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1. Background and introduction 
1.1 Milton Keynes Council is reviewing the policies contained in its draft Strategy for 2050 

in light of the COVID19 pandemic.  The mobility proposal within this Strategy focuses 
on a comprehensive MRT network serving the whole of the city and beyond.   

1.2 The short-term impact of the pandemic has been to significantly reduce demand for 
travel by public transport.  Demand in the short to medium term may be affected by 
the requirement to socially distance whilst travelling on public transport, which is likely 
to continue until a vaccine becomes widely available.  In the medium term, demand 
may continue to be affected as previous public transport passengers remain reluctant 
to return to public transport, out of nervousness around the pandemic or having now 
changed their travel behaviour in response to government messages, which may be 
difficult to reverse.  In the medium to long term, the significant shift towards home 
working which emerged in response to the pandemic, may continue to have an impact 
on peak-time travel demand across all modes.   

1.3 This report considers the impact of the pandemic on the demand for travel and the 
implications for the proposed MRT network.  It considers whether a socially-distanced 
model of provision would be viable and whether the deployment of larger rapid transit 
vehicles would be feasible to meet demand in a socially-distanced operating 
environment.  In order to be resilient to COVID19 and the anticipated recession in the 
early stages of its operating life, the report proposes that a smaller core MRT network 
may be necessary to support initial phases of housing and employment development.  
It also provides thoughts on the opportunities for travel demand to be met by other 
sustainable modes where rapid transit would not operate, or implementation could be 
delayed until sufficient demand exists.  Finally, it assesses the revised approach to 
delivering the MRT network against the objective of ‘mobility for all’ and the 
contribution to reducing carbon emissions.   

Impacts of 2008 recession on travel behaviour  
1.4 Figure 1-1 shows how trip making changed during the period leading up to, and 

following, the previous recession in 2008.  Although trip making was in decline from 
2005, there was a slight increase in 2008, but this was followed by a period of decline 
between 2009 and 2015, when trip-volumes were 6% lower than in 2008.  From 2015, 
trip making began to increase again, but by 2018, remained well below the pre-
recession peak.  
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1.5 While some of this trend in reduced trip making may be related to other factors, 
including the rise in online shopping and trends towards home working, it is clear that 
travel demand was in decline for a period of approximately six years following the 2008 
recession.   

1.6 It should be borne in mind, however, that the underlying cause of the recession in 2008 
was economic in nature, with the fall in travel demand largely being a consequence of 
unemployment.  The recession which is widely predicted to begin in the near future will 
be a consequence of a public health emergency and brings with it a more complicated 
range of factors that are likely to have an influence on public transport demand.  In 
addition to falling travel demand arising from unemployment, public apprehension 
surrounding travel by public transport, coupled with a sustained trend towards 
homeworking prompted initially by the pandemic, could result in reduced demand for 
travel for a longer period than that following the 2008 recession. That said, if the 
economy is able to rebound more quickly than in 2008 on the basis that the recession 
is not due to a structural failure of the economy or financial system, then the economic 
impact at least may be more short-lived than in 2008. 

1.7 The predicted recession may also have implications for the timescale for new housing 
development to come to fruition in and around Milton Keynes, as developers may be 
more risk averse in the uncertain post-COVID19 economic environment, which could 
also have knock-on implications for travel demand.   

Figure 1-1: Trips per person per year by all modes 

 
Source: National Travel Survey (2019) 

1.8 A more detailed discussion of the likely impact of COVID-19 on the demand for public 
transport is set out in Appendix A. 
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2. Assessment of business case and rationale 
for MRT proposals 

2.1 The original assessment of the MRT proposals for Milton Keynes forecast that the 
proposed network would not be fully viable in 2031; covering around 80% of its 
operating costs from revenue.  In 2031, the total revenue shortfall for the network was 
forecast to be approximately £2,700,000.  The original assessment also forecast that of 
the 10 lines proposed, only Line 3 (Caldecotte Growth Area and A5 P&R to CMK) and 
Line 6 (East of M1 Growth Area and P&R to CMK) would be profitable in 2031, with the 
remaining routes requiring cross-subsidy.  By 2050, eight of the 10 lines were forecast 
to be profitable, with Line 2 (Bletchley to CMK)) and Line 4 (Woburn Sands to CMK) 
continuing to require cross-subsidy from other lines.  

Reduced demand scenarios 
2.2 Table 2-1 shows the original forecast demand for each Line of the MRT network in 

2031, assuming a nine-minute headway on each line, together with the impact of 
differing levels of demand reduction.  The purpose of this exercise is to determine the 
impact on each line of the reduced demand that is forecast in the coming years. 

Table 2-1: Impact of Reducing Demand on Annual Cost Recovery 

 

2.3 If it is assumed that the network and associated developments will be implemented to 
the original proposed timescales, the Line which was forecast to be the most profitable 
in 2031 (Line 3, Caldecotte Growth Area and A5 P&R to CMK) could tolerate a demand 
reduction of up to 25% in 2031 and still break even.  With such a reduction in demand, 

Route 
3% 6% 9% 12% 15% 25%

Line 1 (CMK loop) 54% 52% 50% 48% 46% 44% 36%
Line 2 (Bletchley to CMK via V7 regen) 62% 59% 57% 54% 52% 50% 41%
Line 3 (Caldecotte to CMK) 122% 120% 117% 114% 112% 109% 100%
Line 4 (Woburn Sands to CMK) 63% 60% 58% 55% 53% 50% 42%
Line 5 (Cranfield Uni to CMK) 88% 86% 84% 82% 81% 79% 73%
Line 6 (Newport Pagnell New Community to CMK) 106% 104% 102% 100% 97% 95% 88%
Line  7 (Northern Extension to CMK via V7 regen) 78% 75% 72% 69% 66% 62% 52%
Line 8 (Pottersbury / Old Stratford to CMK) 66% 64% 62% 61% 59% 58% 53%
Line 9 (Winslow to CMK) 81% 77% 74% 71% 68% 65% 53%
Line 10 (Snelshall to CMK) 80% 78% 76% 74% 72% 70% 62%
Total 80% 78% 75% 73% 71% 68% 60%

Original 
demand

DEMAND REDUCTION
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however, the network as a whole would only cover 60% of its operating costs from 
farebox revenue.   

