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Summary

Public transport has a key role in facilitating productivity growth and prosperity. Better transport
connections can attract new jobs to a struggling town, enable residents to access good jobs and
services in a nearby area, and allow businesses to cooperate across a wider geographic area.

This event, which was the fifth in Onward’s LEVEL UP series, considered how investment in the
UK’s transport infrastructure can contribute to levelling up our towns and cities. The panel agreed
that there cannot be a one-size-fits-all solution and that policy and investment should be tailored
to local needs. The discussion also highlighted the importance of intra-regional connections
between towns, cities, and rural communities in addition to big interregional projects like HS2.
Panellists argued that enhancing the transport network must work with other challenges such as
skills and housing; it is only one piece of the puzzle.

Key points of the discussion:

● Poor transport infrastructure can hold places back. To the extent that rail and bus links
restrict the effective size of the labour force, people in more disconnected areas miss out
on economic opportunities. It means residents have access to fewer jobs and businesses
have access to fewer potential employees. It was noted that in some places buses
function more as ‘daytime hoppers’ to allow people to get into town during the day, which
is a valuable local service, but does not drive economic growth and prosperity as much as
it could. Panelists also observed the lack of multimodal connectivity outside urban
centres, with poor alignment between local train and bus timetables.

● There is no one-size-fits-all solution. It was noted that the ‘levelling up agenda’ is really a
thousand related levelling up challenges. To address these, solutions need to be tailored
to specific areas. Granularity is important. The best ideas to solve local problems come
from local people. The Restoring Your Railways Fund has garnered significant interest and
buy-in from communities. Central government’s role should be to guide and facilitate
rather than dictate. Although there is a clear case for increasing investment in the UK’s
transport infrastructure, and huge ambition in government to do so, it was stressed that
it’s very easy to spend money but harder to spend money wisely.

● Building on the agreement around localism, it was noted that there is poor alignment
between political and economic geography. This fragmented structure means that it is
difficult to balance local and central responsibilities. Transport for London was cited as a



good template for urban environments to establish successful integrated transport
authorities. But, it is important to carefully define the boundaries for these institutions.
Getting this right is crucial for addressing both interregional as well as intra-regional
connectivity issues. It was noted that this second, intra-regional challenge is most visible
and immediate in people’s lives. Being able to travel to the next town is just as important
as being able to reach major conurbations like London or Manchester. This is an area
where combined authority mayors have a crucial role to play.

● Transport connectivity is just one piece of the puzzle. It was argued that the scale of the
costs and benefits of transport infrastructure investments depends on the interaction with
other policies that sit alongside. Success relies on the availability of skills, housing and
financial resources for those who would start up or relocate their business. Participants
agreed that a holistic approach to levelling up, that treats the challenge as one of
transformation rather than incremental change, was essential and cannot succeed without
improving public transport.

● The panel also discussed car usage, in the context of the Government’s net zero
target. A consensus developed around the need to build safe and reliable options as a
prerequisite to reducing car ownership. The emphasis should be on improving the
opportunities to use public transport rather than driving. Imposing change would mean
losing support from the public. It was also argued that decarbonisation is a diminishing
reason to restrict private car usage, as electric and autonomous vehicles become
increasingly prevalent.

Policy takeaways:

● Prioritise multimodal connectivity and improve the intra-regional network. The ability to
travel to the next town is just as important as being able to travel cross-country.
Synergising the bus and rail timetables would maximise the efficiency of both, make
commuting easier, and increase the economic opportunities for those living in currently
disconnected places.

● Think locally. It was argued that the role for government is to guide and facilitate rather
than dictate from Whitehall. The best local solutions come from local people, as the
popularity of the Restoring Your Railways Fund has shown. Integrated transport authorities
in the style of TfL were cited as a good model for aligning political and economic
geography, and metro mayors have an important role to play for their respective areas.


