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Speech delivered by Nigel Brown at Cambridge Futures Seminar on 

“What Transport for Cambridge” at Hinchingbrooke Park on 18 February, 2002

I used to think I was an optimist, but I now realise that I have become an optimistic pessimist.  I hope things will turn out well but I don’t believe they will.  Put another way, as the Irishman is supposed to have said, “If I wanted to get to there, I wouldn’t have started from here.”  

East Anglia to a large extent missed out on the development of its cities during the Victorian period and Cambridge particularly so.  All this, despite the building of a railway network through the region.  Cambridge remains a mediaeval town set in a sea of agriculture.  One is tempted to say “set in aspic” with particular reference to the 1948 Planning Restrictions……….

The place remained relatively difficult to get to until the King’s Cross line was electrified in the late 1980s and the M11 was built.  I commuted to London for 2½ years and gave up the unequal struggle in 1974 to start my own business and I am very glad I did.

However, by the time the road and rail links had been made, Cambridge had already experienced its first surge of technological innovation and it was ready for the next burst of energy beginning from about 1992.  In the meantime the improvement in communications had not been lost on many people who could work out that suffering a two hour journey across London to the City was not as good as an hour and fifteen minutes from Cambridge, plus.  When the family gets started there are all those good schools!  Every town and village with a station between here and London has felt the effect.  The effect on restricted Cambridge has been unbelievable.  House prices have risen to absurd levels and the population has shifted from relatively balanced to distinctly unbalanced.  Tesco buses its shelf-stackers in from the Fens during the wee small hours. Cambourne built to be self-contained, “you live where you work” has become another commuter ghetto via the St Neots link.  Why am I telling you what you all probably know?  Because my pessimism tells me that the good intentions of building lots and lots of houses in the Cambridge area will not result in helping the Cambridge hi-tech or low-tech economy.  Where do people live now who cannot afford to live in Cambridge?  The answer is Haverhill, Peterborough, March – miles away.  And how do they get to work?  By car.  If we build all these new houses, will they get bought by these folk from Peterborough, Haverhill and March?  They will not…..  so the existing lot are expected to stay put while a whole lot of new people will arrive to take up jobs which don’t yet exist – on the assumption that the Cambridge Economy goes on expanding at the rate it has.  Much is made of Cambridge as the hi-tech capital of Europe.  In terms of innovation, this may be true.  In terms of critical mass, I’m not so sure.  In any case, as we’re always being reminded, technology is a worldwide affair.  Like many people here, I’m sure, I have been to Silicon Valley and Boston and Munich and Tel Aviv and Singapore and even to Leuven.  Silicon Valley first,  I doubt that you could fit Cisco Systems on the Science Park and St John’s Innovation Centre put together.

Two weeks ago Alan Barnish hosted a conference followed by a dinner in Christ’s where we welcomed a visitor from Munich with whom some of us are having entrepreneurial conversations.  I was intrigued to hear how the good folk of Munich wish to embrace Cambridge-style innovation.  Given that Munich now probably has a bio-tech cluster at least the equivalent of our own, I’m wondering what we can teach them!  I found a similar attitude in Singapore and Leuven.  There seems to be a craving for the spontaneity and informality of what we do here and the Americans do even better, and I wonder why.  In other countries they have governments and big companies focused on building on excellence in order to create critical mass, depth, employment, larger companies.  We have forgotten these skills but we can start new businesses.  We’ve got 1500-odd here to prove it with an average of 20 people employed.  And what happens if one of these companies looks really promising?  It gets bought out, moves its centre of operation away from Cambridge – adds value and jobs somewhere else in the world.  Some people think this is OK but I don’t because this region is the UK’s best chance of regenerating a manufacturing sector in the economy through high added-value businesses.  When a new government is swept into power, before the euphoria has time to die down, it has the perfect opportunity to do something imaginative and original.  In my lifetime only Margaret Thatcher in 1979 grasped this simple fact.  Tony Blair has dismally failed.  He could not see that the major focus of his first few years should have been a proper transport plan.  What sort of country do we want?  One that works.  How do we get that?  We take some hard decisions about the balance between road and rail.  The effect on efficiency, quality of life, environment would be fantastic.  Believe it or not there have been no major studies done specifically on the impact of 

either rail or road transport but the effects of the latter are as clear to us now as the former were to the Victorians.  The difference is that growth in road transport has been on the whole gradualistic whereas for the Victorians the building of the railways was the equivalent of the dotcom boom.  Some fortunes were made but an awful lot of money was lost.  Unlike the dotcoms, though, there was something more tangible to the railway boom in that lines got built.  The trouble with the governments of the day was that they didn’t want to interfere because of their pathological fear of creating monopolies.  Other countries, notably Switzerland, did things differently.  On the other hand, the history of the railways in the 20th century here has been of non-stop government interference, usually of the worst kind.  The road haulage industry was encouraged at the expense of the railways from the 1920s onwards and had made huge inroads into both the freight and passenger markets by the time of the second world war.  Post 1945 we all know what happened with Beeching swinging his indiscriminate axe.  One is tempted to ask what would have happened if the M1 had not been built and the money had been put into modernising the railways instead.  In those days there weren’t that many cars – Lotus used the M1 for testing its Formula 1 cars until the Boys in Blue objected!  So why all the history when I’m meant to be talking about Private Funding Possibilities?  