2.4 A reduction in demand of 25% would result in Line 3 being the only Line which would 
break even in 2031; the annual revenue shortfall for the entire network would be in the 
region of £5,425,000, compared to the £2,700,000 based on the original forecast – 
which equates to a 50% reduction in revenue.  A reduction in passenger demand of 
25% across the entire network would equate to approximately 1,355,000 fewer 
passenger trips per year across the network in 2031.  

2.5 Line 6 (East of M1 Growth Area and P&R to CMK), which was forecast to be the second 
most profitable line in 2031 in the original assessment, could tolerate a reduction in 
demand in the region of 9% in 2031 and still break even.  A reduction in demand of 9% 
would also result in Line 3 exceeding its annual operating costs from revenue by 14%.  
At this level of demand, however, the network as a whole would only cover 73% of its 
annual operating costs from revenue.  

2.6 A reduction in passenger demand of 9% across the entire network would equate to 
approximately 488,000 fewer passenger trips per year across the network in 2031.  At 
this level of demand, the annual revenue shortfall for the entire network would be 
approximately £3,700,000 in 2031, compared to £2,700,000 based on the original 
forecast.   

2.7 The extent to which demand for travel would reduce on the MRT network (and on 
public and shared transport in general) and for what period of time is uncertain and 
will only become clearer as the pandemic subsides and a new normal way of life and 
travel behaviour begins to emerge. The ranges considered in detail above of 6% to 
25% are significantly greater than experienced post 2008.   

2.8 Whilst it is anticipated that the impact of social distancing on travel demand will be 
relatively short-lived, the trend towards home working for those who are able is likely 
to continue for the long-term.  It is too early to estimate whether those professionals 
for whom home working becomes the norm would have been likely to transfer to MRT, 
or whether they would have retained, or established new, car commuting habits. A 25% 
reduction in demand by 2031 is considered to be a worst-case scenario, encapsulating 
a slow economic recovery following the pandemic coupled with reduced levels of 
employment, increased demand for car travel and a continuing trend towards home 
working.   

2.9 The 2050 Mobility and Mass Rapid Transit Study set out a range of supporting 
measures, including around parking and access, however these did not explicitly feed 
into the demand calculations for MRT. The adoption of parking restraint measures and 
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higher charges, alongside changes to access, improvements to walking and cycling and 
the full range of measures set out in the original report, would serve to increase 
demand for travel on the MRT network.  

A ‘Socially-Distanced’ MRT network 
2.10 The social-distancing requirement for passengers to remain two metres apart whilst 

travelling on public transport would reduce vehicle capacity by approximately 80%.  On 
this basis, the capacity of an MRT articulated vehicle would be reduced from 120 to 24 
passengers.   

2.11 Based on the worst-case assumption that social distancing at two metres became 
standard practise on board public transport but demand for travel remained at the 
original forecast level, only 31% of demand across the whole network could be 
accommodated. If all vehicles deployed on the MRT network were tram-sized vehicle 
(i.e. have a full capacity of 190 seats, reduced to 38 due to social distancing) then 48% 
of demand would be met across the network.  

2.12 At this level of capacity demand very likely reduce as passengers would not tolerate 
the uncertainty of being left at a stop if a BRT vehicle arrived ‘at capacity’ and having to 
wait a further nine minutes for the next service.   

2.13 By reducing the headway to three minutes from nine minutes in order to reduce 
uncertainty for passengers, Line 1 (CMK Loop) could operate with standard MRT 
vehicles but all other lines would still require a larger vehicle to meet demand and 
overall only 77% of demand would be met by the available capacity. The impact of 
reducing the headway, however, would serve to increase the fleet requirement from 59 
to 148 vehicles, vastly increasing the annual operating costs before revenue from 
approximately £13,600,000 to £34,188,000.  The impact on the viability of the MRT 
network overall would be highly significant, reducing from 80% in 2031 in the original 
assessment to around 30% under a socially-distanced model.  None of the lines would 
be viable at this level of vehicle supply and demand.   

2.14 A relaxation of the social distancing requirement from two metres to one metre could 
increase vehicle capacity from 20% to approximately 30%. Although this would 
improve viability the network would remain unviable. In reality, it is not possible to 
operate a financially viable MRT network in the context of a socially-distanced 
operating environment, as the vehicle requirement to meet demand would vastly 
increase the annual operating costs of the network.  Even with an increased vehicle 
fleet, the reliability of the service in terms of passengers being able to board ‘first time, 
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every time’ could be poor, particularly at peak times, resulting in passengers 
considering more reliable and potentially faster alternatives.  

Assessment of a Trackless Tram option 
2.15 Trackless trams are vehicles with tram-like performance due to the use of bogeys and 

that operate with rubber tyres on roads without the need for rails.  The main difference 
is the higher capacity of trackless trams, which is typically 300 to 500 passengers1 
compared with the current proposal for 120 passenger capacity MRT vehicles.  The 
estimated cost of a trackless tram vehicle is approximately $2.2m (£1.7m)2 compared to 
£800,000 for the proposed 120 passenger capacity BRT vehicle.   

2.16 Applying the socially-distanced model of 80% reduction in capacity demonstrates that 
a 300-passenger trackless tram (to carry up to 60 passengers) would only provide 
sufficient capacity, with a nine-minute headway, to meet forecast demand on Line 1 
(CMK Loop). The remaining nine lines would require additional capacity in order to 
meet demand. Adding an extra carriage to provide a 400-passenger trackless tram (to 
carry up to 80 passengers), would be sufficient to meet demand on seven of the ten 
lines. Only Line 3 (Caldecotte Growth Area and A5 P&R to CMK), Line 5 (Cranfield Uni 
to CMK) and Line 6 (East of M1 Growth Area and A509 P&R to CMK) would not have 
sufficient capacity. If a final carriage was added to provide a 500-passenger trackless 
tram (to carry up to 100 passengers), only two of the ten lines – Line 3 (Caldecotte 
Growth Area and A5 P&R to CMK) and Line 6 (East of M1 Growth Area and A509 P&R 
to CMK) would not have sufficient capacity.   

