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Alternative Futures for Greater 
Manchester

The city-region is currently developing a spatial framework for 
the next 20 - 30 years. The Greater Manchester Spatial Frame-
work (GMSF) will be the plan to solve the housing crisis and re-
alise an economic vision by ensuring the right land is available 
in the right places to deliver the homes and jobs needed over 
the next 20 years. 

The plan will identify the new infrastructure required to achieve 
this. The aim of the plan is to ensure the city-region makes the 
most of brownfield sites and town centres and minimises the 
need for Green Belt development.

An initial version of the plan in 2016 was rejected then rede-
signed following the election of the first Mayor for Greater Man-
chester in 2017. Greater Manchester is made up of 10 local 
authorities (municipalities) each having their own local planning 
powers. The GMSF is a strategic spatial plan for the city-region 
as a whole.
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With a population of 2.8 million it is the second most populous 
urban area in the UK spanning 493 square miles across ten 
metropolitan boroughs: Bolton, Bury, Oldham, Rochdale, Stock-
port, Tameside, Trafford, Wigan, and the cities of Manchester 
and Salford. There is a mix of high-density urban areas, sub-
urbs, semi-rural and rural locations, although land use is mainly 
urban. It is famous as the birthplace of the industrial revolution 
in 19th century, begining to flourish as the global centre of the 
cotton industry. It has a focused central business district but the 
city-region is polycentric with each of the ten metropolitan dis-
tricts having at least one major town centre and outlying sub-
urbs.

Following deindustrialisation in the 1960s, there was a signifi-
cant economic and population decline, particularly in central 
areas. Vast areas of low-quality terraced housing built through-
out the Victorian era were in a poor state of repair and many 
inner-city districts suffered from chronic social deprivation and 
high levels of unemployment. Slum clearance and the increased 
building of social housing estates led to a decrease in popula-
tion in central areas. Between 1970-2000 the population of the 
region declined by over 8,000 a year, while Manchester’s popu-
lation shrank by about 40% during this time from 766,311 in 
1931 to 452,000 in 2006.

The early adopter team securing the upgrading 
of public transport infrastructure, particularly 
the regional railway network in anticipation of 
the 2nd phase of HS2 rail to the north of Eng-
land. This strategy focuses mixed-use devel-
opment around current and future tram expan-
sion. Policies to pedestrianise town centres 
to promote walking & cycling, reduce air pol-
lution & improve health. Areas of land around 
the M60 & M62 motorway to the west of the 
conurbation is protected for future warehous-
ing. By 2050 additional policies to project land 
for future industrial warehousing by the M62, 
creation of urban parkland to the west of the 
central area for GI, connecting housing in the 
2035 plan. Peripheral towns outside Manches-
ter & Salford have policies to regenerate town 
centres, reflecting long-term issues, historical 
concentration of development, resources & 
wealth in the center. To the east of the region in 
upland areas of the Pennine hills a protection 
zone with land management policies to pre-
serve biodiversity & prevent wildfires which are 
detrimental to water & air quality.

The late adopter team focus on housing needs 
with a policy in the central core to create adapt-
able housing for an increasingly aging popula-
tion. A significant amount of low-density hous-
ing is allocated across the region & while this is 
located near transport infrastructure it appears 
inappropriate considering the overall require-
ments for the plan. This team propose local 
sustainable heat networks in peripheral towns 
outside of Manchester & Salford & renewable 
energy schemes in central areas. By 2050 
this team envisage the need to account for 
climate change by adopting a policy of imple-
menting solar & photovoltaic cells on all south/
south-west facing facades. This team embrace 
proposals for concentration of development 
around tram stations. Further transport poli-
cies, particularly in relation to autonomous ve-
hicles is only proposed along the M6 corridor to 
the west. Greenspace corridors connecting the 
centre with outlying towns are adopted along 
with a number of cycling corridors. Greenbelt 
policy remains the same & overall there is a 
lack of provision to meet housing requirements.
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Requirements
Economic and population growth will place significant pressure 
on infrastructure, roads, public transport, energy and water, 
schools and hospitals. Future climate change pressures will also 
require the city-region to adapt to bigger shocks and stresses, 
such as increased heat, drought and flood risk, which may re-
quire new sources of funding to be identified. The plan will:

• set out how Greater Manchester should develop over the next 
two decades up to the year 2037;

• identify the amount of new development that will come forward 
in terms of housing, offices, industry and warehousing and the 
main areas in which this will be focused;

• protect the important environmental assets across the conur-
bation;

• allocate sites for employment and housing outside of the ur-
ban area;

• support the delivery of key infrastructure, such as transport 
and utilities;

• define a new Green Belt boundary for Greater Manchester.

