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MHCLG to begin consulting on plans for
four new settlements between Bedford and
Cambridge
9 February 2021 by Ellie Kahn

The housing ministry has revealed plans to engage with communities in the spring and

early summer on the development of up to four new or expanded settlements between

Bedford and Cambridge.

The village of Cambourne in Cambridgeshire: site of proposed new rail station (Pic: Getty)

In the March 2020 Budget, the government announced that it would "examine and

develop" the case for four new development corporations at Bedford, St Neots/Sandy,
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Cambourne and Cambridge. It also said it would "explore the case for a new town at

Cambridge, to accelerate new housing and infrastructure development".

On Friday, the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) published

an invitation to tender to �nd a "planning/engagement specialist to support the government

in developing an approach to engaging local audiences (both stakeholder groups and the

public) throughout the process of developing up to four new or expanded settlements in

the Oxford-Cambridge Arc (OxCam Arc)".

The tender, published on the government's contracts �nder website, says the settlements

would be “aligned with new stations along the East West Rail (EWR) Central Section”, which

include proposals for yet-to-be decided sites near Cambourne and St Neots.

The contract start date is 24 March 2021 and ends on 30 June 2021.

A "statement of requirements" document on the webpage adds that the "communications

specialist" would have to "develop an engagement strategy" for the development of the

new or expanded settlements between Bedford and Cambridge "and the work exploring

the case for development corporations to bring them forward".

It goes on to say: "The strategy should set out an approach from Spring 2021 to ~mid 2022

... when (subject to due process) we expect to have established the appropriate vehicles in

each location."

Planning has asked MHCLG for more information on where the proposed settlements might

be located but has not received a response at the time of publication.

An East West Rail line between Oxford and Bedford was designated in 2012 by the

Department of Transport, to provide the �rst direct rail link between Oxford and Cambridge

since the “Varsity Line” which closed in 1967.

The government last year selected its preferred route running from Bedford, south of St

Neots and Tempsford via Cambourne to Cambridge, which the government decided had

the most potential for "enabling new homes and economic growth”. Most of the preferred

corridor east of Cambourne is in the Cambridge green belt.

According to East West Rail, the government company set up to drive the project, new

stations are set to be built at Cambourne and between Sandy/St Neots, along with a rebuilt
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Bedford station (see map below).

The government has been planning to encourage new settlements in the growth corridor

for years. In October 2018, MHCLG revealed that around 14 councils had expressed

interested in new settlements in the Oxford-Cambridge growth corridor, following a call for

expressions of interest.

Last month, the government announced a £760 million investment to reopen a 32-

kilometre direct service between Bicester and Bletchley, marking the second major section

of the East West Rail project following the opening of a stretch between Oxford and

Bicester in 2016.

Also last month, a report prepared for Milton Keynes Council, one of the councils in the sub-

region, revealed that work on the proposed Oxford-Cambridge Arc spatial framework –

which was announced in the 2020 budget to support strategic planning in the growth

corridor – has been delayed, and won't reach an advanced stage “until early 2024”.

Tim Burden, a director at planning consultancy Turley, told Planning: "I particularly welcome

the recognition of the importance of the need to work collaboratively with stakeholders and

local communities from the onset of the initiative.
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"To date, that has largely been between local councils and government, but this tender

suggests a lot wider remit and focus. Successful community engagement will be a key

component moving forwards, and it is important that existing residents do not feel that it is

something that is being ‘done to them’."

He added: "There are understandably many people against the concept, but I believe that

there is a real opportunity for sustainable, high quality and environmentally positive growth,

which will bene�t existing and future residents and businesses alike."
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