2.17 Operating a trackless tram at reduced capacity could result in similar reliability issues 
to the socially-distanced BRT option outlined above.  Whilst a trackless tram could 
carry up to 100 passengers at any one time, there is scope for passengers not to be 
able to board as the reduced capacity of the vehicle has been reached.  Although there 
may be scope to add and remove carriages in response to demand, there is potential 
that demand at peak times may not be met by deploying all five carriages, which could 
have a negative impact on passenger satisfaction and may result in passengers opting 
to use a more convenient, faster mode.   

2.18 Whilst trackless trams would provide the additional capacity required to carry socially-
distanced passengers, it is unclear for how long social-distancing will be required to 

 
1 Are Chinese trackless trams the best new thing to hit the road in your city? 
http://www.sustainabletransport.org/archives/7589  

2 Looking past the hype about 'trackless trams' https://phys.org/news/2018-12-hype-trackless-trams.html.  

http://www.sustainabletransport.org/archives/7589
https://phys.org/news/2018-12-hype-trackless-trams.html.
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continue on public transport once a vaccine for the virus is widely available.  Should 
the Council invest in trackless trams, it is anticipated that the additional capacity may 
largely go unused once a new normal position is reached.  The cost of purchasing a 
trackless tram vehicle is more than double the cost of purchasing BRT vehicles, which 
would increase the initial capital outlay to implement the network by around 
£88,000,000.  In addition, the geometric tracking requirements of a trackless tram with 
a capacity of 500 passengers would need careful consideration and may in practice 
require more expensive route engineering solutions, as well as stop and stabling 
facilities. All of this would increase the capital cost of the network.  
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3. A reduced core network  

Background 
3.1 The original study indicated that the viability of the proposed MRT routes is driven by 

the new housing proposed as part of the growth study to 2050.  Therefore, the full 
network would not be viable by 2031 and a phased approach was proposed that 
delivers MRT as travel demand is generated by new development.  The proposed 
network was developed to ensure that MRT not only connects growth with the city but 
connects neighbourhoods along the routes, with a focus on those areas with high 
levels of multiple deprivation. In this way the proposals provided a significant benefit 
to existing residents, helping to achieve ‘Mobility for All’. The recommendations within 
this note have similarly sought to ensure the revised network deliver benefits for 
existing residents, particularly those in area of multiple deprivation, alongside 
facilitating growth.  

3.2 In considering the recommendations set out in this note and subsequently delivering 
the MRT network, the Council could seek to identify those sections of the network 
where bus priority and junction improvements would be most required, for example 
those areas where there are greatest delays on the higher frequency corridors. This 
would potentially enable enhancements to be delivered in standalone packages in the 
short term, taking advantage of ad hoc developer funding, grant from government or 
other sources of funding, while contributing to the delivery of an entire network in the 
longer term.  

3.3 The original strategy proposed a two-phased approach to implementation of the ten 
line MRT network.  In Phase 1, Lines 1, 2, 3, 4 and 6 would be implemented, focussing 
on areas that will deliver housing and employment land that is allocated before 2031 
and on early opportunities to drive demand through P&R sites, as well as acting as 
catalysts for regeneration.  Phase 2 would deliver Lines 5, 7, 8, 9 and 10 which are 
focused on delivering the major Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) communities 
proposed as part of the growth study and are therefore more reliant on the demand 
from new development that will largely be delivered beyond 2031.  It should be noted 
that Line 9 (Winslow to CMK) was not included in the subsequent MK 2050 Strategy 
and that an additional line (to the north of CMK) was included in the strategy, along 
with a line connecting Bletchley with Line 10.  
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Phase 1 
3.4 Within a reduced core network, it is proposed that Line 1 should remain a pivotal line in 

order to establish the network within the city and to connect the areas of highest current 
demand.  Although the demand for travel on this Line appears to be relatively low in 
2031, the model distributes demand within CMK across all lines serving the area and 
therefore with fewer lines implemented, the proportion of trips carried by Line 1 is 
significantly higher.   

3.5 The effects of the pandemic and the ensuing recession on the city centre will become 
more known over the coming months and years.  A potential reduction in demand for 
office space in the centre as home working increases may give way to a more mixed-use 
centre, potentially increasing demand, within which Line 1 would have an important role 
to play in providing local journeys for an increasing number of city centre residents.   

3.6 The two lines which were originally forecast to be the most economically viable were 
Line 3 (Caldecotte Growth Area and A5 P&R to CMK) and Line 6 (East of M1 Growth 
Area and A509 P&R to CMK).  These two lines would also be the most resilient to 
falling levels of passenger demand (as described above) and would therefore be 
recommended for inclusion within a reduced core MRT network.  These two lines 
would effectively form a north – south route, passing through the centre of Milton 
Keynes and connecting with the CMK Loop.  

3.7 Whilst it is recognised that Line 2 (Bletchley – CMK) has the potential to act as a 
catalyst for the potential regeneration of Bletchley town centre and station and to 
provide improved access for some of the most deprived areas in Milton Keynes, this 
line is not forecast to cover its operating costs from revenue in 2031 or in 2050.  The 
route between Bletchley and CMK is relatively well served by existing commercial local 
bus services (see Section 4).  In addition, the route of Line 3 (Caldecotte Growth Area 
and A5 P&R to CMK) would run parallel to Line 2 from the Netherfield area which 
would already serve two of the city’s regeneration areas - Coffee Hall and Fishermead - 
as well as providing access to the Open University - a key employment location – and 
the hospital which is expected to expand as the City grows.   

