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SETTING THE SCENE 
 

01 The timing of Plan:MK is opportune.  2017 marks the fiftieth anniversary of the designation of 
Milton Keynes as a New Town and provides a suitable opportunity to look back and reflect 
upon the achievements in the building the city and how this was accomplished.  At the same 
time the MK Futures 2050 Commission is considering the possibility of Milton Keynes 
providing an even greater role than the one that has been envisaged to date.  It is an exciting 
time but we need to be realistic and understand that the environment that gave rise to the New 
Town is vastly different to the one that exists today. 
 

02 It is widely accepted that Milton Keynes has been a spectacular success.  It is not without its 
faults but the successes far outweigh the failures.  It has proved attractive to employers and 
residents and has a wide range of excellent facilities as well as a dynamic business and cultural 
environment.  Two of the distinctive elements of the city’s structure – the grid roads and the 
extensive landscaping - are widely admired and close to the hearts of many of the residents. 
 

03 There are however some concerns.  The grid road layout, whilst proving attractive to those with 
access to cars, has not been matched by an efficient public transport system and, in some of 
the estates built in the 1970s, the residents have higher levels of reliance on benefits (including 
pensions and disability benefits) together with lower standards of education, poorer health and 
shorter life expectancy. 
 

04 The original design concepts underpinning the development of Milton Keynes have proved 
remarkably resilient.  They have allowed the envisaged flexibility although the results have not 
always been judged unqualified successes – notably the design of the City Streets in the 
Eastern Flank and filling in some of the underpasses in CMK. 
 

05 As well as understanding the successes and disappointments it is vital to understand the 
environment within which the development work was undertaken which resulted from a strong, 
clear plan that was put in place by a dedicated organisation of a limited lifespan working within 
a defined area with the ambition and resources to create something special and provide a 
template for others to follow.   
 

06 In many respects, Milton Keynes is an ideal area for expansion.  It has an ambitious local 
economy and the residents are used to change.  It is also in a highly appropriate geographical 
area, well served by the M1 motorway and the West Coast Mainline railway’ halfway between 
London and Birmingham and at the midpoint of the increasingly important Oxford – 
Cambridge Arc.   
 

07 However, there are concerns.  For much of the city’s life development has been in the hands of 
a Government-led body1 which was able to control the release of land and facilitate 
competition between developers.  However, expansion beyond the original New Town 
Designated Area boundary has, like elsewhere in the country, been in the hands of the 
landowners and their developers.  As a consequence the release of land to the market and 
construction of houses and commercial units is now governed by a more short-term view of 

                                                             
1 Milton Keynes Development Corporation succeeded by the Commission for The New Towns and then Milton Keynes 
Development Partnership 
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responsibility to shareholders rather than a long-term interest in the development of a city. 
 

08 Whilst many of those with long memories might look back to the days of Milton Keynes 
Development Corporation (MKDC) with starry eyed fondness, we now inhabit a different 
political and financial climate and there is not the same kind of opportunity to recreate the type 
of organisation that MKDC became, with a staff of 1,500 that touched most aspects of the life of 
the city.  Residents also have fears that the grid road network may not be able to accommodate 
substantial extra growth and there are concerns about how well other facilities, such as 
healthcare would be able to cope.  The past track record should not therefore be taken as an 
automatic presumption that future expansion will be welcomed by all.   
 

09 The opportunity to look back provides an opportunity to gain a sense of perspective, 
appreciate that building a city is a long-term exercise and that people, organisations and 
attitudes change over the years.  This is vividly illustrated by The Parks Trust, the creation of 
which was bitterly opposed by Milton Keynes Council but is now widely accepted, by them as 
much as anyone else, to have been one of the city’s outstanding successes.  
 

10 We therefore have three key factors – demonstrable success; an attractive location and 
historical perspective – that can govern the city’s future growth. 
 
 

WHAT IS TO BE THE LEVEL OF GROWTH? 
 
11 There are currently nearly 23,000 houses in the development supply pipeline2 which, with an 

accepted demand for 1,750 dwellings pa, provides a supply for 13.1 years.  We feel that this 
takes us sufficiently close enough to the 2031 end date for Plan:MK to be confident that any 
shortfall can be met from additional windfall sites in the intervening period.   
 

12 In broad terms we therefore feel that enough housing land has already been identified to take 
the pressure off Plan:MK to identify more.  We are concerned that, as currently drafted, 
Plan:MK pre-supposes growth of the city beyond this figure at a time when further expansion 
has not been debated.   
 

13 Given this situation, there is a perfectly reasonable argument that we could therefore draw a 
metaphorical wall around Milton Keynes and say ”Here but no further– we have done our bit – 
now let others take the pain.  Give us the opportunity to settle down and get used to living in a 
normal city and not one where we are continually having to deal with expansion in all its 
various forms”. 
 