Transport

Environment

Industrial land requirements

Housing unit requirements

Late Adopter 2035

Total cost 
£102.03B

Total cost 
£173.68B
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Media coverage against the plans

Meeting the require-
ments of plan
In order to meet the plans re-
quirements it is necessary to 
identify the amount of new 
development that will come 
forward in terms of housing, 
offices, industry and ware-
housing, and the main areas 
in which this will be focused. 

It is also important to protect 
environmental assets across 
the conurbation and support 
the delivery of key infrastruc-
ture, such as transport and 
utilities.

This is a demanding and dif-
ficult task considering the de-
velopment pressure his huge 
as can be seen in the images 
here.

Alternatives to the 
official plan
URBED, a UK based consul-
tancy, produced illustrative 
material forming a narrative 
of the second draft, creating a 
graphically driven summary of 
the plan. A spatial portrait was 
produced, creating concept 
strategic masterplans and de-
veloping visual material to ex-
plain the plan to the public.

A group called Steady State 
Manchester are focusing ef-
forts on a one-planet economy 
approach.

The non-adopter team focus mainly on increasing the density of 
housing across the city region but ignores the impending impli-
cations of climate change.  They adopt policies from the other 
teams in terms of local sustainable heat networks and protect 
the greenbelt. They recognise the need to enhance the public 
transport infrastructure across the city-region, particularly the 
regional railway network in anticipation of the second phase of 
high-speed rail to the north of England. Some provision is made 
for warehousing to the north and the west of the city-region. 
There is also a policy to expand the M6 motorway corridor to the 
west.

There are numerous policies to enhance the connections be-
tween the peripheral towns and central areas of the Cities of 
Manchester and Salford via rail, wildlife and cycling corridors. 
There is also provision for a town centre green corridor link from 
Wigan in the NW to Oldham in the NE. The impending pressure 
around housing provision means that numerous sites are iden-
tified in the peripheral areas with some infringement in to the 
green belt for low density housing.

In a number of the peripheral towns in the north, west and south 
of the city region, high density city centre mixed use develop-
ment is proposed in tandem with the local sustainable heat net-
works to meet climate change and carbon reduction targets.

Reflections amongst grad students on 
Geodesign
For the 16 students who took place in the Geodesign workshop 
in Manchester in November 2018 they learnt a lot. The majority 
of them were relatively new to the City having moved to Man-
chester from other parts of the world. This hindered some of 
their understanding of the historical planning context of the city 
region. Most importantly though was that the workshop intro-
duced students to a new method which they found intellectually 
stimulating. Many of them found the process of negotiating de-
sign very interesting but questions the extent to which this would 
take place in an orderly manner in real life with a wider range 
of stakeholders, particularly on strategic planning of this scale. 
They believed the approach would have worked much better at 
a neighbourhood level and they discussed the possibility of us-
ing Geodesign in other modules.

The final negotiated design provides housing in the most sus-
tainable locations along the tram and regional railway network. 
Industrial sites along the M62 corridor remain as these provide 
employment opportunities, particularly in the north and west of 
the city region.

The 2019 re-drafted plan
The lastest plan to be publish by the GMCA is outlined above. 
This is a strategic plan for the next 30 years and is now out for 
public consulation. 

Non adopters 2050

Media reports of public trans-
port failings, a lack of afford-
able housing and opposition 
to development in the green-
belt has been the backdrop to 
the development to this plan.

History and com-
plexity of the GMSF 
plan
The original GMSF plan pub-
lished in 2016 was widely 
criticised by a wide group of 
stakeholders in the city-re-
gion.

The plan focused too much on 
housing in the greenbelt and 
the majority of economic de-
velopment taking place in the 
city centre of Manchester and 
‘airport city’.

There was a lack of policy fo-
cus on affordable housing in 
the right places and meeting 
the needs of the people of 
Greater Manchester.

The mapping of environmen-
tal constraints including ag-
ricultural land classifications 
(low to high), environmental-
ly protected areas (SSSIs), 
parkland, flood plains and the 
greenbelt shows how con-
strained the outer areas of the 
city-region are.

Environmental constraints

Airport City

2016 Plan

Final negotiated design