3.8 Line 2 could therefore be delivered in a different way, focussed on an Enhanced Bus 
Partnership approach to achieve a high quality bus corridor.  Such a partnership would 
seek to deploy new, high quality, branded vehicles, incorporating low or zero 
emissions, as well as features such as wifi, in a similar manner to the approach 
successfully adopted on the award-winning Fastrack network in Kent and the Fastway 
network in Crawley.  In addition, services operating along the route could be required 
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to provide a minimum service frequency and a more coordinated approach, providing 
evenly-spaced timings, to reflect passenger demand.  Only those vehicles which met 
the specified requirements would be able to access the improved corridor.  The 
Council’s key contribution to such a Partnership would be the provision of bus priority 
measures to address congestion at key junctions along the route. In this way many of 
the benefits of MRT could be achieved at lower cost, providing significant benefits to 
residents living along this corridor, some of which experience high levels of 
deprivation.  

3.9 Improving the junctions of V7 and Grove Way, Standing Way, Chaffron Way and Child’s 
Way, as well as improving the junction between V8 and Standing Way would be 
beneficial to achieve better journey time reliability for services along the route of Line 
2. Having implemented such priority measures from the outset, there would be scope 
for Line 2 to be converted to MRT should additional development come forward at 
Bletchley which has not been factored in currently. Phase 1 is shown diagrammatically 
in Figure 3-1. 

Phase 1a 
3.10 It is anticipated that Line 4 could be implemented in an interim phase - Phase 1a - 

should demand approach forecast levels beyond 2031.  In a similar way to the 
approach proposed for Line 2, Line 4 could be provided as an Enhanced Bus 
Partnership route as far as Woburn Sands in the medium term, although once new 
housing development to the east comes on stream, bus provision could be upgraded 
to MRT.  In the medium term, bus priority measures along the A421 (Standing Way) 
close to Magna Park could offer better journey time reliability along the route of 
services 300 and 301.  Phase 1a is shown diagrammatically in Figure 3-2.   

Phase 2 
3.11 The lines within Phase 2 may be implemented in the period between 2031 – 2050, 

although the timescale may be impacted by potential delays in bringing forward 
housing development which could emerge as a consequence of the onset of a 
recession following the pandemic.  Phase 2 is shown diagrammatically in Figure 3-3.   
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Figure 3-1: Proposed Phase 1 of MRT
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Figure 3-2: Proposed Phase 1a 
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Figure 3-3: Proposed Phase 2 of MRT
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4. Linkages to existing bus services 
4.1 Table 4-1 provides an overview of the higher frequency (up to 60-minute headway) 

local bus routes in Milton Keynes which operate in the vicinity of the originally 
proposed MRT lines. Many of the local bus routes operate cross-city services which 
pass through the centre of Milton Keynes, thus providing access to the city centre and 
beyond without the need to interchange.  

Table 4-1: Local Bus Services Operating in Vicinity of Proposed MRT Lines 

 

Note: these bus services operate with a maximum headway of 60 minutes (excluding service 50 
which is included as the only service operating in this area).   

Proposed MRT Line
Bus 
service

Route
Mon -Sat 
daytime 

freq
Line 1 (CMK loop) All services listed below

1 Newton Leys - Bletchley - CMK - Newport Pagnell 30 mins
4 CKM Rail Stn - CMK - MK Hospital - Whaddon Way - Bletchley 20 mins

5 & 6
Wolverton - Bradville (5) - Stony Stratford (6) - CMK - Bletchley - Lakes Estate 
(7-8 min freq between Lakes Estate & Heelands)

15 - 30 mins

7 Wolverton - CMK - Bletchley (every 15 mins Wolverton - CMK) 30 mins

8 Oxley Park - Westcroft - CMK - Kingston - Walnut Tree - Wavedon Gate 15 mins
300 Tattenhoe Park - Westcroft - CMK - Coachway - Kingston - Magna Park 20 mins
301 Stony Stratford - Whitehouse - CMK - Oakgrove - Kingston - Woburn Sands 30 - 60 mins

Line 5 (Cranfield Uni to CMK)
C1 / 10 / 
11

CMK - Kingston  (C1/C11) - Newport Pagnall (C10) - Coachway - Cranfield - 
Bedford

30 mins

1 Newton Leys - Bletchley - CMK - Newport Pagnell
2 Grange Farm - CMK - Willen - Redhouse Park - Newport Pagnell 20 mins
2 Grange Farm - CMK - Willen - Redhouse Park - Newport Pagnell 20 mins

5 & 6
Wolverton - Bradville (5) - Stony Stratford (6) - CMK - Bletchley - Lakes Estate 
(7-8 min freq between Lakes Estate & Heelands)

15 - 30 mins

7 Wolverton - CMK - Bletchley 30 mins

18
Oakridge Park - CMK - Woughton on the Green - MK Hospital - Bletchley - 
Woburn Sands

60 mins

23 CMK - Great Linford - Bradville - Wolverton 60 mins
24 / 25 Bletchley - Westcroft - CMK - Newport Pagnell - Kingston - Bletchley 60 mins

Line 8 (Pottersbury / Old Stratford to CMK) 301 Stony Stratford - Whitehouse - CMK - Oakgrove - Kingston - Woburn Sands 30 - 60 mins
Line 9 (Winslow to CMK) 50 CMK - Bletchley - Winslow - The Horwoods 120 mins

8 Oxley Park - Westcroft - CMK - Kingston - Walnut Tree - Wavedon Gate 15 mins
300 Tattenhoe Park - Westcroft - CMK - Coachway - Kingston - Magna Park 20 mins

CMK - Kents Hill (12/12A) - Monkston - Open University - Caldecotte 30 minsLine 3 (Caldecotte to CMK)

Line 2 (Bletchley to CMK via V7 regen)

Line 10 (Snelshall to CMK)

11 / 11A 
12 / 12A

Line 4 (Woburn Sands to CMK)

Line 6 (Newport Pagnell New Community to CMK)

Line  7 (Northern Extension to CMK via V7 regen)
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Phase 1 Lines 
4.2 All of the high frequency local bus services travelling into the centre of the city would 

link with the proposed CMK Loop (Line 1).   