14 We do not necessarily feel that this is the appropriate stance but it is a basic question that must 
be debated and answered before we continue to the next stage of the evolution of Milton 
Keynes with confidence.  As far as we are aware, nobody has yet made a comprehensive case 
for further growth (which we term Major Growth) per se: nobody has outlined the benefits that 
such growth would bring, the costs that would be incurred and the mechanism for achieving 
such growth.  These are fundamental questions that have to be answered and, although we 
anticipate that an argument may result from the work of the MK 2050 Futures Commission, this 

                                                             
2 Assessment of Five Year Land Supply 2015-2020, Milton Keynes Council 
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has yet to be received. 
 

15 The growth of Milton Keynes cannot be considered in isolation from its surrounding region, 
which has been brought into an even sharper focus by the announcement in the 2016 Budget 
that the National Infrastructure Commission under Lord Adonis has been asked to produce a 
plan to “unlock growth, housing and jobs” in the Cambridge – MK – Oxford Corridor”.   
 

16 We feel that such a study should look beyond the specific corridor to consider other towns 
within the sub-region such as Northampton.  Whilst we accept that regional planning might be 
unfashionable we believe, such is the importance of this area to the future growth of the 
country, that a comprehensive plan is essential, very much in the way that Hugh Wilson and 
Lewis Womersley considered the area in the mid 1960s3. 
 

17 Such a study might conclude, for example, that, rather than having a single, concentrated 
expansion of Milton Keynes, growth should take place in a series of developments expanding 
existing towns along the East West Railway Line supported by more modest growth of Milton 
Keynes. 
 
 

MAJOR GROWTH 
 
18 We are concerned that the current expansion of MK is substantially within the control of the 

existing landholders.  One of the central strengths of MKDC was its ability to be able to 
purchase land at existing use value and control its release to ensure a logical pattern of 
development in line with the provision of supporting facilities.  The release of multiple sites 
enabled a balance between supply and demand whilst promoting competition between 
developers.  It also enabled it to “build through” a recession (and history suggests that there 
will be one, maybe two, such events between now and 2031).  Admittedly such a strategy 
needed the help of compliant developers but central ownership of land offers flexibility in this 
respect.  There are often developers “willing to take a chance” in such situations and, because 
they are not weighed down by land ownership, they can be more creative. 
 

19 If Milton Keynes is to experience Major Growth (ie beyond the level warranted by the numbers 
in Plan:MK) we feel that a complete reappraisal is required regarding the mechanism to deliver 
such expansion.  The current national planning system, which militates against large-scale long-
term plans for city development, advance planning of infrastructure and attention to all aspects 
of the social, cultural and economic development of urban areas, is not robust enough to 
deliver the level of expansion that might be envisaged.   
 

20 We do not think that the local Council is the appropriate vehicle to lead Major Growth. This is 
not to decry its abilities but to recognise that its raison d’être is the running of existing 
settlements, not the creation of new ones.  MKDC, like all of the New Town Development 
Corporations, was able to achieve its success by being focussed on the integrated creation of a 
city without continually looking over its shoulder and without being subject to the vagaries of 
local politics.  In particular, through its social development resources, it was able to support the 
establishment of new neighbourhoods and of citywide social and cultural groups and activities 

                                                             
3 Northampton, Bedford and North Bucks Study: an Assessment of Interrelated Growth, HMSO, 1965 
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that are fundamental to urban life.  It was also able to support new residents as they settled into 
their new lives in the city.  For inward investment, it was able to provide comprehensive 
support to attract new businesses from advance factory units to tailored industrial sites and a 
wide range of suitable office and retail opportunities. 
 

21 We therefore feel that, if there is to be Major Growth, it has to be controlled by an independent 
development agency, which could possibly be a Government-led Development Corporation in 
the manner of MKDC, albeit not necessarily of its size or scope of its predecessor, recognising 
the fact that the political and economic climate has changed since the mid 1960s.   We would 
hope the electorate and politicians of Milton Keynes would be able to recognise that a 
“Greater MK Development Corporation” would be an asset to be welcomed, in acceptance 
that it would only exist for a limited period.  It would be need to be clear though that, as with 
MKDC, there would need to be substantial local representation on the governing board.   
 

22 As part of the consideration of Major Growth we need to understand what benefits we would 
receive together with the nature of any negative impacts.  We would see the following as being 
important goals – increased social balance, an undergraduate university, improved training 
opportunities, an integrated transport authority and an increased range of social facilities and 
cultural facilities such as a concert hall. 
 

23 The “countryside within the city” character of the landscape and parklands of Milton Keynes is 
integral to its success.  More recent developments have applied planning policies which have 
led to an impoverished version of this, with little emphasis upon inter-connected linear parks.  
Such parks are part of the essence of Milton Keynes and give the city its unique character and 
they must be extended throughout all new developments to provide easy access for all 
residents.  They should not be compromised by misplaced understandings of the effects of 
density upon the efficiency of public transport. 
 

