovation-led and therefore more focused on technology, digital, 
engineering and data. These changes within the local economy will influence the sectoral mix and 
therefore the nature of employment space required. 

2. Employment space in TODs will therefore need to cater for these uses. It may also be that TODs are 
particularly attractive to younger workers as places to live (at least, they may be more attracted to living 
closer to the centre of a TOD) given that such locations may offer the live-work-play opportunity that 
they are increasingly looking for. This may be counterbalanced by the aging/singleton population who 
are also increasingly more attracted to more compact living and accessible locations close to public 
transport, local services and facilities found in centres.  This has potential implications for both the 
residential mix and employment land mix. 

3. Considering also the ambition to increase the entrepreneurial culture in MK, TODs could play a role in 
providing incubation space for entrepreneurs in the start-up phase, as well as grow-on/graduation space 
to accommodate growing new businesses. Other facilities which are attractive to small, mobile 
businesses and also the self-employed could be included in the plans based on anticipated demand. For 
example, shared workspace, co-working and flexibility will be key. There are suggestions that these 
changes are leading to denser workspace ratios also. 

4. The mix of businesses by size is another important factor and the employment space within a TOD 
should cater for a variety of scales. One potential future characteristic of the MK economy is that the 
average size of firms reduces as employment models become more flexible, the entrepreneurial mix 
changes in MK and the number of self-employed also grows. This implies that whilst the employment 
space will include a variety of floorplate sizes, the overall trend will be for a more interactive, less 
formalised work space. The provision of flexible workspace which support co-working and shared 
workspace could be part of the mix. And some of the demand for that space may come from the 
residents that take up the new housing within the TOD, with them walking to places of work within it. 

5. Given the idea of an innovation campus, it would be useful to explore how TODs can become key 
locations within such a campus. Could a core ambition within this idea - to bring together innovators, 
entrepreneurs and businesses to in a collaborative environment - be built into the TOD planning 
through creation of suitable space?  This is partly about the volume/type of space plus what 
services/assets are located within them. This relates to the following points also. 

6. TODs might include space in which general business support, as well as specific support for different 
aspects of business development, could be located. For example, business incubation for business start-
ups (as mentioned above), innovation support, finance/funding. E.g. could existing support organisations, 
such as the Transport Systems Catapult, be relocated into the workspace offered in a TOD?  Could 
other support organisations be created in or attracted to them, or have satellite offices within them (e.g. 
Innovate UK, enterprise agencies)?  

7. To nurture formal innovation processes, it would be worth considering a combination of office space in 
relatively large quantity (with communal areas for interaction, flexible workspace) along with some form 
of technical or ‘lab’ space (less likely to be ‘scientific’, more likely to be digital/data – and in much smaller 
quantity). Obviously digital infrastructure will be crucial whatever the key activities that spring up in 
these locations. 

8. CMK is likely to be a comparatively expensive location for business owners. This means it may not be 
the most appropriate for new business starts ups or ventures which are more risky (for example, those 
that are reliant on innovation).  Anecdotal evidence suggests coworking spaces work well in fringe areas, 
because they are often lower cost. This is important to attract, for example, the self-employed out of 
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their homes and into an affordable workspace. Perhaps this means that CMK should be seen as a central 
hub of enterprise, innovation and business driven by redevelopment at key locations such as MKC 
station and available land around (linked to other stops/hubs on the new MRT network) occupied by 
established firms which have the financial standing to pay the required rates and take up leases. If not, 
then there are opportunities for one or more central TODs focused on a similar concept but where 
rents/leases may be more affordable/flexible.  

9. Other TODs in more peripheral locations could focus on more flexible workspace with a distinctive 
coworking angle, in order to keep rents lower and therefore encourage entrepreneurial activity. Again, 
returning to the innovation campus idea, and bearing in mind that we want to be cautious about the idea 
of different TODs having too much of a sectoral focus (because this may work against the type of 
innovation we are seeking to encourage, which is based on cross-discipline and therefore cross-sectoral 
interaction) different TODs might contain different innovation/business support assets.  

10. Could TODs be differentiated as a series of TODs along a corridor or within a network? Does the scale 
of development support or work against this?  Critical mass would be important to achieving any form 
of differentiation from an economic point of view. But if we thought this could be part of the thinking, 
then could we envisage TODs which are part of a collective whole but that are individually differentiated 
by the types of location they become, the types of space they offer and the support available and 
collaboration potential. We would not want to suggest that any TOD would be excluded from the 
innovation campus, but it is key to recognise that a campus is made up of heterogenous places that offer 
different but complementary things. With this in mind, one might envisage a Creative/Cultural TOD 
(perhaps the central one), an Innovation TOD (based more peripherally but with some recognisable 
innovation assets on site – e.g. HEI presence, innovation support or sector development organisations), 
and a Co-working TOD (again, based more peripherally to keep costs down and focused on developing 
collaborative relationships, encouraging business start-up, incubation etc). 

11. The comments above are largely about the nature of development space that will create TODs that are 
strategically important to MK and help drive towards the wider economic vision. Then there is the 
question of the nature of employment uses which are driven by the demand represented by a large 
amount of local employment and footfall through and around the TOD. Building employment space 
along with amenities and residential space will be important. So retail, leisure, food and drink, civic 
amenities, etc should be part of the mix. 
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