4.3 Although Line 2 (Bletchley – CMK) was included in Phase 1 of the full MRT network, the 
proposed route along the V7 corridor, and the adjacent corridors (V6 and V8) between 
Bletchley and CMK, are relatively well served by local bus services, including service 1, 
4, 5 & 6 and service 7.  Monday – Saturday daytime headways vary from 30 minutes up 
to 7 - 8 minutes and provide access for the potential regeneration areas located to the 
south of the city centre (Beanhill, Coffee Hall, Netherfield and Fishermead).  Service 1 
operates with a 30-minute headway for Beanhill, with service 4 operating with a 20-
minute headway into Milton Keynes.  Coffee Hall and Netherfield are served by service 
1 and service 5 & 6, with Fishermead also being served by service 5 & 6.  Milton 
Keynes University Hospital is also served by service 1, 4, and 5 & 6 from Bletchley on 
the way to CMK.   

4.4 Line 3 provides a link between CMK and Caldecotte with a 30-minute headway via V10.  
The service also provides a service to the Open University site along the route.   

4.5 Line 4 (Woburn Sands – CMK) is served along various sections of its proposed route by 
bus services 8, 300 and 301.  Service 8 operates with a 15-minute headway between 
the city centre and Kingston district centre, with service 300 operating with a 20-
minute headway between central Milton Keynes, Kingston district centre and Magna 
Park.  Service 301 operates with a 30-60 minute headway between Woburn Sands, 
Woburn Sands rail station, Wavendon, Kingston district centre and CMK.   

4.6 Line 6 is very poorly served by existing local bus services, largely owing to its location 
to the east of the M1.  The proposed line runs close to service 1 and 2 on its way into 
Milton Keynes.  

Phase 2 Lines 
4.7 Line 5 (Cranfield Uni to CMK) is served to some extent by services C1 and C11 which 

operate with a 30-minute headway between the centre of Milton Keynes, Kingston 
district centre and Coachway before heading towards Cranfield and terminating in 
Bedford.  An alternative route (service C10) operates from CMK via Newport Pagnell to 
Cranfield and Bedford with a 30-minute headway.   



Review of 2050 MRT Strategy 

 2  

4.8 Line 7 (V7 alignment) is relatively poorly served by bus; although there are numerous 
services in the area, including service 18, 30, 31 and 609, they primarily operate with a 
maximum 60-minute headway.   

4.9 Line 8 is served to some extent by service 301 as far as Stony Stratford, although the 
current headway is just 30 – 60 minutes.   

4.10 Line 9, which was to operate between Winslow and CMK, may be served by East-West 
Rail rather than BRT.  It is the least well served by bus, as the demand for this line 
would be based largely on new development, much of which would take place outside 
of Milton Keynes in Aylesbury Vale district.  Service 50 operates with a 120-minute 
headway between Milton Keynes and Winslow via Bletchley and would not be suitable 
to meet demand from new housing development in the area.   

4.11 Line 10 could be served to some extent by service 8 and service 300 as far as Tattenhoe 
Park via Westcroft.  Snelshall itself is not currently served by any local bus services.   

Local bus network enhancements 
4.12 As outlined in Section 3, local bus service enhancements in the vicinity of Lines 2 and 4, 

achieved via an Enhanced Bus Partnership approach, could meet some of the demand 
for travel up to 2031.   

4.13 A similar approach could also be taken for Line 1 as a very early action, with greater 
priority provided, enhanced coordination and the potential rationalisation of stop and 
interchange facilities, particularly around Midsummer Boulevard. 

4.14 The partnership approach could be one which is welcomed by bus operators if there is 
some surety around the intended duration of such arrangements and the longer-term 
plans for the MRT network.  

4.15 For the Council’s part, there would need to be investment in bus priority and provision 
of segregated sections of bus lane where feasible in order to deliver reliable 
conventional bus services.  Moves to reduce parking spaces and increase parking 
charges in the city would also encourage commercial operators to enter into 
partnerships which would enhance the patronage of their services. 

4.16 Ultimately, the intention would be for all corridors to become part of the MRT network 
in response to new housing development generating increased demand for travel 
beyond 2031 towards 2050.   

4.17 For those bus services in the vicinity of the lines to be implemented in Phase 2, it is 
considered that the demand generated by new development would support 
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implementation of MRT from the outset, rather than a transition from enhanced bus 
services to MRT. 

4.18 Figure 4-1 provides an overview of the existing bus services that currently run in the 
vicinity of the proposed MRT or Enhanced Partnership network. As discussed above, for 
Lines 2 and 4, these may be restructured in partnership with operators to provide a 
high-quality bus corridor in advance of MRT. More generally, it is highly likely that the 
bus network would adapt as MRT is introduced. This would take place naturally but 
may need to be managed in partnership with operators in order to ensure the best 
outcome for the residents of Milton Keynes.
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Figure 4-1: Existing bus routes in the vicinity of the proposed MRT Network 
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5. Financial implications  
5.1 Clearly, the uncertainty surrounding the future of demand for travel by public transport 

in the light of Covid-19 makes the provision of a reduced core network an attractive 
lower-cost option in the short to medium term.  The cost of implementing a network 
of three key MRT lines (Lines 1, 3 and 6), plus enhanced priority along Line 2, would be 
approximately £270 million in an amended Phase 1 – approximately 25% of the 
estimated £1.1billion to implement the entire network and 59% of the original Phase 1. 
Adopting this more measured approach to implementation would enable the Council 
to take stock of demand in advance of pressing ahead with other lines within the 
network.   

5.2 Whilst such an approach would deliver short-term savings, obtaining the required 
capital costs to deliver the entire network may be more challenging.  Securing funding, 
such as Housing Infrastructure Funding (HIF), to implement the reduced core network 
may be relatively easy to achieve, but obtaining the funding on a piecemeal basis to 
deliver the remaining lines may be more challenging.   

5.3 As the proposed MRT network is intended to stimulate new development sites coming 
forward, potential developers in areas where implementation of the lines will be 
deferred may delay developing sites in response.  In addition, developers who may 
have been willing to financially support the implementation of an MRT line in the 
vicinity of a development site may be less convinced of the requirement to provide 
financial support for bus services and other supporting travel measures which they may 
consider to be less permanent and potentially less likely to encourage house sales.   