24 One of the unrecognised benefits of the development of Milton Keynes was the way in which 
talented people were attracted by the sheer scale of the project – not only those who worked 
for MKDC but also others from all aspects of life.  Whilst some subsequently moved away to 
other projects there still remains a substantial core of “pioneers ”who continue to provide 
strength to the social, community, economic and cultural life of the city.  We feel that Major 
Growth would attract people to the city in the same way that their forefathers were attracted by 
the initial development of Milton Keynes. 
 

25 Milton Keynes borders three local authorities - Aylesbury Vale, Central Bedfordshire and South 
Northants. It is likely that Major Growth could intrude upon all three.  Those involved in the 
expansion exercise should not be fettered by this and we feel that it is essential, once 
development boundaries have been confirmed, that the affected areas are transferred to 
Milton Keynes Council, to enable seamless provision of services and representation of all 
residents by the same democratic authority.  Those concerned with the challenge of building 
and running “Greater MK” should not be distracted by discussions and debates with their 
neighbours about the matter.  The residents will feel a natural kinship with MK which will be the 
inevitable provider for their ongoing needs and the boundaries should recognise this.  
Alongside this, it is likely that neighbouring authorities may, in any event have their own 
expansion projects eg Aylesbury, Winslow or Towcester. 
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
 

26 The consultation around Plan:MK has focussed upon four physical options but, as we have set 
out above, we do not think that we have yet reached the stage whereby we need to consider 
which option or combination of options provides an appropriate way forward.  Nevertheless, 
we have the following general comments to make in this regard: 
a) Intensification within the current built area is a contentious topic with its own separate 

agenda connected with the social issues referred to above.  Whilst it can provide 
advantages such as reducing the amount of greenfield land needed outside the existing 
built-up area and increasing the viability of public transport, there are initial signs that it 
might not prove popular with the residents concerned. We therefore feel that it is not 
appropriate, at this stage, to consider it as one of the strategies to provide extra housing 
within Plan:MK.  Any increase in dwelling numbers should therefore be seen as windfall to 
supplement the general supply.   

b) We suggest that the increasing peak-time traffic congestion in and around CMK and the 
ongoing pressure to create more parking spaces should raise serious questions whether 
any practical proposals for public transport are capable of enabling the scale of residential 
and commercial development in CMK within the current plans.  

c) There is merit in increasing development around existing settlements to increase their 
sustainability by providing opportunities for local employment and shopping.   

d) We feel that the natural expansion of the built area of the city is to the east rather than the 
west.  We do not see the M1 as an impenetrable barrier although any development in this 
direction will need to be at a major scale to justify the cost of crossing the motorway.  We 
appreciate that the downgrading of H7 to a City Street coupled with the fact that H5/H6 
and H8/H9 both meet at single points has made this option more challenging.  We think it 
important that Cranfield University should be integrated into the physical and social fabric 
of the city. 

e) A key determinant of growth will be the capacity of the grid roads to absorb growth 
without unduly inhibiting both public transport and the freedom of the private motorist.  
The ability of people to move freely around Milton Keynes has always been one of our key 
attractions and this should remain.  However, we feel that this requires some dynamic 
thinking.  This subject has bedevilled the city for far too long and we feel that innovative 
solutions are required which should be an integral part of any expansion discussions.   

f) It is vital that any proposal for growth is supported by detailed and well-considered 
research with a thoroughness undertaken in the same manner as the original Plan for 
Milton Keynes. 
 

27 If we are to choose Major Growth then we feel that it will be unwise to carry on as we are at 
present with expansion being led by developers and with increasing creativity being needed 
to fund major projects eg crossing the M1.  It means a staccato delivery of growth with a short-
term perspective that will be dominated by the needs and demands of private investors.  
 

28 Major Growth should reflect the needs and wishes of the citizens of Milton Keynes.  It is 
predicated on the premise that the city will welcome growth but upon our own terms – that we 
should have an independent body that is able to buy, sell and develop land; that we should be 
able to adjust the city boundaries and that we should be able to have the type of development 
that we require.  It also recognises that Milton Keynes will continue to welcome incomers as 
well as provide for its own younger generations. 
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SUMMARY 
 
29 In summary 

a) We believe that, in broad terms, there are already sufficient consents in place to support 
growth of Milton Keynes on the basis of 1,750 dwellings a year for the period of Plan:MK. 

b) We do not believe that the case has yet been made for growth beyond 1,750 dwellings pa. 
c) We believe that there is the opportunity to make a case for further expansion beyond this 

figure and that it might be welcomed by the community.  However, we would need to 
understand the benefits that we would receive, the costs incurred and how such 
development would be delivered.   

d) We do not think that such development can be achieved by existing methods and that 
something akin to a Development Corporation is required. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 