Well, it’s the simple fact that the Transport Message hasn’t entered the cranial spaces of our Leader and the more powerful members of his party - except viz à viz the Jo Moore controversy - or those of Her Majesty’s Opposition, as far as I can detect.  They’re all bogged down in the morasses of the health service, education – all the usual stuff in fact.  They haven’t even got the economic argument I’ve mentioned – the Cambridge Region leading the UK into a bright technological future of jobs and happiness etc etc.  They are in any case afraid of hypothecation -  the favouring of one region above others.  So how are we going to get the investing juices of the private sector flowing when no-one other than us is saying that building or rebuilding the infrastructure of the Cambridge Region is the most exciting opportunity since the property boom of the late 80s – bad example of course but I’m struggling to think of a good one!  We will need to look at individual projects and when I hand over to Matthew Bullock in a moment, he will give at least one example.

Just in case you’ve missed my take on this, it is that we should look closely at what people are doing now  – work out how to make this much easier, which for me means light and heavy rail links to take the pressure off roads.  Then fix some of the roads.  Maybe charge people for journeys that you don’t want them to take.  Get the private sector involved in the rail links at least.  This should not be seen simply as developing income from ticket sales.  It is also and mainly, at first, a property play.  Lines mean stations and round them there should be development, commercial and residential as desired or needed.  There is also the effect on businesses themselves who will be the beneficiaries.  Matthew will talk some more about them because they may have an interest in investing some money if it helps them.  The trouble is that rich thought the East Anglian Region is, getting your hands on the money is as difficult now as it was 150 years ago – harder in some ways because we’re not in the middle of a fashionable boom in the things we want to get done.  Furthermore, people don’t believe in railways even though the evidence is there that they can work (as proved by the King’s Cross/Cambridge electrification) but this positive is now flattened by the demise of Railtrack.

Alan and his colleagues have done an amazing job of work in putting together their 15 year plan.  They are so conscious of the sands of time running out through their fingers.  Something has to be got on with and the sooner the better.  They do not believe - and neither do I – that the government will suddenly get the message and give us some special consideration.  Failing that, it would be helpful if they would at least bless what we are about very loudly and very publicly!  We have to make the first move and then maybe we’ll get some support.  As I hope I have demonstrated, for such an important opportunity this is a ludicrous state of affairs.

I did think that some sort of general fund might have been possible by appealing to Syd – the general public.  But I don’t believe anything other than the raising of money for a specific project is likely.  The question is, which one…..?

I referred to the need to find out what people are doing – something which hasn’t been done yet - and then to make life easier by fixing the transport links.  I would like to see the development by this means of the Network City of East Anglia with Cambridge probably at the epicentre.  Fast links to Peterborough, Norwich, Ipswich, Haverhill, maybe Bedford or Northampton – even Oxford, is not out of the question.  These links would take in towns and villages which act like suburbs.  If Peterborough, for example, was 20 minutes away by train and if the train was competitively priced, why wouldn’t people get out of the cars?  If they don’t get the message, then the car journey cost can be increased with some sort of toll.  Norwich could be less than an hour away.  If people will commute to London, why not to and from Norwich?   Don’t forget that the latter is a hi-tech city in waiting too as it contains probably the most serious plant science unit in the UK in the shape of the John Innes Centre.  Peterborough is developing as a centre for environmental innovation and Ipswich has the BT Brightstar incubator.  Norwich, Peterborough and Ipswich are eager for links to Cambridge.  All of these have the capacity to allow larger companies to develop.  

Successful funding of transport links will depend of course on the likely returns.  These are very hard to quantify.  Matthew has some ideas ………

The Victorians raised their money locally to begin with but eventually London was the place where the largest amounts were found.  In the 1840s there was a lot of idle money around “discount houses were full, consols were above par”  and so on.  Today things are not dissimilar, in fact I think there is lots of money around, but the opportunities for investment and competition are so much greater.  The way in which Victorian railway companies raised money was via the joint stock company and most – to begin with at least – were not done via the stock market.  There were ordinary shares but there were also debentures and preference stocks.  The debentures were often used as a means of paying the contractor.  I wonder how Balfour Beatty would react to that?  

Privatisation has shown that it is possible to raise stock market money for railways.  The Government needs to make up its mind pretty fast about what sort of structure it wants to see post the Railtrack debacle.  The idea of turning car commuters into rail ones does not seem to me to be any more far-fetched than the belief that if we build 50,000 new houses they will get bought by, er, locals.  If we fix the transport links first, it might not be the same houses in the same places.  

If we are going to succeed in doing what hasn’t been done since the 19th century, the likely sources of private sector capital seem to me to be the utility companies, developers if they are not promised the earth before the transport issues have been resolved, land owners, pension funds with a vested interest in jobs in the region, bus companies and lots of SMEs of all shapes and sizes wherever the journey to and from work might be made easier.  And the City (of London).  The key to finding the money is to have the right “sexy” project – Matthew can tell you how as I seem to have talked myself into a slightly more optimistic frame of mind ………..

This speech was followed by one by Matthew Bullock who spoke in some detail about a possible funding method for the rapid transit system in Cambridge.  The proposal involves the setting up of some sort of mutual to raise an “equity plug” so as to trigger bank lending. This arrangement to be replaced with follow-on finance from institutional investors. 

During the question and answer session which followed, Nigel Brown made the further point that increasing the population of Cambridge to 350,000 still didn’t create the kind of critical mass that Munich has, whereas by linking existing population centres/cities together this is achieved much more rapidly.  It also means that these other places can help Cambridge find the financial means.