5.4 The provision of enhanced local bus services in areas where the implementation of 
lines has been delayed (or potentially cancelled) will not be cost-neutral, as frequency 
improvements and vehicle upgrades may require pump priming from the Council to 
achieve the quality of service that could rival MRT.  Similarly, if the Council is to deliver 
‘mobility corridors’ the cost of the physical works required to achieve some of the bus 
priority measures may make the decision of whether or not to press ahead with the 
BRT network less straightforward.   
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6. The contribution of alternative modes  
6.1 There is scope for a proportion of travel demand to be met by a range of alternative 

sustainable travel options, which varies by corridor and by mode.  Table 6-1 provides a 
summary of the extent (low/medium/high) to which a significant share of origin-
destination movements could be captured by alternative modes. 

Table 6-1: Impact of reducing demand on annual cost recovery 

  

Line 1 
6.2 In the vicinity of Line 1 (CMK Loop), there is considerable scope to improve the 

Redways heading into the city centre, particularly at junctions, in order to encourage 
walking and cycling to and within the city centre.  In addition, introducing a bike / e-
bike hire scheme, operating from CMK, could meet some demand for travel around the 
city centre and key trip generators.  Providing bus priority at pinch points within CMK 
could improve journey times and encourage transfer to public transport as journey 
times become more competitive with the equivalent journey by car.  A city loop 
(electric) bus service could also meet a considerable amount of demand across CMK.  
DRT would have a minor role in CMK, potentially providing a first/last mile option for 
certain journeys.   

Corridor / Line
DRT / Smaller 
Bus Vehicles

Repurposing 
highway space

Upgrading 
Redways

Micromobility 
Options

Conventional 
buses

Line 1 (CMK loop)

Line 2 (Bletchley to CMK via V7 regen) & Line 3 (Caldecotte to 
CMK)

Line 4 (Woburn Sands to CMK)

Line 5 (Cranfield Uni to CMK) & Line 6 (Newport Pagnell New 
Community to CMK)

Line 7 (Northern Extension to CMK via V7 regen)

Line 8 (Pottersbury / Old Stratford to CMK) 

Line 10 (Snelshall to CMK)

Key: Low Medium High
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Lines 2 and 3 
6.3 Repurposing the highway on V7 and adjacent roads to support high quality local bus 

services would assist in making local bus journey times more competitive with the 
equivalent car journey as part of the proposed Enhanced Bus Partnership approach 
outlined in Section 3.  If it was not possible to enhance all of the local bus services in 
the vicinity of Line 2, a small proportion of the demand may be addressed by smaller 
vehicles or potentially demand responsive vehicles providing journeys into CMK or 
providing journeys to intermediate locations such as the hospital for residents who live 
some distance from a bus stop.   

6.4 The majority of the demand for travel on Line 2 is forecast to originate within the 
Milton Keynes urban area, with Bletchley itself being less than four miles from CMK.  
This distance would make travel by bike a realistic option to meet some travel demand, 
particularly from the regeneration areas such as Beanhill and Netherfield which are 
located just two miles away from CMK.  A range of micromobility options which could 
include bike / e-bike and e-scooter hire would offer attractive alternatives for those 
who may live some distance from a bus stop and provide options for accessing the 
hospital.  There are numerous red routes in this area which, if upgraded at junctions, 
could facilitate a move to walking and cycling for journeys other than leisure, 
particularly in the section of corridor between Netherfield and CMK was due to be 
served by both Lines 2 and 3.   

Line 4 
6.5 The Woburn Sands end of the route of Line 4 is already served by conventional local 

bus services, although enhancing frequencies (and delivering bus priority in readiness 
for MRT) would enable some of the demand to be more readily met.  There could also 
be the potential to operate smaller buses or DRT services to Magna Park to provide 
access to employment and other opportunities and possibly operate a rail feeder 
service to Woburn Sands station.  Closer to CMK, there would be potential for the 
Fishermead regeneration area to benefit from having access to a citywide 
micromobility scheme, to take advantage of the short journey distance into CMK.  
Enhancing the Redways in this section of the route close to CMK would also facilitate 
walking and cycling for shorter trips.   
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Lines 5 and 6 
6.6 There would be some scope for operating smaller buses to provide journeys to Magna 

Park for employment purposes from the vicinity of both of these lines.  There would 
also be an option of providing demand responsive services to / from Milton Keynes 
Coachway to connect onto the P&R service into CMK.  The distance from CMK and the 
requirement to cross the M1 would make micromobility modes relatively unattractive 
from the new developments at the end of each line, other than from the small spatial 
allocation site adjacent to the route of Line 6, close to CMK.   

Line 7 
6.7 Enhancing the Redways along and adjacent to the V7 corridor around Conniburrow, 

north of CMK, could enable some journeys into CMK to be made by more active 
modes.  The area around the proposedV7 route is served by local bus services, but 
repurposing V7 would assist in meeting demand by reducing journey times into CMK, 
although frequency enhancements would be important along with some degree of 
rerouting.  DRT vehicles or smaller vehicles may abstract from bus services operating in 
this area, but could meet some low-level demand.  The growth location close to 
Conniburrow is close enough to CMK to take advantage of a micromobility scheme in 
the city.   

Lines 8 and 9 
6.8 In 2031, demand originating from the PlanMK spatial allocations along V4 could be 

met to some extent by the bus service between Stony Stratford and CMK, subject to 
frequency enhancements and potentially with bus priority along V4 (this could be in a 
similar fashion as Lines 1, 2 and 4 discussed in Section 4).  There may be scope to 
capture some cycling movements into CMK from the southern end of the 2031 spatial 
allocation along Line 8, subject to Redway junction improvements along H4 and H5.  
Given the distance between CMK and Winslow, there would be little scope to capture 
active modes at the Winslow end, other than working with Aylesbury Vale District 
Council to provide Redway-style route connecting to a new East-West rail station at 
Winslow.  A bus service from Winslow into CMK would be unlikely to attract patronage 
given the distances involved.   
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Line 10 
6.9 The area close to this line within Milton Keynes is relatively well served by local bus 

services which may be enhanced, with repurposing of the highway to provide priority 
into the centre of CMK.  Alternatively, smaller buses may provide short hop journeys, 
either on a scheduled or on-demand basis to Westcroft district centre or to feed into 
an enhanced mainline bus service.  Redway junction improvements around Westcroft 
could encourage active travel to the district centre.   

Assessment of proposed 2050 supporting network  
6.10 Should the pandemic delay or even cancel the implementation of certain lines on the 

MRT network, there is scope in parts of the city to utilise the local bus network to 
provide a lower cost alternative to MRT.  As noted earlier, although a partnership 
approach may enhance the quality of provision in the city, the perception of 
conventional bus as an inferior option compared with rapid transit may reduce 
developer confidence and reduce the potential for residents of new developments to 
make sustainable travel choices from the outset.  The same argument may also apply 
to car-driving residents of established neighbourhoods in the vicinity of a proposed 
line who may be encouraged out of their car by MRT but less so by conventional bus.  
The repurposing of highways as ‘mobility corridors’ will be important to deliver reliable, 
attractive journeys times, which should appeal to new and existing public transport 
passengers.   

6.11 To date, there have been no examples of profitable DRT services in the UK, although as 
CAV technology develops, the removal of driver costs could serve to make it a more 
economical option in the future (as with all shared and public transport).  There is a 
danger than DRT may abstract from other bus services in the city, so caution should be 
exercised in its deployment.  DRT may be more suited to meeting shift patterns at 
existing out-of-town sites, such as Magna Park, and feeding passengers into bus 
services at logical interchanges, rather than taking them directly into CMK.  Passengers 
may, however, be reluctant to interchange from DRT onto a conventional bus service 
rather than an MRT service.   

6.12 Micromobility has the potential to provide part of the solution by meeting some of the 
travel demand from the regeneration areas close to CMK.  We are aware that the 
Council is seizing the opportunity arising from the pandemic to capitalise on active 
modes as an alternative to public transport for shorter journeys. To support this, we 
recommend that the Council invest in the infrastructure required, particularly making 
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the Redways more suitable for commuting journeys by providing appropriate priority 
at junctions, to enable people to choose active modes for commuting as well as leisure 
trips.  The new e-scooter trials which are soon to commence will provide valuable case 
studies to inform the development of such a scheme in Milton Keynes.  Integrating 
such a scheme with a citywide bike / e-bike hire scheme could offer a range of 
attractive ‘first / last mile’ solutions for the city.   
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7. Addressing strategic objectives 
7.1 The revised approach proposed within this report continues to have ‘Mobility for All’ as 

its guiding objective.  The uncertainty surrounding the time period for recovery from 
the pandemic has prompted the recommendation for a more pragmatic approach to 
implementation of the proposed network, with a reduced core network in the first 
instance, which may be expanded in the future as demand grows from new 
developments which could be delayed as a consequence of the anticipated economic 
recession.   

7.2 The key factor in encouraging travel by public transport is to provide reliable journey 
times which are competitive in duration with the equivalent car journey; the way to 
achieve this is to provide priority for public transport wherever possible along its route.  
Whether the service is MRT or conventional bus is less of an issue as long as it is 
evident that public transport has segregated space to avoid congestion hotspots and 
maintain a timetable.   

7.3 Although the estimated poor financial performance of Line 2, the origin of the demand 
for travel originating in the city and the well-bussed nature of the area have prompted 
the recommendation to remove this Line from the network, the solutions proposed as 
alternatives will continue to meet the ‘Mobility for All’ objective.   

7.4 This strategic objective can also be met by the proposed increase in emphasis on 
walking and cycling, capitalising on the surge in travel by active modes during the 
pandemic in response to the advice to avoid using public transport.  Investing in 
upgrading and refocussing the Redways network to support and encourage walking 
and cycling for commuting rather than just leisure journeys will provide those without 
access to a car with a viable alternative as part of the solution to delivering Mobility for 
All.  Providing a bike hire scheme which incorporates electric bikes, potentially with 
some adapted bikes, and e-scooters, would provide a travel option for those who may 
be mobility impaired or otherwise inactive to have independent access to facilities and 
services in the city.   

7.5 Whilst the environmental performance of MRT is better than the average conventional 
bus network, there is scope through a partnership approach to deliver a greener bus 
fleet in the city.  This, coupled with the facilitation and promotion of travel by active 
modes, will make a considerable contribute to the reduction of carbon emissions in the 
city and beyond.  The inclusion of disincentives to car travel, including parking 
restrictions and increased parking charges in tandem with the incentives to use public 
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transport should also assist the Council in delivering on its aims to reduce carbon 
emissions from transport in the city.    
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8. Recommendations 
8.1 The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on travel 

demand in the short term.  The timescale for demand to recover to pre-COVID levels 
remains unknown, and could be strongly influenced by the timescale for discovery and 
widescale availability of a vaccine, as well as growing trends towards home working 
and online shopping.   

8.2 In the meantime, the anticipated global recession resulting from the pandemic may 
have more of an impact on the implementation of an MRT network than any amount 
of travel behaviour change, as house building may stall as the economy struggles to 
recover.  As much of the demand which will sustain the network largely originates from 
new housing development, there may be a necessary lag in implementation.  

8.3 The aspiration to deliver an MRT network should remain, but with the appreciation that 
the timescales for achieving a complete network may necessarily need to be extended 
in response to the performance of the housing market.  

8.4 The key recommendations of the review are that: 

1) Line 3 and Line 6 are delivered in line with initial recommendations, before 2031, 
as these two routes are the most resilient to reduced demand. 

2) Line 1 is delivered in line with initial recommendations, before 2031, as it draws 
together uses across CMK, links Line 3 and Line 6 through the city centre and is a 
visible statement of intent regarding the future MRT network. An early phase of 
Line 1 could be delivered with improved priority to existing bus services delivered 
by the Council and an Enhanced Partnership with operators to provide services.  

3) Line 2 is not delivered as MRT before 2031 due to a reduction in demand 
impacting significantly on its viability. A more cost-effective approach is 
recommended to be delivered before 2031 that delivers greater priority to buses 
alongside an Enhanced Partnership with operators to provide higher quality buses 
and better coordinated services. Given the relatively short length of this route, and 
proximity of some of the major regeneration areas to the hospital and CMK, 
micro-mobility could be considered as a viable alternative for some demand.  
There would be scope for Line 2 to be converted to MRT should additional 
development come forward at Bletchley which has not been factored in currently. 

4) Line 4 is not delivered before 2031 but later on, depending on the phasing of 
development, upon which the viability of this line depends. In the interim there is 
potential to enhance the bus services between Woburn Sands and CMK as well as 
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to operate smaller buses or DRT services to Magna Park to provide access to 
employment and other opportunities and possibly operate a rail feeder service to 
Woburn Sands station. Closer to CMK, there would be potential for the Fishermead 
regeneration area to benefit from having access to a micromobility scheme, to 
take advantage of the short journey distance into CMK.  Enhancing the Redways in 
this section of the route close to CMK would also facilitate walking and cycling for 
shorter trips. 

5) Measures to improve active travel (such as improved Redways into CMK and 
micro-mobility solutions including ebike and escooter hire), alongside restrictions 
on car parking and access could help create positive conditions for more 
sustainable mobility. These might be phased alongside the introduction of Line 1. 

6) The delivery of P&R sites is crucial both to the viability of Lines 3 and 6, but also 
helps to create the conditions needed for alterations to the road network in CMK, 
necessary for Line 1. These sites should be prioritised as part of the solution to 
delivering a viable MRT network. 

7) The remaining phases of the MRT network are heavily dependent on development 
coming forward for their long-term commercial viability. However, the network as 
a whole remains comfortably viable in 2050, even with reductions of demand up to 
the maximum 25% tested above.   As such, the focus for the other Lines is more 
likely to rest upon: 

a) Seizing opportunities to establish / re-prioritise roadspace for existing bus 
services (where they exist) and active modes of transport (walk, cycle, 
micromobility) as they emerge, so as to establish space for rapid transit 
services in the future – as demand necessitates. 

b) Gradually adding priority at busy junctions to move incrementally towards 
continuous running lanes for existing bus services, as the delivery of new 
homes along identified corridors takes place. 

c) Converting these incremental improvements into MRT services; with 
significantly enhanced stops, vehicles and fare payment mechanisms in line 
with the MRT network provisions already delivered on other Lines. 

8.5 The approach outlined above of determining from the outset those sections of the 
network where bus priority and junction enhancements are required, will ensure that 
the network is taken forward in a way that responds to the scale and availability of 
funding. 
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Appendix A 

Further discussion on potential impact of COVID-19 on 
demand for public transport 

Review of 2050 MRT Strategy 
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The proposed approach of identifying a reduced core network of services, with the 
potential to delay (or even cancel) the implementation of future lines is pragmatic in 
the light of the ongoing pandemic.  

The travelling public heeded the advice of government regarding their ‘civic duty’ not 
to travel by public transport.  According to the Campaign for Better Transport, during 
lockdown, bus use dropped to between 10 and 15% of its usual level3.  The same 
report also stated that “There is a risk to the viability of public transport following 
limited use in the short-term, and potentially lower levels of use beyond the pandemic 
following clear messages against using it”. 

Following lockdown, the repeated request to use public transport as a last resort rather 
than a first choice of travel has kept demand at low levels.  The requirement to social 
distance and wear a face covering whilst on public transport means that buses are able 
to operate at roughly 20% capacity.  It remains unclear for how long this guidance will 
last and such measures are likely to engender mistrust among the travelling public in 
the safety of public transport, which in turn will serve to keep demand low for some 
time to come.  The quantitative assessment within this report has demonstrated that 
the deployment of larger vehicles would enable social distancing, but the cost of 
operating a socially distanced transport network would be prohibitively expensive.   

According to Transport Focus, of over 2000 people surveyed during week nine of the 
pandemic, less than one in four would be happy to use public transport once 
restrictions were lifted4.  In addition, more than four in ten stated that in the future they 
were more likely to drive for journeys where they previously used public transport 
(although the figure fell to one in five for those without access to a car).  Finally, just 
15% of respondents thought they would make more journeys by public transport as 
more businesses open up, all of which supports the measured approach to 
determining the MRT network.   

The pandemic has inadvertently provided evidence that home-working, which was still 
the exception rather than the rule for much of the office-based workforce, can be 
achieved without too many compromises in efficiency.  In the same Transport Focus 
survey, in response to the statement “I think my job will be homebased in the future 
with limited travel to my workplace”, a third of respondents agreed whilst a third 

 
3 Campaign for Better Transport, Covid-19 Recovery Renewing the transport system, July 2020 
4 Transport Focus, Travel during Covid-19 survey – week 9, 3rd July 2020 https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/research-
publications/publications/travel-during-covid-19-survey-week-9/ 

https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/research-publications/publications/travel-during-covid-19-survey-week-9/
https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/research-publications/publications/travel-during-covid-19-survey-week-9/
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strongly disagreed.  Measures put in place to facilitate home working during the 
pandemic are unlikely to be removed in the near future and if home working becomes 
more of a regular occurrence, the viability of public transport on a day to day basis 
may be compromised.   

The Transport Focus survey also found that a quarter of respondents stated that in the 
future they were more likely to cycle for journeys when they previously used public 
transport and 48% stated that they were more likely to walk than use public transport 
in the future.  Whilst this finding is concerning for the public transport market, it 
endorses the rationale for emphasis on active travel modes within the strategy.  It also 
echoes the recommendations of the Campaign for Better Transport5 that one of the 
key elements of a transport-led recovery from the pandemic should deliver permanent 
improvements to sustain greater levels of walking and cycling. 

 
5 Campaign for Better Transport (July 2020), Covid-19 Recovery- Renewing the Transport System 
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